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Abstract
This paper contributes knowledge to the field of well-being studies, specifically as an
example of how religious beliefs contribute to the maintenance of subjective wellbeing. The
research study utilised a hermeneutical phenomenology study where the overarching question
was: What was the lived experience of one novice female principal struggling to maintain her
subjective wellbeing whilst simultaneously being a spiritual leader in her school? The
Hermeneutical Circle was used as a basis to guide the investigation. The key finding of the
study was that self-reflective meaning making and positive thinking, built capacity for
leadership. In this instance, it is the interplay of educational, spiritual and mental health
knowledges that strengthened leadership capacity to plan for, and to meet the complex
challenges posed within the workplace.
Keywords: principal, subjective wellbeing, Christianity, Hermeneutical Circle
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1. Introduction
School leaders face many challenges in performing their role in contemporary society. The
issue of school principals’ health and well-being has been recognised as a significant concern
by state, private and independent school sectors, both nationally and internationally
(Drago-Severson, 2012; Lacey, 2007; Riley, 2012). Fewer teachers are prepared to take on
leadership roles due to perceptions of the increasing complexity of a principal’s role (Riley,
2014), and this is prior to any consideration of additional layers of expectation, such as those
that ensue from working within a strongly religious domain. It is within this complexity that I
explored the case of a female principal struggling to maintain her subjective wellbeing whilst
also being a spiritual leader in her school. The principal within the study was experiencing
extreme self-doubt and struggling with her leadership capacity. It is her journey of moving
her thinking along a continuum from self-doubt as the novice principal, to self-belief in her
leadership capabilities, and her enactment of deliberate strategies to maintain her subjective
wellbeing, that I seek to share.

2. Literature Review
This paper explores literature regarding: the role of the school principal and the challenges to
maintain subjective wellbeing; and the usefulness of self-reflection. These concepts were
explored as they linked to the novice principal in this study, who struggled to maintain
subjective wellbeing as well as being a spiritual leader within the school.
Researchers have explored the role of the school principal and identified that the role of the
school principal while being central to promoting or inhibiting change (Fullen, 2000;
Townsend, 2009) is also often associated with higher levels of stress (Lacey, 2007; Riley,
2012). Contemporary research has identified a significant number of cases where school
deputy principals have been identified as suffering from physical or psychological difficulties
resulting from occupational stress (Delgado, 2016), and that many principals experienced
toxic levels of stress and burnout (Drago-Severson, 2012).
Research also indicates that many principals are retiring early, with teachers viewing the role
of principal as a complex and demanding job, and as such are simply choosing not to seek
promotion nor take up school principal roles (Reames, Kochan & Zhu, 2014). As part of their
daily roles, principals and deputy/assistant principals deal with parents’ aspirations for their
children, recognised in the law of loco parentis, with the emotional consequences of such
demands remaining a much under-researched area (Hargreaves, 2013; Woolfolk Hoy, 2013).
However, the evident stress levels and the negative impacts on principal wellbeing was
evident in contemporary research, particularly Riley’s (2017) study of responses from 5247
school principals over a six year period.
Research into school principalship indicated that the complexities of the role will continue to
expand, with increased demands being placed on a school leader’s energy, thinking and
communication (Hines, Edmonson, & Moore, 2008). Managing change can be stressful and
impact greatly upon how a person maintains their positive wellbeing when endeavouring to
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lead a school community (Seaward, 2012). Furthermore, research has pinpointed associations
between educational leadership and improved teacher development, student achievement and
overall school improvement (Fullen 2000; Bush, 2009; Seashore-Louis, Leithwood &
Wahlstrom, 2010). It therefore seems relevant to acknowledge the complexity of the role of a
school principal, and support school principals to maintain their subjective wellbeing while
they are performing the role.
McLellan and Steward (2014) pose that the concept of wellbeing is often used
interchangeably with other terms such as happiness or satisfaction, which increases the likely
confusion concerning implementation of wellbeing practices in schools. However, despite the
lack of clarity in both defining wellbeing and the implementation of wellbeing practices,
there is little argument that wellbeing is an important factor in reducing the magnitude of
responsibilities that can weigh heavily upon a principal (Kidger, Gunnell, Biddle, Campbell,
& Donovan, 2010; Spratt, 2016).
While wellbeing can be defined from different perspectives, this paper examines
the
concept of wellbeing using a subjective wellbeing perspective as it captures how an
individual defines wellbeing from their own personal perspective. Subjective wellbeing is
acknowledged to be a wide-ranging concept that includes variables such as: satisfaction with
life as a whole or in specific domains and positive affect and negative affect (Arthaud-Day,
Rode, Mooney & Near, 2005; Diener & Ryan, 2009; Galinha & Pais-Ribeiro, 2011).
Diener, Oishi and Lucas described subjective wellbeing as “people’s emotional and cognitive
evaluations of their lives, include [ing] what lay people call happiness, peace, fulfilment, and
life satisfaction” (2003, p. 403). Due to the broad and complex nature of subjective wellbeing,
Diener, Oishi & Lucas also defined it as “a general area of scientific interest rather than a
single specific construct” (2003, p. 277). Diener’s (2009) definition of subjective wellbeing
consists of three components:
1) life satisfaction – where one has cognitively appraised that one’s life was good;
2) high levels of pleasant emotions; and
3) relatively low levels of negative moods.
Life satisfaction is considered to be a cognitive domain because it is based on evaluative beliefs
and attitudes about one's life. In contrast, positive affect and negative affect comprise the
affective domain of subjective wellbeing. Significant research depicts the effects of moods
and emotions on individual people’s health, and links positive affect to improved health
(Brummett, Boyle, Kuhn, Siegler, & Williams, 2009; Diener & Chan, 2011; Williams &
Schneiderman, 2002). Harrington and Loffredo (2010) posed that dispositional
self-awareness variables (such as self-reflection) also have a positive relationship to
well-being.
Lyke (2009) also suggested that subjective wellbeing could be significantly associated with
self-reflection. A review of the literature suggests that the basis of the construct of reflection
originated with Dewey (1933, 1993) and Schön (1983; 1987; 1991). Dewey averred that
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reflection is action based on “the active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or
supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it” (1933/83, p. 9). From
a similar perspective Schön (1983) suggested that reflection is a process or cycle where
understandings which have been implicit in actions, are surfaced into understandings,
criticised, restructured, and then applied to future action.
Two types of reflection were put forward by Schön (1983): 'reflection in action' and 'reflection
on action'. Reflection in action occurs in the moment while being in a situation in which the
person becomes aware of what they are thinking, feeling and doing. ‘Reflection on action’
involves thinking upon the situation, after it has occurred.
Critical self-reflection is generally associated with the development of higher-order thinking
skills (Fisher, 2003). To engage in critical reflection requires a person to critique the
presuppositions on which their beliefs have been built. In critically reflecting upon knowledge,
particularly the what, the how, and the why of learning, the learner may be transformed. This
process of reviewing and reanalysing one’s understanding happens through self-reflection,
which allows one’s ideas, knowledge, understandings, and experiences to be re-examined and
disputed (Preskill & Torres, 1999). Johnson and Aragon (2003) argued that this can result in a
change in one’s values, strategies, and assumptions. This can be termed as transformative
learning, a “process of making a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of an experience,
which guides subsequent understanding, appreciation and action” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 1).
Self-reflection is seen by many researchers (Day, 1993; Yang, 2009) to be important for the
development of professional educators. Yet even though reflection in professional behaviour is
desirable, there is very little explicit guidance for school principals in how to confidently and
competently guide their own reflective behaviour (Copeland, Birmingham, De La Cruz, &
Reicht, 1991; Day, 1993), especially in relation to the maintenance of their own wellbeing.

3. Methodology
My purpose in investigating how the novice principal in this study struggled to maintain
subjective wellbeing and be a spiritual school leader, was to add value to the theoretical field
of wellbeing, and to share with practitioners that they are not alone in struggling to maintain
their wellbeing. I was also hopeful that any effectual ways of working that were uncovered in
the study could also be shared with practitioners in the field. Research shows that positive
educator wellbeing is crucial as educators influence the social and emotional development of
students (McCallum & Price, 2016) through their teaching and modelling of social and
emotional concepts. Cooper and Huppert (2014) aver that educators are often overworked
and stressed, and if their mental health and wellbeing needs are not met, they are less likely to
foster the wellbeing of their students.
As the focus of this study was to understand the human experience of one female principal
within their work context, hermeneutic phenomenology seemed to be a natural choice as it
afforded the framework to accomplish an in-depth exploration of the lived experience
(Creswell & Crewell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994), and self-interpretation of the participant
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(Laverty, 2003). Husserl, a German philosopher who has been identified as the founder of
phenomenology, suggested that individuals go about their daily lives not being critically
reflective or conscious of their experiences; therefore, the aim of human science, is to explain
the essences, in other words, to understand human experiences (Laverty, 2003).
This study was conducted in accordance with van Manen’s (1997) hermeneutic method for
data collection and analysis. This study was interpretative and centred on language and
meanings as a way to understand the structures of the human lifeworld in terms of lived space,
lived time, lived body and lived relations. The researcher’s integral involvement in the research
process and intersubjective experience (Laverty, 2003) were key considerations that favoured
hermeneutic phenomenology.
As a researcher, I visited the school on three occasions prior to the commencement of the first
interview, observed the participant in her work context, and recorded notations of observations
in my research diary. These observations helped inform my questions during the subsequent
interviews. I was also invited to facilitate two workshops for the school staff. The facilitation of
the workshops provided me with some data regarding an observable way of working that the
principal used with her staff, while simultaneously presenting the challenge of extricating
myself from my own perceptions and interpretations of the phenomenon being studied
(Finlay, 2002).
The chosen methodology allowed the participant and me as a researcher, to be intrinsically
connected in co-creating an understanding and reconstruction of the lived experience of one
novice female principal who struggled with maintaining her subjective wellbeing and her
spiritual leadership. The study involved observation of the participant within her work
context; and three semi-structured interviews, each of one and a half hours duration over a
four month period. During these semi-structured interviews, the participant was invited to
self-reflect and the researcher also engaged in a process of self-reflection and open-ended
comments, thereby supporting intensive exploration into the research question (Kumar,
2014). As Knoch (1995) outlined that the practice of self-reflection is a crucial aspect of
phenomenological hermeneutical research. Taking this on board, I also kept a researcher
journal to assist me through self-reflection, and to identify my personal values, beliefs,
judgments, background and assumptions, so that through this acknowledgement impact could
be mitigated to increase validity. As a researcher I brought shared experience to the dialogue
in terms of being a long term practicing Lutheran, an experienced school principal, and also a
researcher in the area of wellbeing. The journal aided in creating transparency in relation to
how these factors impacted on my investigations. This self-reflection also incorporated my
experiences and reactions during fieldwork, and my emotions and thinking as part of the
research journey as I tried to make sense of the phenomenon that I studied. In so doing I
self-reflected on my reflexivity and thinking about my position as researcher, and how this
experience related to the issues being discussed as I found myself in the dual-role of an
‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’ (Laverty, 2003).
Time was allocated after each interview to scrutinise responses for inconsistencies (Kumar,
2014), and this allowed for further questions to be posed in follow up interviews. The three
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recorded interviews were transcribed and the transcripts uploaded into NVivo, a software
program which enabled me to organise data into thematic categories that evolved from the
data, in a manner that prioritised participant voice (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The
interviews involved three key areas: understandings of wellbeing, application of theology to
the situation, and self-reflection using the Hermeneutical Circle. The participant was invited
to read and check transcript data to enhance validity by ensuring researcher findings were
consistent with the viewpoint of the participant, thereby reducing possible researcher bias
(Grossoehme, 2014; Somekh & Lewin, 2011).
3.1 The Participant
Targeted sampling was utilised to select the study participant. Wiersma (2000) suggests that
using targeted sampling is based on the logic that the researcher can select an
information-rich case. I intended to contact several Independent schools and find a data rich
case. I contacted one Independent school and asked for volunteers to participant in the study.
The criterion for selection was based upon the characteristics of a person who was struggling
or battling with how to use theology to reflect upon a given situation that was impacting on
their subjective wellbeing. Two educators volunteered, and I did not know either person. The
chosen participant identified that she was struggling in her role as a new first-time principal,
wife, mother, and practicing Christian, to such an extent that she felt she should perhaps
relish her principal’s position and return to a teaching position. The participant identified that
she was engaged in an internal struggle, and that she would like to share that experience. I
therefore selected this participant believing that she was, in Wiersma’s (2000) view, an
information rich case.
For confidentiality reasons I will refer to the participant as Josie. Josie had only just moved
into the role of principal at a Lutheran primary school with approximately 200 students, in a
middle class socio-economic area. In a pre-interview discussion (participant selection phase)
Josie shared several complex situations involving incidents with staff and parent complaints
where she felt she did not have the capacity to solve the problem that was presented to her.
Josie shared how she battled with the application of theology (where she focused on God and
serving others) in her many vocations, and the balancing her own subjective wellbeing
(where she focused on herself), and this was explored through the Hermeneutical Circle
(Bartsch, 2007).
3.2 The Hermeneutical Circle
In investigating the central research question (i.e., What is the lived experience of one novice
female principal struggling to maintain her subjective wellbeing and be a spiritual school
leader?) I utilised the Hermeneutical Circle adapted from Bartsch (2007). From a theological
perspective hermeneutics focuses on identifying and applying sound principles of biblical
interpretation, and it is both a process of action and reflection. One’s understanding of the
whole is founded by reference to the individual parts, and one’s understanding of each
individual part with reference to the whole (Goldsworthy, 2012). Rush (2004) suggests that
understanding is gained through a circular movement from the whole to the part and back to
the whole again through a process of questioning, and from the general to the specific and
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back again. The process is referred to as the rhythm of the Hermeneutic Circle (Rush, 2004)
as it captures the circular transfer from the whole to the parts, integrating the sources of all
deconstruction and then reconstruction, in order to achieve a shared understanding of the
phenomenon. By utilising the Hermeneutic Circle it afforded me, as the researcher, a bid to
‘read between the lines’ and uncover the true essence of the experience (McConnell-Henry,
Chapman, & Francis, 2009) and to investigate its theological underpinnings.

Identification

Theological
Sources perspectives
adopted

Educational need/
concern/ issue

Interpreter

Exploration

Application
Evaluation

and

Theological
reformulation Response to the
issue

Dialogue
Educational
Context -

Figure 1. The Hermeneutical Circle adapted from Bartch (2017).
In Figure 1. The Hermeneutical Circle, both the participant in the study and the researcher are
situated as interpreters. The figure assumes a process of action and reflection in which the
interpreter (in this case the person doing theology in her given context) or the interpreting
community (of which as researcher I was part) begins with a given issue, or concern and
through a fluid process of: identification of the issue; exploration of the issue and
theological sources; dialogue with the educational context; issues and theology moves
toward application and evaluation of a theological response appropriate to the context that
meaningfully helps meet the concern or issue; and then is evaluated for its appropriateness.
The model intuitively utilises reflective questioning as a guide (Margolis, 2002; Mayes,
2001a, 2001b; Moore, 2002; Rock & Levin, 2002). In exploring the issue the interpreter
considers: What has God revealed to us for this situation?; and What theology is appropriate
to address this situation? In exploring the Educational Context the interpreter considers: What
is the application of theology to the current educational context? In exploring the Theological
Reformation the interpreter considers: What is the relevance of theology for this situation?;
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and What is the impact of that theology in arriving at a response to the initial issue?
In this paper theology is taken to mean the human endeavour in understanding the Christian
faith in light of our knowledge of its historical origins and also of the challenges of the
contemporary era (Braaten, 2007). Being engaged in theology in the school context involves
people reflecting upon their professional work in the light of theology (Bartsch, 2013).
Bartsch asserts that “theology can also assist education to see itself as part of God’s
continuing creation in the world and as one of God’s gifts for all people whether or not they
respond in faith to God” (2013, p. 9).
3.3 Identification – Theological Sources and Perspectives
Josie identified the issue that she was struggling with was the application of theology to her
life, and the maintenance of her subjective wellbeing. Josie reported that she felt “emotionally
drained and really anxious at times from the role of Lutheran school leadership” and
remarked that “it’s as if I can’t manage to hold onto a good feeling of well-being”. There
appeared to be an element of personal suffering along with an internal battle regarding the
need to serve others (i.e., her personal cross to bear). She shared her experiences:
The modelling and enactment of the Lutheran core values of love, justice, compassion,
forgiveness, service, humility, courage, hope, quality and appreciation need to be
demonstrated by me but I struggle to be loving to everyone as I am tired. Christ would
expect me to endure. I am at school working, working, working and I just want to be
doing things (like shopping) with my daughter on weekends. I feel more energy after
being with family on the weekends. But I know I must serve others and I also need to
find the time to be alone with God and follow His direction.
Other theorists would add that the principal requires a level of evaluative thinking in order to
operate in the landscape of the contemporary educational leader (Fink 2011; Mulford, 2003;
Seashore-Louis et al., 2010), and that when wellbeing is maintained, principals are better able
to make good decisions (Carter, 2016). Josie was on one hand striving to love, serve and be
supportive, and as suggested by Bartsch “suffering, humility, grief and pain all for the sake of
Christ” (2013, p. 51), thereby living the theology of the cross. She acknowledged, with a
sense of guilt, that she was tired and drained and needed time to recharge and focus on busy
activities that provided opportunities to acquire positive affect (like shopping and laughing
with her daughter). The very activities that could help maintain her subjective wellbeing were
viewed negatively by her (i.e., as selfish behaviour) and this mindset negatively impacted her
subjective wellbeing.
Josie said she needed time to be still so she could talk to God (such as going for a solitary
walk). Josie stated:
I really question if this job is for me, perhaps I am better off going back to teaching.
The complex situations really worry me and keep me up at night. I know that I have to
care for the people but sometimes I don’t want to. I have to solve the problems but
they are not easy.
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Research depicts that solving complex problems is an inherent part of the principalship
(Seashore-Louis, et al., 2010), so this raised questions as to whether Josie was capable of the
job, or if she was just not proactively managing her own subjective wellbeing to a point
where she lacked the energy and clear cognition to bring to her work tasks. She also shared
how talking with God helped her to rebalance her thinking and gave her the energy to be
Christ-like: “Sometimes I just talk to God and it helps to rebalance me when I am upset. I
look at how Jesus lived and tell myself you can do this, be strong like Jesus. It makes me feel
better.” This theology appeared to buoy Josie so that she felt better able to cope, and her
subjective wellbeing was therefore maintained at a more balanced level when she chose to
think in a more positive pattern, utilising what Seligman (2006) termed as learned optimism.
Josie raised questions, similar to those raised by Butt and Retallick (2001), in regard to whether
principals, especially female principals, experienced the same indicators of professional
isolation. In our theological dialogue, Josie and I explored the body of educational research
regarding school leadership and its tenuous relationship to subjective wellbeing through the
use of reason to inform current thinking and practice. Through self-reflection and interview
discussion, Josie began to realise she had some control over her thinking and how she could
think in more positive patterns, thus enabling and increasing her subjective wellbeing.
3.4 Exploration of the Issue in the Educational Context
This Hermeneutical Circle (Bartch, 2007) provided an opportunity for exploration into
understanding the issues and structures of Josie’s educational context, and what van Manen
(1997) terms as lifeworld. As joint interpreters of the interview context, both Josie as
participant and myself as the interviewer, Josie’s lifeworld was explored in terms of the lived
space, lived time, lived body and lived relations that impacted on the issue of how she as a
novice principal struggled to maintain her subjective wellbeing and be a spiritual school leader.
3.5 Lived Space
In terms of lived space, Josie sought areas where she could socially construct her relations
with others and deliberately build positive thinking in her interactions (e.g., school reverend,
colleagues, and students). Josie drew upon and anchored herself in her faith and when she felt
vulnerable she visited the school chapel and sought solace and strength in prayer. In her
exploration of the issue of being challenged to maintain her subjective wellbeing and perform
her job, Josie made links to theology and her regular conversations with God. Together we
associated this to scripture, where I asked the question – what does God tell you to do? She
responded:
It is sometimes painful to self-reflect and on how you engage your own
professional behaviour, which sometimes does not go as planned when you feel
frustrated or angry. I don’t share my challenges and failures with other people
just in case they think I can’t do the job. I think why did I do that? What should I
have done? As a principal you are so often on public display, I talk to God. I tell
him my worries and pray for help. I need a quite spot to do this and sometimes
that is the problem, I am so busy I cannot find the quiet spot”. In Proverbs 3:5-6
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words of guidance and support are given “Trust in the Lord with all your heart,
and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make straight your paths.
Here Josie reflects on her professional self in the given situation and enacts praxis aligning
with Rodgers’ views of reflection as a process which, “requires the teacher to confront the
complexity ... and their learning of themselves and their teaching ... and the contexts in which
all these operate” (2002, p. 864). She also seeks strength through her faith. Josie made
repeated reference to the theological concept of reason and revelation (Bartsch, 2013). Josie
also articulated the need to analytically think through challenges (reason) and to talk to God
in order to ask for guidance (revelation). The key for Martin Luther in wrestling with the
relationship between revelation and reason was in his conviction that the heart of Scripture is
Christ. From a Lutheran perspective the authority of the bible:
… is not of a judicial kind; it is not a book of legal doctrines, inerrant reports, or
devotional material. The scriptures convey the life-giving word of salvation in Christ
to those who accept it in faith alone.
(Braaten, in Bartsch 2006, p. 103).
A study of the bible therefore requires an enquiry approach using one’s reason, what
Christenson (2004, p.111) described as “faithful criticism”. Josie sought to utilise both reason
and revelation to make sense of her vocation and understand the tension of serving others as a
school principal.
As demonstrated in the quote above, Josie revealed that she was often reluctant to share her
concerns, or what she perceived as her lack of skills in a leadership role with anyone other
than God (obviously she had made an exception for me). She felt others might think that she
was not competent, and she did not want people to think that, so she reached out to God for
strength, support and guidance when her own reasoning abilities were in question. She drew
strength from scripture “Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer”
(Romans 12:12).
3.6 Lived Body
While the low levels of subjective wellbeing negatively affected Josie, so did the lack of sleep,
to the point where she felt it was difficult to make herself front up when she was facing parent
complaints. The literature shows self-reported sleep deprivation has been linked to mental
health issues (Pilcher & Ott, 1998) and negative subjective wellbeing (Stoica, 2015). Josie
outlined her negative feelings that were impacting on her subjective wellbeing:
At times I feel so anxious and I just self-doubt, especially if I am tired and have not
slept well trying to sort through work issues. I just think I am not capable of solving
these problems, or of forgiving some of these parents for their pettiness towards each
other. I feel angry and depressed and then I don’t manage the situation as well as I
should. Sometimes I am tired, I have worked a long day but I stay at work just
plodding on through jobs.
10
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Despite this however, she still managed to be resilient and enduring as she drew strength from
her faith and a belief that Jesus endured so much more on her behalf, so she was capable also of
enduring. In so doing, she was restructuring her own identity as someone who could cope. Josie
did not have the support of a mentor nor opportunities to confide with a critical friend in a
similar principal role or like-minded leaders. Her Lutheran employers did however suggest that
she use the School Reverend (male) as a spiritual support, however, Josie felt that any
emotional worries she shared would reflect poor performance, so instead she turned solely to
God. Josie internalised a pragmatic mindset to understand, problem-solve, accept and reframe
situations from a negative lens to a positive lens, verbalising how during tough times she would
draw on the mantra “this too shall pass and I will survive. God loves me”. Endurance and faith
served as a coping strategy to overcome challenges and distress (Walsh, 2007) and this
underpinned Josie’s spiritual and mental health knowledges as she knew this way of thinking
and working made her feel better.
Josie explained how she turned the self-doubt into self-belief.
I guess I visualise. I see Jesus on the cross and think of his pain. What is my pain
compared to that? He endured. He had faith in God. Then I say to myself “Get up and
get on with it”. I then keep on going. Sometimes I pray and ask for forgiveness for all
the things I have stuffed up. It is easy to ask God for forgiveness. Yes. I also ask for
strength and guidance. I try and think about what I have learnt and what God expects
me to do with what I have learnt so I can better serve as a principal.
3.7 Lived Relation
People define and redefine themselves through the many social interactions that they have
with those within their environment, and through these interactions, reconstruct their
self-identity. As Josie’s skills in the role of school principal improved, so too did the number of
positive comments she received back about the work she was doing. She also took on board
engaging in positive thinking and linking regularly with the students who were particularly
eager to see her visit the classroom (e.g., year one and year two students). She took the
opportunity to live these positive relations and indicated that this gave her strength to face
people with whom she knew she would have difficult conversations.
Josie also mentioned that she was actively seeking to engage in protective self-behaviours
such as exercise, positive thinking, regular sleep (Chen, Wang, & Jeng, 2006) and healthy
eating, all of which are associated with subjective wellbeing. Josie said:
I know I need to do physical things to improve how I feel and when I walk into the year
one and two classrooms the kids want to see you and smile. This makes me feel really
good, and happy. I have also been out walking regularly in this last month with my
husband and children so I can try and feel better and cope better with stress. It is good
to spend time with them, get fit and also tired. It helps me sleep better. My husband also
tells me not to be a workaholic and he reminds me of all of the things I do well at work,
at home and in service to God. This helps me to think I can be a good principal. I
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always make a healthy meal for dinner as well and this makes me feel good as a mum
and I know the food is good for me too. I then think my life is good, thank you God.
This desire for positive relationality seemed to shape the reconstruction of her self-identity as
Josie shaped herself as a good principal. Her subjective wellbeing also improved as she made
overall evaluations of that her life was good. Diener et al., (2017, p. 87) suggested that
“subjective wellbeing includes broad appraisals, such as life satisfaction and health satisfaction
judgments, and specific feelings that reflect how people are reacting to the events and
circumstances in their lives”. Josie also drew strongly on her faith and trust in God as well as
selected staff who could be critical but supportive friends. Her faith particularly in God
instilled in her a confidence and belief that she could endure life challenges.
3.8 Lived Time
Josie’s experience may be defined in terms of subjective time, a sense of her set time limit
within the position. As a survival milestone, she had set a six month limitation to either feel
better or leave the role. In that time Josie initiated positive changes to self-protect against
worsening subjective wellbeing levels, including positive lifestyle changes (e.g. diet, exercise),
positive thinking changes (e.g., with help I can do this), and the reduction of contextual threats
(e.g., ensuring that information regarding decision making had been appropriately and openly
shared) so that she had the opportunity to reach the six month milestone, feeling more positive.
Josie mentioned:
I need to spend time with my family but this job takes so much time that it is very
difficult to be with the family on one hand and on the other hand completing all of the
jobs (that seem to be too many) in my role of caring principal.
For Lutheran school leaders the primary vocation is on the call to faith and the call to be a
Christian, (Silcock, 2013). From a Lutheran perspective the Christian life is a life of service to
the neighbour in the places where God has called us to serve. Silcock (2013, p. 111) argues
“[T]herefore our vocation as believers and our vocation to serve our neighbour are inseparably
connected”. Vocation includes four situations for human service and responsibility: home,
occupation, society, and congregation; encompassing all areas of a person’s life as God uses
human beings as stewards within creation to carry out his purposes. Bartsch (2013, p 22)
states that “once individuals know who they are and how they relate to God, they are free to
be who they are, the redeemed people of God…serving with gifts and abilities that God has
given them”. The Lutheran cognizing of vocation evokes an incarnational commitment to any
position that Christians find themselves as the vocation where “one does not move farther away
from God or closer to God depending on the choices one makes; rather the Christian’s task is to
discern God’s will and to try to act responsibly in each concrete role or situation” (Kleinhans,
2005, p. 402). Christian vocation is therefore contextual theology, for living (Kleinhans, 2005).
It informs how we earn our daily bread, live our daily lives and it sculpts our sense of identity
and the relationships and networks we form with others (Kleinhans, 2005).
The challenge for Josie appeared to be how best to serve with the gifts she possessed, serving
others in the complex role of principal, or serving her family and spending time with them.
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She was struggling with understanding that vocation was her service to others in all these
roles and responsibilities and understanding that she remained united with Christ by faith, as
branches are enmeshed in the tree. Kleinhans’ (2005, p. 399) advises that “our inability to live
up to the obligations of our many roles and responsibilities does not, however, absolve us of the
need to bear fruit. The Christian cannot do everything, but the Christian must do something”.
As a Christian Josie was challenged, using the Hermeneutical Circle, to consider how her
exploration of theology connected with dialogue linked to her subjective wellbeing.
3.9 Dialogue within the Educational Context
In the process of dialogue between education and theology, Bartsch (2007) asserts that the
needs, problems and pains of the community need to be heard with acknowledgement of the
challenges from people within the school community who are outside of the community of
faith. From a Lutheran perspective, the starting point for any approach to schooling is
theological, with the values on which Lutheran schools are based originating in the revelation
of God in scripture (Bartsch, 2007). Theology is fully embedded in the concept of living in
community. Christians are expected to serve others modelling the characteristics of God, such
as love for others. Being engaged in theology in the school context involves people reflecting
upon their professional work in the light of theology (Bartsch, 2013).
As a principal of a Lutheran school Josie was expected to assume shared responsibility (along
with the school appointed reverend) for spiritual leadership of the school community. Josie
understood that the leaders responsible for worship in schools need to ensure that the words
and resources utilised are consistent with Lutheran theology, and that the language and music
heard is worthy of worship celebration (Bartsch, 2013). Josie explained that “Jesus called for
worship that was not empty ritual but sincere devotion (Mt 5:5-13; 15: 1-9) that is ‘in spirit
and in truth’ (Jn 4:24)”. Those involved in preparing and leading worship have a special
responsibility to ensure that the experience is effective and significant (Bartsch, 2013).
Josie spoke about her lack of preparedness for the role of school principal and spiritual
leadership. She remarked:
I just got asked to act in the role. I had been a teacher and I just did the best I could. I
applied for the job and I was given it but I am really struggling with the complexity of
leadership. I received no real training on how to be a principal and I am working
with my staff trying to embed The Lutheran Education Vision: Lifelong Qualities for
Learners whilst struggling myself with so much, including forgiving others. This
makes me feel disappointed in myself. I look to God for help. I know if I am better at
my job I will feel better, my well-being will be better. I just hope if I get more skilled
with leadership I will good at my job.
Currently in Australia there is much debate regarding the leadership development of
principals through an apprenticeship model in which aspiring school leaders gain the
necessary skill and experience on-the-job as they moved up the ranks to the principal class
(Moos, Johansson & Day, 2011; Su, Gamage & Miniberg, 2003), and this appears to be how
Josie perceives such training.
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Whilst Josie recognised that her earthly vocation was at times burdensome, she also appeared
to fully understand that in performing her roles and responsibilities enacting the “The Lutheran
Education Vision: Lifelong Qualities for Learners” (inclusive of the values of love, justice,
compassion, forgiveness, service, humility, courage, hope, quality and appreciation) and
service of neighbour, she may well fall short, so looked to Christ for support, strength and
forgiveness. She recognised that falling short brought a sense of inner turmoil that impacted on
her subjective wellbeing, at the same time she had faith and hope in Christ Jesus. Josie
self-reflected and voiced the need to collaboratively “develop a positive climate and a good
process of communication” as she developed her own understanding of herself in her new
role as principal, rather than as a teacher at the school.
Josie suggested:
I need to read and think about how to lead. I don’t have much time but if you could
give me some articles or books that helped me to think about my leadership and a way
forward it would be great. I know I am one of the many of God’s children and I guess
I need to utilise the resources around me rather than viewing myself as unaided.
After discussion together on credible literature (Andrews & Lewis, 2007; Fink; 2011; Fullan
2000) regarding school leadership and transforming practice, Josie decided to employ
whole-school approaches to enhance school outcomes and focus on solutions to future
challenges. Firstly, Josie acknowledged that she needed “to grasp exactly what the issues are
from multiple perspectives and then I need to actively plan to engage with the community”.
Josie then chose to identify what she felt were her strengths and recognised that these were in
the area of pedagogy.
Josie engaged in reflection examining her practices, generating ideas on how to improve her
performance, and then she endeavoured to enact these ideas while at the same time reviewing
her current practice. Josie also recognised that critical self-reflection was not sufficient to
change situations that she found highly stressful. Instead she needed to engage in what
Brockbank and McGill (2007) termed as critical reflective learning, which required a
significant shift to occur in behaviour concerning both teaching methods and teaching and
learning relationships. For Josie this also involved reading some research papers which were
shared with her, on how critical thinking could be used to improve practice. In order for this
to occur, Fisher (2003) suggested that such learning needs to be promoted through a process
of reflective dialogue between teachers and learners as well as between students themselves.
The information and data that was gathered through our utilisation of the Hermeneutical
Circle (Bartch, 2007) informed Josie on how to use theological reformulation to respond to
the issue of maintaining her subjective wellbeing and being a spiritual school leader. She
began to evaluate and self-reflect on the importance of serving and solving problems, not as
an individual but as one of God’s many, where available resources were at hand if skills were
personally developed in how to use them.
3.10 Application and Evaluation
Whilst dialoguing issues with Josie regarding balancing her subjective wellbeing, the
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Hermeneutical Circle was used to apply and evaluate areas that required upskilling (e.g.
managing parent complaints, analyzing situations and putting in place effectual processes); to
reach out and actively engage in development of these areas through her gift of reason; in
addition to applying new learning to her current context. She acknowledged that she needed
to develop her gift of reason so she was better able to work through theological issues around
serving others and forgiveness seeking. She said:
Forgiveness of others and myself is an issue for me I need to think about bearing my
cross and serving others whom I sometimes see as very sinful. Sometimes my staff
also find it hard when they deal with difficult and sinful students and parents, and the
implications of our judgmental attitudes we come before God in chapel.
This sparked conversation focused on reasoning as a gift from God, a gift that can be
developed. Through discussion, she reasoned that she could search for and link into networks
that included other new female principals. This would then provide her with opportunities to
develop supporting relationships with like-minded leaders who may be facing some of the
same emotional and theological battles. In discussing this, linkage was made to theology:
Lutheran schools are therefore involved in maintaining the dynamic balance between
affirmation of the truth and academic freedom and open inquiry, between confidence
in Lutheran identity and being open to religious diversity, academic integrity and
religious freedom. Open inquiry is both a privilege and a mandate – any new truth
discovered is yet another truth about what God has done.
(Bartsch, 2013, p. 23)
Scripture provides valuable revelation into this particular area “[A]ll Scripture is breathed out
by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,
that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17).
In response to dialoguing the issue, the theological sources, and the educational context, Josie
was very aware that her vocation as an educational leader in a Lutheran school, and as a wife
and mother required faith, knowing that it is important not to lose sight of the glory of God in
the world (Curtis, 2003). From a Christian perspective, vocation is a service to the neighbour
for the glorification of God (Silcock, 2013). Vocation encompasses all areas of a person’s life
as God uses human beings as stewards within creation to carry out his purposes (Bartsch, 2013).
Josie also recognised that she “fell short many times” and she turned to God for support and
direction. Luther’s guidelines for the practice of confession demonstrate plainly his
understanding that Christians are called by God to multiple responsibilities (Kleinhans, 2005).
In relation to the issue of insufficient time to complete her work tasks and be a wife and mother,
Josie was asked to reflect upon her limited amount of time and energy and all of her vocations
in which she served God. Luther suggests that the best way to confess one’s sins is to consider
one’s specific roles and relationships: How well have I accomplished the job? {i.e., As a
principal; as a parent; and as a neighbour?} (Kleinhans, 2005).
The question was then asked how much time should she spent engaged in her various
vocations? What would God advise? Her response was her vocation as a mother and wife
15

http://ije.macrothink.org

International Journal of Education
ISSN 1948-5476
2018, Vol. 10, No. 3

(home) was the most important, followed by her vocation as a principal. Upon self-reflection,
Josie evaluated that she may have to leave work at a reasonable time to attend to her home
vocation, as work would still be there tomorrow, however, her family needed her now. In
both vocations she was still serving God. Together we then looked to scripture for advice and
found: “[B]ut if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for members of his
household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Timothy 5:8).
In recognising the complexities involved in the theology of vocation, the theology of the
cross was also relevant. Theology of the cross means suffering with Christ in the world and
participating in the struggle against evil and sin (Bartsch, 2013). This participation in the
world involves living in community and modelling the core values of love, justice,
compassion, forgiveness, service, humility, courage, hope, quality and appreciation. In
theology of the cross the Christian life is seen in situations involving “suffering, humility,
grief and pain all for the sake of Christ” (Bartsch, 2013, p.123). Bartsch, (2013, p. 127) also
argues it is … “where Christians use their abilities and gifts which God has bestowed upon
them with the purpose of serving Christ through serving the people whom God has created
and for whom Christ has died”. God’s call to repentance means for Christians, the crucifixion
of the old self and the resurrection of the new - which is nothing else than living in baptism
through daily repentance (Silcock, 2013). The cross Lutherans take in repentance will involve
the problems, pain and struggles of everyday life (Kolb, 1993, pp.252–3). Veith (1999, p. 87),
pointed out that these frustrations and sufferings can be used positively by God if we allow him
to take them up into the cross of Christ and to use them to reinforce our utter dependence on
Christ.
The decision was also made by Josie that both she and her staff needed to participate in
theological dialogue and professional development in managing parental complaints. This
was enacted through exploring the theology of vocation and the theology of the cross as it
applied in their specific context, with a focus on both reason and revelation. She realised that
the how of the exploration might be visioned by her, however, the process would be
collaborative. Josie began to think through scenarios where difficult issues had arisen, and
questioned what theology informed the issue in a manner that provided assistance to the
context. In practical terms, this meant brainstorming where to from here, with a solution
focussed mindset that could be enacted and where people were willing to help. Through
participation in this process, Josie learnt about and embraced what Spillane (2012) referred to
as distributed leadership.

4. Findings
The data suggested that the challenges Josie faced and worked through resulted in
self-transformation (Vachon, 2001) as she went from a person filled with self-doubt and
feelings of incompetence, to self-reflecting and then self-realisation that she could
competently perform the role of principal. Josie worked through some negative emotions,
namely anxiety and self-doubt, and she managed to change her thinking to more positive
thoughts. The self-transformation involved a change in internal dialogue from “I can’t do this”
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to “I know I can do this, I just need some help)”. Josie demonstrated a self-transformation in
how she began to think about different situations, and experienced seeing herself as coping in
these situations (e.g., What have I learnt and how can I apply this learning successfully to
new situations). Her change in dialogue usage in the educational setting with her colleagues
showed self-transformation. Josie’s thinking and perception of complex problems as solvable
challenges with support from her school team showed positive personal growth where her
capacity for leadership was extended. The thinking was no longer about one person in charge
solving all of the problems. Josie began to use positive thinking and saw the school staff as a
team working together with the full capacity and diversity of a group of people who could
respond to challenges that were now perceived as solvable. She began to embrace the
questions: ‘What do I need to do differently?’ (self-reflection); and ‘Who is in my school
team that can work with me to solve these complex problems?’ (positive thinking that
together complex issues are solvable and hopeful that people will help). Research by Cahill
and Freeman (2007) and McCallum and Price (2010) suggest that students in supportive
environments feel cared for, experience a sense of belonging and feel valued. These
researchers suggest that these positive feelings contribute towards wellbeing and it seems
logical that these similar feelings experienced by a school principal, in this case Josie, also
contributed to her subjective wellbeing.
The findings of my study depict that self-reflective positive thinking can build capacity for
leadership as evidenced when Josie began to envision conflict positively. Transformation
occurs with a fundamental change in thinking that is built upon a capacity to envisage
conflict positively (Lederach & Maiese, 2015). In this instance, it is the interplay of
educational, spiritual and mental health knowledges that strengthens leadership capacity to
plan for and meet the complete challenges posed within the workplace as Josie sees that there
are solutions to complex situations and that she is not in it on her own.
The novice principal’s thinking transformed from a mindset of service and selfishness guilt,
to a mindset of recognition of balance; understanding the importance of personal leisure time;
and realising that this was important and necessary to perform the role of principal. If her
vocation was ‘service in education’ then she could serve better if she also looked after her
own subjective wellbeing. Leisure time here is seen to be time spent outside of obligated
work time and/or perceived involvement in leisure (Tay & Diener, 2014). This change
experienced by Josie in perceiving that she should engage in leisure time and actually
engaging in leisure is aligned with Tay and Diener’s research (2014) depicting enhanced
subjective wellbeing as a result of engagement in leisure.
The rhythm of the Hermeneutic Circle (Rush, 2004) enabled us both as interpreters to transfer
learning from the whole to the parts, integrating the sources of all deconstruction and then
reconstruction, to achieve a shared understanding of the journey of a novice principal
struggling to maintain her subjective wellbeing and be a spiritual leader. The findings revealed
that the novice principal learnt through day-to-day interactions with others, where deep
critical self-reflection occurred with a positive mindset that aligned with beliefs, in this case
spiritual beliefs.
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4.1 Reflection of the Writer/ Researcher
The utilisation of the Hermeneutical Circle as a model for exploring theology was easy to
implement and sequentially allowed the interpreter and myself as researcher, to engage in
deep educational and theological dialogue. It provided structure yet also allowed for fluidity,
a natural part of conversation.
As a researcher who works in the secular educational system I was however challenged to
work in a different way. I was required to engage in a mindset change to openly discuss the
vital role of doing theology in an educational setting as well as gaining an insight into a
different way of operating a school where theology is embedded, which is certainly not the
case in the secular system.
4.2 Limitations of the Study
There were two main limitation of this study: sample size, and potential for bias. The limited
sample size was appropriate for the initial qualitative inquiry and generated valuable insights
into the experiences of a novice principal battling to maintain her subjective wellbeing and be
a spiritual leader. The findings cannot be generalised but may be useful for further research.
Lastly, there exists in any study the potential for bias. In collecting, coding analysing and
reporting data I endeavoured to mitigate such bias, by engaging in constant reflexivity, inviting
participant scrutiny of the data and focusing on the phenomenon under study.

5. Conclusion
The research problem investigated the praxis of a novice school principal in using tenants of
theology to maintain one’s subjective wellbeing. Clearly it was a battle for the principal to
balance subjective wellbeing with the role of spiritual leader. The methodological framework
of the Hermeneutical Circle as a model for reviewing and doing theology was useful in
guiding theological and personal reflection in working through complex issues and
scaffolding positive reflection on complex issues. McCallum and Price aver that “promoting
self-awareness of wellbeing in beginning teachers will contribute to their longevity and
productivity” (2010, p. 19). I suggest that the utilisation of the Hermeneutical Circle might
help guide critical positive self-reflection and the promotion of self-awareness of wellbeing.
Effectual utilisation of the Hermeneutical Circle could be incorporated into training for
beginning principals no matter what their context, whether religious or secular.
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