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          University, Sydney, Australia. 
 

Abstract 
Purpose - This research paper explores the perspectives of Australian school principals in the state of 
New South Wales (NSW) regarding what they believe constitutes ‘merit’ when selecting deputy 
principals, assistant principals (primary) and head teachers (secondary). 
Design/Methodology/Approach - An online survey was utilised to collect qualitative and 
quantitative data from school principals across the state of NSW to investigate their 
understanding of, and approach to the merit selection of their respective school leadership 
cadres.  
Findings – Survey responses indicated a statewide variance in the perceptions of principals when 
identifying merit for the purposes of recruiting school leadership teams. These findings question the 
widely held view that candidates compete for school leadership positions on a level playing field.  
Practical Implications - In practical terms, the findings indicate that NSW school principals would 
benefit from more intensive professional learning opportunities designed to enhance their ability to 
objectively identify and assess merit when selecting school leaders.  
Originality/Value - This study contributes to an enhanced understanding in an area where there is a 
paucity of research-based evidence focusing upon the perspectives of school principals regarding 
their understanding of meritocratic theory and its influence on their school leadership selection 
practice.   
Keywords: meritocracy, school leadership, merit selection, homosociability. 
Paper type: Research paper 
 
 
Introduction 
 
            Leadership positions in government schools in the state of New South Wales 

(NSW) Australia, are determined on the basis of ‘merit’ and in accordance with three 

policy documents, namely the ‘Staffing Procedure for the Teaching Service in NSW 

Public Schools’ (NSWDE, 2018), the New South Wales Department of Education’s 

(NSWDE) ‘Merit Selection Procedures’ (NSWDE, 2016) and an online self-paced 

‘Training Package’ (NSWDE, 2019) for principals and their panel members. 

Interestingly, none of these policy documents specifically define or explain the 

ideology of ‘merit’. Rather, they serve to provide a mechanistic step-by-step guide 

for principal-led merit selection panels to assist them with the ‘navigation’ of the 

NSWDE merit selection process. Accordingly, the key policy guidelines distilled in 

these documents relate to the equality of all panel members in discussion and 

decision-making (in theory the principal does not have veto power), confidentiality 
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of process, fairness in questioning (interview phase) and an adherence to the legal 

tenets of Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO). However, the overriding merit 

selection policy guideline is that NSWDE merit selection panels are required to select 

leadership applicants fairly and in accordance with “how well their skills, knowledge 

and experience match the position criteria” (NSWDE, 2019).  

           Scholars define merit selection in contemporary social contexts as being 

characterised by a movement away from ‘ascription’ (non-merit variables assigned 

at birth such as gender, race and ethnicity) as the primary means of social selection 

(Jackson, 2007; Whelan and Layte, 2002). Essentially this means that merit selection 

is perceived as an objective and comparative measure of an individual’s capabilities 

and talents (Jackson, 2007; McNamee and Miller, 2004) that deliberately excludes 

the influence of non-merit variables.  

           Typically, the leadership structure of NSW schools is multi-leveled, comprising 

a principal (as the on-site senior leader), deputy principals (who can relieve for the 

principal at short notice), assistant principals (in primary schools) and head teachers 

(in secondary schools). This paper explores the merit selection of school leaders 

below the level of principal inclusive of deputies, assistant principals and head 

teachers to ascertain the extent to which the perspectives and practices of 

principals, as selection-panel conveners, impact school leadership recruitment 

outcomes.  

Literature Review 

           Contemporary meritocratic theory maintains that ‘merit’ is a fair and objective 

measure of individual ability and achievement excluding non-merit variables such as 

family background, gender, religion, race or social networks (Kumra and Werr, 2017; 

Littler, 2018; Mijs, 2016). Hence, when individuals are recruited for school leadership 
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positions, the integrity and transparency of the entire merit selection process should 

be capable of withstanding close scrutiny and guarantee an impartial, comparative 

assessment of candidates’ merit in terms of their professionalism, teaching ability 

and demonstrated leadership experience.  

           Scholars argue that applicants need only to work hard and present themselves 

favourably throughout the recruitment process to be successful (Littler, 2018; 

McNamee and Miller, 2009; Thornton, 2013; Wyatt-Nichol, 2011) because a rigorous 

and impartial meritocratic selection process ensures an objective comparison to be 

made of candidates’ abilities and achievement levels. It is also generally held that 

the imperatives of fairness and natural justice ensure that successful leadership 

aspirants are selected on specified eligibility criteria alone (Burton, 1988; Thornton, 

2013; Thornton, 1985). Hence, a collective cultural mindset has evolved in recent 

times equating the practice of merit selection with egalitarianism, rationality and 

fairness (Gavin and McGrath-Champ, 2017; Salgado, Moscoso, García-Izquierdo 

and Anderson, 2017; Thornton, 2013). 

           A belief in the meritocratic ideal is however not universally shared. The notion 

of meritocracy concerned Allan Fox (1956) and Michael Young (1958), both of whom 

critiqued its ideological foundations. Whilst the term was first used by Fox (1956) it 

later gained sociocultural acceptance when employed by Young (1958, p. 19) in his 

satirical novel The Rise of the Meritocracy. The latter used it pejoratively to explain 

how, in a futuristic society, the dictates of individual intelligence and effort became 

the exclusive determinants of job distribution, power and wealth. In Young’s 

dystopian world, an individual’s level of merit, and hence their ‘predictive potential’ 

was determined by an intelligence test at age three years (Young, 1958, p. 143). It 

meant that an individual’s pathway from childhood to adulthood was predetermined 
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by a form of social segregation based exclusively on intelligence with ‘intellectually 

gifted’ children earmarked and educated accordingly to assume their predestined 

place as members of a future social elite. Littler (2018, p.3) has also observed that 

the neoliberal meritocratic dream rests on the premise of a level playing field - one 

that ignores systematic inequality whilst simultaneously promoting a competitive, 

linear, hierarchical structure that invariably leaves some people behind.  

           Despite the above tension between both initial and contemporary 

interpretations of meritocratic theory, the term ‘merit’ has broadened to embrace a 

workplace-justice ideal (Son Hing, Bobocel, Zanna, Garcia, Gee and Orazietti, 2011). 

One’s ability to demonstrate a superior level of expertise over a particular 

occupational skill-set, is generally believed to override all external ‘non-merit’ 

selection variables. Merit is now commonly regarded as a positive ideal against 

which societal imperfection is measured (Allen, 2011; Breen, 2003; Breen and 

Goldthorpe, 2001). Accordingly, a fair society is considered to be meritocratic – one 

conforming to Young’s formula: merit = ability + effort (Young, 1958).  

           Gronn and Lacey (2006) have demonstrated that as a consequence of 

increasingly competitive schooling markets, the process of selecting school leaders 

has evolved into a high-stakes activity for principals. Despite this work being dated, 

their findings still appear to have currency within, and between, contemporary 

education settings in Australia (Daniels, 2011; Marks and McCulla, 2016). Moreover, 

expectations associated with increased levels of ‘externally’ imposed principal 

accountability (Gronn and Lacey, 2006; MacBeath, Oduro, Jacka and Hobby, 2006; 

Marks and McCulla, 2016) has led to an adoption of  ‘internal selection’ or ‘cloning’ 

practice (Baron et al, 1986; Bayo-Moriones and Ortin-Angel, 2006; Chingos and West 

2011; Devaro, 2006; Goodlad, 1983; Kiyotaki, 2010; Kwan and Walker, 2008; Lafferty 

and Shufflebotham, 2013; Myung, Loeb and Horng, 2010) by both ‘risk-averse’ 

conveners and their merit-selection panels (Barty, et al., 2005; Lacey, 2003). 

Research in Australia by Blackmore, Thomson and Barty (2006, p.305) has 

acknowledged the selection advantage accrued by in-school middle-level school 

leaders vying for vacant principals’ positions in their own schools. More recently, 

Walker and Kwan’s (2012) empirical study into the merit selection of principals in 

Hong Kong has acknowledged the ‘subjective and purposive’ manoeuvres employed 
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by selection panels to recruit ‘preferred’ school leaders. 

          Research has revealed a great deal about the selection of school principals as 

well as a discernable tendency for the appointment of ‘known’ individuals to that 

position (Blackmore et al., 2006; Gronn and Lacey, 2006; Grummell, Devine and 

Lynch, 2009; Lortie, 2009; Walker and Kwan, 2012). This practice has been referred 

to in the literature as ‘homosociability’ or ‘sameness’ primarily because such 

applicants conform to safe, preconceived images of school leaders who share similar 

ideas and values as their selectors. Closely allied to homosociability is the subjective 

notion of ‘best fit’ that Palmer, Kelly and Mullooly (2016) define as a ‘real’ or 

‘perceived’ congruence between a ‘safe’ candidate’s attributes and aspects of the 

organisation (school). Interestingly, despite early research exploring the merit 

selection of executive staff by principals (Gronn, 1986), little is known about the 

personal disposition of school principals to the notion of merit and its impact on 

their in-school leadership selection practices. 

          There are also consistent findings widely reported in research literature of a 

definitive link between expert educational leadership, school culture and enhanced 

student learning outcomes (Andrews and Soder, 1987; Bell, et al., 2003; Coelli and 

Green, 2012; Huber, et al., 2010; Leithwood and Seashore-Louis, 2012; Leithwood 

and Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood, et al., 2004; Sergiovanni, 2006; Smith and Piele, 2006). 

Essentially, this scholarship suggests that school transformation and enhanced 

student learning are dependent upon the motivation and quality of school leaders. 

Indeed, recent research has reported that leadership of the highest order is required 

at all levels in schools if they are to become self-transforming in terms of school-

wide teaching practice and learning culture (Caldwell and Spinks, 2013), instructional 

leadership (Dinham, 2016) and improved efficiency of their teaching conditions 

(Hattie, 2012).  
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           The role of the principal is therefore central to the merit selection of quality 

school leaders in their respective learning communities. Hence, there is a clear need 

to explore principals’ understanding of merit and its impact upon their in-school 

leadership recruitment practices. As a consequence of the preceding literature 

review revealing a paucity of scholarly literature in this area, the research question 

guiding this study is: ‘what do principals believe are the key elements that comprise 

‘merit’ when recruiting school leaders?’ The research reported here therefore seeks 

to provide an insight into the meritocratic edicts of equity, fairness and natural 

justice and the extent of their influence on the merit selection perspectives and 

practices of NSWDE principals assembling their school leadership cadres.  

Methods 

           This study employed a cross-sectional online survey (Gay, et al., 2014) to 

collect qualitative and quantitative data reflecting NSWDE principals’ attitudes to, 

and application of, meritocratic values in recruiting school leaders. Principals 

participated in this research by selecting a hyperlink embedded in an email invitation 

to access an online survey comprising option-button entry (quantitative data) and 

extended response (qualitative data) questions. Qualitative data was analysed by 

Nvivo software in the first instance but was also coded thematically and numerically 

according to recurring survey responses for SPSS analysis and the generation of code 

frequency counts (Saldana, 2016). Of the 2000 email invitations disseminated to 

schools throughout NSW, 191 school principals completed the online survey yielding 

a response rate of 9.6%. This response rate has the potential to impose limitations 

on the reliability and transferability of the findings presented in this paper, reflecting 

as it does, both a general reluctance of respondents to complete surveys (Dey, 1997; 

Nulty, 2008) and the ‘time-poor’ nature of principalship (Walker, 2019). However, 
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the findings reported here have been generated from a well-constituted cross-

sectional demographic base (see Table 1) and hence provides a valuable preliminary 

investigation into what NSWDE principals understand by the notion of ‘merit’ when 

engaging in the selection of their school leadership cadres.  

Survey Participants 

            A concise demographic overview of the principals who completed the online 

survey can be seen in Table 1. It reveals a relatively balanced gendered (self-

identified) perspective from a broad range of principals in terms of their age bands, 

leadership experience and geographic settings. The resultant qualitative and 

quantitative data generated from this sample produced a viable cross-sectional 

database concerning NSWDE principals’ understanding of merit in the school 

leadership selection context. 

Table 1: Demographic Profile of the Participating Principals (n=191) 
 

 
Gender 

 

                                                Female                                              Male 
 
                                                 54.74%                                           45.26% 
 

 
Geographic 

location 
 

                                       Urban Schools                                  Rural Schools 
 

                                               65.59%                                             34.41% 

 
Years as a 
principal 

                   0-5 years               6-10 years            11-20 years             20+ years 
 

                    23.81%                  32.80%                   31.22%                  12.17% 

 
Principal Age 

Band 
 

                  25-35 years           36-45 years           46-55 years            56-60 years               60+ years 
 
                     1.05%                     15.26%                   26.84%                 34.21%                     22.63% 

Number 
of Years 
Teaching 

 

                 0-10 years             11-20 years             21-30 years           31+ years 
 
                    1.58%                     16.84%                     30.53%                51.06% 

Number of 
Selection 

Panels 
Convened 

                   None                        1-5                            6-10                     11-15                       16+ 
 
                   4.21%                    26.32%                    30.53%                 18.95%                     20% 
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Results 
 
Principals’ understanding of merit 

                        The principals who completed the online survey were asked to define the term 

‘merit’. Subsequent review, categorisation and analytical reflection (Saldana, 2016) 

of that qualitative data identified five themes, which were assigned numerical values 

ranging from one (1) to five (5) for SPSS analysis. The resultant quantitative data set 

presented in Table 2 distinguished the largest frequency counts namely: skills and 

experience (37.6%), best person for the job (29.4%), and finally, the best fit for the 

school (26.5%). Interestingly, few principals framed their definition of merit 

incorporating the meritocratic ideals of procedural fairness and equity (2.9%). 

 
Table 2: Principals’ definition of Merit 

 

Definition   Frequency % 

Skills & experience 

Best person for the job 

Best fit for the school 

64 

50 

45 

37.6 

29.4 

26.5 

Miscellaneous 

Fairness & equity 

6 

5 

3.5 

2.9 

               n = 170  (21 non-attempts) 
 
 
            Table 2 also indicates the characteristics of candidates most prized by 

principals assembling their school leadership cadres. Many survey respondents 

(37.6%), (hereafter designated as principal response [PR] followed by their SPSS data 

editor number) favoured meritorious skills and experience (e.g. expertise, ability, and 

track record) as desirable selection traits. PR#17 valued applicants with 

demonstrable ‘successful teaching and leadership skills, in a number of educational 

settings’ whilst PR#59 preferred applicants who had the ‘necessary qualifications, 

worked hard and were experts in their field’. Similarly, PR#80 identified a preference 
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for ‘skills mastered, leadership ability and an ability to read and deal with new 

situations’.  

           Interestingly, the best person for the job was often described in survey 

responses as being ‘deserving’, ‘outstanding’ and ‘superior’ whilst best fit was 

similarly encapsulated by phrases such as ‘best fit for the school’, ‘school cultural fit’, 

‘positional fit’ or ‘suited to school needs’. Arguably, the majority of principals 

therefore regarded ‘merit’ in a subjective sense with the best person (29.4%) or the 

best fit (26.5%) emerging as desirable (see Table 2). PR#10 for example argued that 

‘we have a shared school vision with a keen sense of where we are going – I want 

whoever comes in to enhance that, not work at odds with it’. Similarly, PR#54 

proffered ‘I want someone who is going to get on the bus and travel in the right 

direction and not hijack the school's culture and direction’.   

           Numerous principals admitted a bias in favour of ‘internal’ candidates when 

merit selecting school leaders, primarily because they possessed first-hand 

knowledge of, and/or temporary leadership experience in their school. For example, 

a female principal asserted that the appointment of internal candidates to 

leadership positions in her school was advantageous because there were ‘no hidden 

surprises – you can’t predict how a new person will fit in with the school culture and 

community (PR#17).’ Similarly another expert female principal argued: ‘It is a safe 

option and means you are not needing to do extra induction and training (PR#59)’. 

Further, a male principal with over 20 years practice suggested: ‘There is not enough 

rigour with the current process to give confidence with the selection of an unknown 

candidate (PR#66)’. Whilst, a highly proficient female principal maintained: ‘If a 

current member of staff has worked with you for a number of years they really 

understand your thinking and where your leadership is heading (PR#76)’. Arguably, 
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these selection practices operate in stark contrast to the meritocratic ideals of 

fairness, objectivity and equal employment opportunity.  

           As previously mentioned, when individuals openly compete for school 

leadership positions, the general assumption is that the merit selection paradigm 

operates within fair and just parameters. In order to assess this in merit-selection 

practice, principals were asked to list three words they associated with the term 

merit. Survey responses were scanned by Nvivo software to generate a word cloud 

diagram calibrated to identify 20 of the most commonly used terms (see Figure 1).  

This rudimentary analysis revealed that principals frequently used the terms best, 

deserved, ability, experience and quality. Once again, words such as equality and 

fairness did not appear in the top 20.  

Figure 1: 20 Words used most frequently by principals in association with merit selection 

 

         To further explore this pattern, principals’ qualitative responses were coded 

into an ordered, hierarchical system of themes and sub-themes on the basis of 

essence capturing ideas (Bazeley, 2013). Six themes were identified (see Table 3) and 

SPSS software was utilised to generate frequency profiles revealing best fit (36.6%) 

to be the most common ‘merit-associated’ term articulated by principals followed by 

proven ability (27.9%) and quality (19.8%). Once again, notions of fairness and 
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equality (4.7%) attained the second lowest rank. 

                               Table 3: Words principals associate with the notion of merit 
 

 

                          n = 172 (19 non attempts) 
           

           The commonality between the data in Table 2 (definition of merit) and Figure 

1 (words associated with merit) revealed that many principals in this study appeared 

to regard the discernment of best fit as the central aim of merit-based leadership 

selection in both definitive (26.5%) and associative (36.6%) terms. These findings 

also mirror earlier research acknowledging the problematic nature of opting for best 

fit in merit-based leadership decisions (Blackmore et al, 2006; Gronn & Lacey, 2006).  

The need for more nuanced merit selection training  

            As previously discussed, one of the key findings to emerge from this study 

highlighted the necessity for principals to undertake enhanced NSWDE-initiated 

professional learning/training in order to eliminate subjectivity and bias from their 

merit selection of school leaders. Figure 2 reveals that almost half or 46.28% of the 

principals in this survey considered their level of professional learning about the 

merit selection of school leaders to be inadequate. Conversely, 38.86% either 

strongly agreed, agreed or somewhat agreed that their training was adequate.  

          Given these results, a more detailed data-driven comparison was conducted 

regarding principals’ age, gender and school leadership experience in these two 

Association Frequency % 

 

Best fit 

Proven Ability 

Quality 

Experience 

Fairness/Equality 
 
Time Consuming 
 

 

63 

48 

34 

16 

8 

3 

 

36.6 

27.9 

19.8 

9.3 

4.7 

1.7 
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main cohorts. It revealed that, whilst the demographic profile between principals 

regarding the adequacy (or otherwise) of their merit selection training was 

comparatively similar in terms of age-range and experience (see Table 4), a larger 

proportion of urban-based principals (71%) considered their training to be 

inadequate. Further, 63% of female principals (26% greater than male principals) 

also expressed concern over the adequacy of their training.  

                             Table 4:  Principals’ perspectives: Merit selection training* 
   

 
                                          Adequate                                         Inadequate 
 

Gender 
 
Male v Female 

(%) 

 
 

46% v 54% 

 
 

37% v 63% 

Location 
Rural v Urban 

(%) 

 
 

47% v 53% 

 
 

29% v 71% 
Age range 

(years) 
36-45 
46-55 
56-60 
60+ 

 
 

 
 

20% 
32% 
30% 
18% 

 
 

15% 
28% 
34% 
23% 

Principal 
experience  

(years) 
0-5  

6-10 
11-20  
20+  

 
 
 

24% 
34% 
34% 
8% 

 

 
 
 

21% 
35% 
32% 
12% 

         n= 153 (12 non-attempts)* Excludes 26 principals who ‘neither agreed nor disagreed’ that their  
           level of merit selection training was adequate. 

 
 
The remainder of the sample (14.86%) indicated a degree of ambivalence opting to 

‘neither agree nor disagree’ that their training had been adequate. Broadly speaking 

therefore, NSW government school principals in this study presented mixed feelings 

about the level of professional learning support provided by the NSWDE with a clear 
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Figure 2: Principals have received adequate merit selection training  

 n=175 (16 non-attempts) 

 divide evident between those who believed they had received sufficient merit 

selection training to select school leaders and those who didn’t – an issue that 

warrants further investigation and discussion. 

Discussion  

           The research reported here is based upon the analysis of data extracted from 

an online survey completed by Australian school principals (n=191) employed by the 

NSWDE. The key findings from the analysis of this survey data have provided a 

number of important insights into the merit selection of school leaders by NSWDE 

principals. Whilst merit in the context of school leadership recruitment is generally 

regarded to be a fair and objective measure of individual ability and achievement 

(Kumra and Werr, 2017; Littler, 2018; Mijs, 2016), the preceding data analysis has 

revealed that the participating principals demonstrated an incomplete 

understanding of the concept of merit. Interestingly, many principals’ definitions of 

merit were framed in isolation to notions of objectivity, fairness and equity (see 

Table 2). Further, a manual search of qualitative data relating to their definitions 

2.29%

20%

16.57%
14.86%

23.43%

13.71%

9.14%

0

5

10

15

20

25

Strongly
Agree

Agree Somewhat
Agree

Neither
agree nor
disagree

Somewhat
disagree

Disagree Strongly
disagree
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revealed that none of the principals in this study made any reference to either of the 

abovementioned published NSWDE merit selection policy documents. Hence, the 

broad definitional categories of ‘merit’ evident from their survey responses, in the 

main, reflected the subjective perspectives of ‘best’ or ‘best fit’. Whilst it is possible 

to objectively measure and rank school leadership applicants on the basis of their 

professional skills and experience, the criterion of best person and/or best fit is 

problematic given that a reliance on that narrative can only be based upon an 

unrealistic assumption that ‘merit’ is both neutral and apolitical – especially given 

the abovementioned research regarding homosociability or selection of the known 

(Blackmore et al., 2006; Gronn and Lacey, 2006). Clearly, leadership recruitment 

decisions with the goal of merit selecting the best person or best fit for a given 

school, will invariably be made by subjective human beings acculturated into 

particular ways of thinking about the normative construction of the best person or 

best fit for their school context (Thornton, 2013). 

            Whilst the best fit approach to the merit selection of school leaders is 

perfectly understandable from a principal’s perspective, it is the antithesis of the 

accepted norm of merit selection - being guided as it were, by fair and just principles 

(McNamee and Miller, 2004). In this case, the NSWDE selection policy stipulates that 

panel members must select leadership applicants based only on “how well their 

skills, knowledge and experience match the position criteria” (NSWDE, 2019). 

Remarkably, a manual examination of the qualitative data in this research revealed 

that none of the participating principals directly referred to this policy guideline.  

           The categorisation of job applicants by principals as being the best or the best 

fit is inherently challenging and fraught with selection bias (Blackmore et al., 2006; 

Walker and Kwan, 2012). Indeed, best fit has been variously described in scholarly 
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literature as a ‘furtive practice’ that ‘negates the ideals of equity and merit’ 

(Blackmore et al, 2006; Gronn & Lacey, 2006), and/or a selection strategy that has 

the potential to severely ‘stifle’ innovative school leadership (Gronn and Lacey, 

2006) and ‘educational culture’ (Walker and Kwan, 2012). For school leadership 

recruitment to be fair and equitable, NSWDE principals may need to undertake bias 

awareness training (Devine, et al., 2012; Foley and Williamson, 2019) to minimise (or 

eliminate) the influence of their personal connections (e.g. internal applicants) 

and/or an inherent tendency to consider applicants solely on best or best fit basis.  

           The subjective nature of selection focusing upon best fit was also evident in 

recent US research (Palmer et al., 2016) that utilised electronic questionnaire 

methodology and random sampling of highly experienced senior school 

administrators. Key findings from that study reported extraordinarily diverse 

definitions and understandings of best fit and concluded that selection procedure 

driven by best-fit imperative was ‘veiled practice’ that either promoted sameness 

amongst school leadership cadres or, conversely, limited access to it by allowing 

non-merit variables (e.g. gender, ethnicity) to take precedence in selection decisions. 

            In terms of this Australian study however, it would appear that the disparity 

evident in perception of merit amongst NSWDE principals could be attributed to the 

policy guidelines utilised during selection protocols. Indeed, none of the key 

documents namely: Staffing Procedure for the Teaching Service in NSW Public 

Schools’ (NSWDE, 2018), Merit Selection Procedures (NSWDE, 2016), or NSWDE 

Online Training Package (NSWDE, 2019) define ‘merit’ clearly and unambiguously. 

This makes the task of aligning practice with policy challenging to assess and verify 

one way or the other. 

           Further, over one third (36.6%) of the principal-led merit selection panels 
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referred to by the survey respondents in this study had as their central focus, the 

goal of choosing candidates who were considered the best fit for their particular 

school (see Table 3) – a policy criteria not mentioned in any official NSWDE merit 

selection documentation. Moreover, the recruitment of school leaders on the basis 

of best fit has also been investigated by US researchers who reported that merit 

selection conducted on the basis of best fit was not always egalitarian in nature and 

often determined as a consequence of non-merit variables (e.g. race and gender) 

over which candidates had no control (Palmer, et al., 2016; Tooms, et al., 2010). 

Whilst non-merit leadership selection issues such as gender and race were not 

identified as being problematic by the NSWDE principals in this research, both 

studies exhibited a distinct preoccupation with the subjective pursuit of ‘best fit’ or 

‘sameness’ in their selection practice.  

           The adequacy of principals’ merit selection training in both rural and urban 

settings, coupled with a level of dissatisfaction amongst female principals is 

problematic. These findings provide a direction for future research into training 

regimes that can address the differential needs of rural and urban principals and/or 

the possible influence of glass ceiling variables in the training of female school 

leaders. Nevertheless, the need for enhanced principal training regarding objective 

merit selection protocols now follows. 

Conclusion 

          This article has drawn upon statewide survey data to examine the degree to 

which NSWDE principals embraced meritocratic discourse when recruiting deputy 

principals, assistant principals or head teachers in their schools. The study has also 

sought to provide an insight into both principals’ understanding of the meritocratic 

ideal and the extent of its influence in their school-based merit selection practice - 
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particularly when recruiting school leadership cadres. The reflective online survey 

commentary provided by principals raised a number of key issues and implications 

for the merit selection of school leaders in NSW government schools. Notable 

amongst the findings being a variance in the ability of principals to define the notion 

of merit in the context of meritocratic theory and, most importantly, their capacity 

to identify, measure and compare levels of merit when selecting their school 

leadership teams.  

           An important component of the NSWDE’s leadership recruitment process 

requiring review is its official merit selection policy and procedures documentation. 

Its related training documents also need updating to ensure that the philosophical 

intent and associated tenets of merit selection are unambiguously articulated 

throughout - especially the primacy of values such as objectivity, fairness, equity and 

natural justice in the leadership recruitment context.  

           NSWDE Principals also require a more nuanced professional learning program 

designed specifically to equip them with the requisite socio-metric skills to mitigate 

recruitment bias and enhance their objective identification of merit in school 

leadership selection. Annual ‘bias awareness training’ could assist principals to 

reduce what the research of Devine, Forscher, Austin and Cox (2012) has termed 

implicit (or unconscious) bias in their school leadership selection practice. Devine et 

al (2012) have demonstrated that ‘recruiters’ can be taught multi-faceted, habit-

breaking intervention techniques that result in long-term reductions in their levels of 

implicit bias. Accordingly, such skills could assist NSWDE principals in recruiting not 

only school leaders, but also other teachers and administrative staff for their 

schools.  

            Further, the use of a hybrid training-model (Todd, et al., 2017) comprising 
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various modes of delivery and devoted specifically to the NSWDE’s school leadership 

merit selection process would also be highly beneficial. Ideally, this training regime 

should be weighted in favour of annual face-to-face bias-awareness training 

primarily because it has a distinct advantage over online delivery given that it is not 

undertaken in isolation. Use of an inclusive, collaborative environment could provide 

principals with valuable opportunities to interact in ‘real time’ with their course 

facilitators and colleagues in order to share and learn from each other’s merit 

selection experiences and expertise (Johnson et al., 2000). 

          Finally, it is clear that merit selection has long been marketed as a potent blend 

of talent, competition and an assumption of objective assessment undertaken on a 

level playing field (Littler, 2018). However, data gleaned from the principals in this 

study has demonstrated that such a narrative may not reflect the reality of 

contemporary leadership selection practice in NSWDE schools. Indeed, it suggests 

that the objectivity of the school leadership recruitment process would profit from a 

systematic review and enhancement of the merit selection training undertaken by its 

principals.  
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