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Abstract—Based on the idea of learning organizations, schools should be a 
place for everyone to learn, including teachers and the principals themselves. 
Hence, school leaders should be prepared to face various possibilities in 
implementing the concept of learning organizations in school. This paper 
discussion about a study aims to identify future challenges for school principals 
as leaders in learning organizations. A total of eight school principals have been 
appointed to a panel of experts and involved in a focus group discussion. The 
results from qualitative data analysis show that there are seven main elements 
forecast to be the challenges for school leaders in developing their schools as 
learning organizations in future. The implications of the study suggest that school 
leaders apply a variety of leadership skills as a result of their learning to overcome 
those challenges. 
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1 Introduction 

Leadership challenges in educational institutions at the primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels are always in tandem with the changing environment, technology and 
economy. These changes also led to the changing role and responsibility of individuals 
in the leadership position [5]. In learning organizations where everyone learns, school 
leaders are also no exception. Leaders need to reflect, discuss, experiment and learn 
[2]. In addition, school leaders should also be the catalyst for professional learning of 
teachers and staff under their leadership [12]. Hence, school leaders have to take on 
new challenges to obviate the conservative thinking that school is a place where only 
the students learn. They play the most important role in the process of transforming the 
school into a learning community [17]. Building a learning organization should become 
a strategy for the organizational development and should become leaders’ 
responsibility, it is not an option [14]. The leader is the one who should take actions 
first to support a learning organization. A transition shift from a transactional and 
transformative leader to a learning leader [2] means that they will be involved in 
learning, adjust to change and encourage innovation in schools. Moreover, in learning 
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organizations, leaders need to develop a learning team, which will help them to carry 
out extensive and deep reform and get overall strength from the team [1]. It is a new 
role for a “chief-learning leader” [18], which is an outstanding feature in the 
organization. As such, the leadership role will become apparently challenging.  

The latest research in this field covers all sorts of challenges in leading a learning 
organization such as pedagogical challenges [10], learning capabilities [4], generational 
diversity and social network [6], putting learning into practice [18], knowledge 
management [9] and culture [8]. Other factors will continuously add to the list because 
organizational environments keep changing rapidly in this knowledge era. Nonetheless, 
the leaders need to follow the pace to put them on track with the new opportunities and 
prepare themselves with the strategies to overcome those challenges and gain the 
competitive edge.  

2 Research Background 

2.1 Research problem  

According to Retna and Ng [16], the principal role as the school leader is to provide 
understanding to teachers to accept the learning philosophy. In addition, school leaders 
should also be able to manage changes during the transformation process [7,13]. 
Throughout the transformation process, school leaders also have been entrusted with 
the responsibility to ensure that leadership and learning in schools is transformed to 
reflect a new paradigm [2] which provides the space and opportunity for teachers’ in-
dividual professional understandings and aspirations to be acknowledged and built on 
[11]. Therefore, becoming a leader in a learning organization is an agonizing task. 
School leaders face numerous challenges because of various factors and the complex 
school organization and network. School leaders need some guidelines on what 
challenges they need to surmount especially when they are just being appointed to the 
position or on the condition that they want to attain their task effectively. Hence, this 
study aims to identify the future challenges for school principals as leaders in learning 
organizations. Eight school leaders who have undertaken school transformation efforts 
into learning organizations were involved in the focus group interview. This paper 
expected to open more discussion and help school leaders to be more prepared in facing 
challenges developing their schools as learning organizations in the future. 

2.2 Research focus 

The research focus is to forecast future challenges in implementing the concept of 
learning organizations in school context.  
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3 Methodology  

3.1 Research design 

This study was a qualitative approach research using focus group discussion. The 
respondents were selected using a purposive sampling method based on predefined 
criteria as panel of experts. Discussions were recorded manually and using a voice 
recorder. Transcribed discussion data was validated by all the respondents with added 
information here and there. Data were extracted into main theme and subtheme to 
signify the main challenges and explaining challenges.  

3.2 Research Sample 

All the respondents were school principals who:  
i) Have been involved in school administration for more than 10 years (in-

cluding head of department and senior assistant teacher).  
ii) Are engaging in transforming schools into learning communities.  
iii) Have the knowledge about the concepts of learning organizations and or-

ganizational learning. Due to the difficulty in identifying the respondents, 
the method of snowball sampling was used. Some identifiable respondents 
provided names of several other respondents who met the specific criteria. 
Via this method, 20 respondents have been listed. They were contacted via 
email and phone. Of these, only eight respondents could spend time in the 
focus group meeting. 

4 Data Collection  

In the focus group meeting, a method of brainstorming was used to collect 
information. Respondents were given an open-ended question for discussion: what are 
the challenges they will face in the future in transforming their school into a learning 
organization? The role of the researcher in the discussion was to facilitate and initiate 
the discussion. The discussions were recorded using the voice recorder and the 
important details of the discussion were recorded in written forms. Upon the discussion, 
the researcher used a form to record the occurrence of certain words uttered by the 
experts. The frequency of some words being used or expressed by the experts were also 
recorded. 

Discussion data was transcribed, coded and then sent back to all respondents for 
validation. Content analysis was used to find the emerging patterns of theme and 
subtheme. Based on the frequency of the occurrence of any word referring to the 
challenges, it will be listed as a theme or subtheme of the projected challenges raised 
up by the experts. Then, a tree chart was constructed to illustrate the overall findings of 
the research. Subsequently, the tree chart that contained the theme and subtheme of the 
challenges was then sent back again to the experts to be validated.  
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Using frequency analysis, generation differences have been uttered 21 times, 
resource provision has been identified 17 times in the discussion, ever-changing policy 
in education was stated 43 times, rapid technological changes occurred 26 times, delay 
in obtaining expected results was uttered 13 times. Meanwhile, knowledge management 
was used 9 times and difficulties in forecasting the future of education in Malaysia has 
been identified 32 times in the discussion. Words that appeared not more than 5 times 
were eliminated from the list. Some of the experts do not use the exact specific word 
so the researcher had to reconfirm the actual meaning of the words used by them. A 
tree chart was constructed based on the seven subthemes. The researcher put them in 
two big themes suggested by five of the experts. The tree chart looked like this: 

 
43x 26x 32x 21x 17x 9x 13x 

 
FC = Future challenges 
EC = External challenges 
IC = Internal challenges 
EPE = Ever-changing policy of education 
RTC = Rapid technological challenges 
FFE = Forecasting the future of education 
GD = Generation differences 
RP = Resources provision 
KM = Knowledge management 
DR = Delayed results 

5 Findings  

The study found seven future challenges in the leadership of learning organizations. 
These challenges have been classified into two main categories, namely internal chal-
lenges and external challenges. Internal challenges refer to challenges in a particular 
school. External challenges refer to the challenges that come from outside of the school.  

5.1 Internal challenge 

There are four internal challenges found in the study which are challenges in terms 
of generation differences, resources provision, knowledge management and the delay 
in obtaining the expected results.  

FC

EC

EPE RTC FFE

IC

GD RP KM DR
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The first challenge is the generation differences. In the ‘90s, most of the workforce 
was from the Generation X category and Baby Boomers. But now Generation Y has 
begun to enter the job sector. The earliest Generation Y members have been in service 
for more than ten years now and are about 35 years old. The differences in the genera-
tion of this workforce has changed the notion of the teacher's work. The Generation Y 
workforce, also known as the Millennials, brings with them some characteristics and 
ways of working that are quite different from the previous generation. Leaders of learn-
ing organizations need to learn to recognize and understand the characteristics and ways 
of working of each generation so that optimum capabilities can be obtained from every 
staff member. 

The second internal challenge is in terms of resource provision. The provision of 
resources here means providing a workforce that can meet the needs of the school and 
other resources required by the learning organization. It really deals with the difference 
in the generation of the workforce that has been discussed earlier. Past generations are 
described as good followers. If they were appointed to teach a subject that was not of 
their choosing or directed to do any task, the teacher would obey the order. Generation 
Y teachers are likely not like that. They need justification for every instruction: why 
they have to do that and for what reason they need to do the task given and comply with 
the instructions. They have various potential but prefer to do what they love. This atti-
tude and characteristic causes some management agenda to be difficult to be 
implemented. In addition, the provision of learning resources will also be a challenge 
to future leadership in relation to different learning habits between the two generations. 
Generation X learns through courses and reading books physically, while Generation 
Y learns through online courses, YouTube, reading e-books and so on. 

The third challenge is in managing the knowledge in the school. The learning organ-
ization school requires its leader to recognize the expertise of each teacher and the staff. 
The ability and capabilities of the staff are usually more easily determined based on 
their position and job description. However, teachers have diverse expertise based on 
their teaching experience in previous schools as well as their professional qualifica-
tions. Knowledge management skills require school leaders to use certain tools or meth-
ods to gain knowledge, and store, retrieve, use and create new knowledge within the 
organization. In addition, knowledge management skills can prevent brain-drain when 
the teacher or the other staff retires or is transferred to another school. 

The next challenge is the challenge in terms of the delay in achieving the results.  
Teacher learning brings about many innovations. However, not all learning can gener-
ate new knowledge fast. For example, innovation in pedagogy or school programs can 
sometimes take up to two or three years to obtain the results. The delay in attaining the 
expected results will cause school leaders to feel depressed as they need to show 
immediate results as evidence of their leadership capabilities. This challenge is 
acknowledged by all respondents as the most difficult challenge as it involves various 
stakeholders of the school. 
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5.2 External challenges 

There are three major external challenges found in the study, listed as the ever-
changing policy of education, the rapid technological challenges and the difficulties in 
forecasting the future of education in Malaysia. 

The first external challenge in leading a learning organization is the challenge of 
ever-changing educational policies. Education is very dynamic because some of the 
educational goals themselves are to supply labour to the job market. Thus, education is 
provided according to the market requirements. However, the Ministry of Education, 
Malaysia, as a responsible body in providing basic education to students, should be firm 
with a policy that focuses more on educating the students. Since the beginning of the 
21st century, Malaysian schools have been involved with various radical changes that 
witnessed  various parties interfering with the education. This causes the teachers to 
lose focus on their essential task of teaching and learning. Teachers also complained 
about the lack of time to learn as much of the tasks had to be completed fast. Most of 
the time, the activities that can be utilized for their learning have become wasteful 
because they are unable to get benefits from such activities for learning purposes. Thus, 
leaders in learning organizations face challenges to help teachers integrate learning into 
each task so that each teacher activity becomes meaningful for their learning. 

The second challenge is in terms of new technology that is fast developing. New 
technology, especially information and communication (ICT), helps the school staff, 
especially teachers, with their learning. With the help of state-of-the-art technology, 
teachers can access information easily. However, the learning process is not that easy. 
The process of learning and the process of obtaining information are two things that are 
closely related but not the same. The ease of obtaining information does not necessarily 
give a person benefit in terms of learning. Mastering certain fields of knowledge takes 
years. Therefore, leaders of learning organizations face challenges to ensure teachers 
are more interested in learning with the help of new and current technology as an 
enabler. 

The next challenge is a challenge in terms of difficulty in anticipation of future edu-
cation. With rapid changes in education policies, the change in the status of teachers' 
educational institutions (e.g., upgrading the teacher training college to teacher educa-
tion institutes), changes in school assessment systems and public examinations, increas-
ing the retirement age limit from 55 to 60 years, changing the primary and secondary 
schools curriculum, introducing new initiatives and approaches frequently, the future 
of the Malaysian education system is becoming increasingly difficult to expect. Faced 
with these challenges, some teachers take action to add value to their services by con-
tinuing their education to the next level. However, many teachers face this uncertainty 
by taking action as “wait and see what will happen next”. In learning organizations, 
individuals who cannot improve their service quality either through formal, informal or 
non-formal learning will not contribute to organizational excellence. Difficulty in 
forecasting the future of education should not weaken the teachers’ passion in learning. 
It should not become a catalyst for hindering the teacher to remain competitive. Hence, 
leaders of learning organizations face the challenge in ensuring that teachers do not 
place themselves in a comfortable zone in which they are avoiding to learn. Teachers 
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do not have to wait for the future to be created for them but they themselves need to 
create the future for the Malaysian education system. 

6 Discussion  

The future challenges for school leaders are not limited to internal factors alone. 
Being a leader in a learning organization makes the challenges exceed beyond the 
school environment and the context of education itself. A learning organization requires 
each of its members, especially the teachers and principals themselves, to learn contin-
uously. Not just that, they should also be able to learn together in order to fulfill the 
school's vision as a shared desire for the future. Togetherness and learning synergies 
are essential for a learning organization. Hence, the primary task of learning 
organization leaders in addressing the challenges discussed is to ensure that teachers 
can always learn, whether through formal, informal or non-formal means. Most im-
portantly, learning organization leaders must learn how to overcome those challenges.  

Internal challenges such as generational diversity and differences offer a wide social 
network for the learners [6]. Faced with the challenge of generation differences, 
learning organization leaders need to learn about the advantages of each generation so 
that each staff's potential can be developed to an optimal level [11]. Limited resources 
is not the end of any effort. Learning organization leaders need to learn how to optimize 
the distribution of resources and resource use. The learning leaders should become 
more creative and innovative [15] in creating and finding more resources. Definitely, a 
learning organization is a knowledge intensive organization (KIO). There is an abun-
dance of knowledge gained from the learning activities. But, managing the fast increas-
ing knowledge is not an easy task especially in capturing tacit knowledge from individ-
ual expert teachers. In managing all types of explicit and tacit knowledge in schools, 
learning organization leaders need to comprehensively learn and master the skills to 
manage knowledge using knowledge management tools and appropriate methods. On 
the other hand, they also need to overcome the challenge of delaying results. 
Sometimes, learning is a slow process. Leaders in learning organizations should know 
why they cannot ask for fast results. Learning organization leaders need to equip them-
selves with knowledge and confidence to answer the problems and concerns posed by 
the stakeholders because of the delayed results. 

External challenges are the challenges that cannot be overcome easily as it involves 
various intractable factors. Therefore, the best action taken by learning organization 
leaders as suggested by Pan, Nyeu and  Cheng [12] is to encourage and support teachers 
to further enhance their professionalism, build integrity, develop their own potential by 
continuously learning, and constantly innovate throughout the learning process. In this 
way learning organization leaders can ensure that they have  the best quality staff and 
are able to serve well wherever they are.  

The study found seven future challenges in the leadership of learning organizations. 
These challenges have been classified into two main categories, namely internal 
challenges and external challenges. Internal challenges are referred to as challenges in 
a particular school. Internal challenges are easy to handle if school leaders have good 
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and effective leadership skills. External challenges refer to the challenges that come 
from outside of the school. These challenges are more difficult to predict as it is difficult 
to anticipate the results from chains of interaction between schools with diverse 
environments. 
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