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ABSTRACT 

Educational leadership in the Marshall Islands operates within a complex dynamic where indigenous customs 

(Manit) intersect with modern bureaucratic mandates. This qualitative case study explored how school heads in 

Ebeye navigate the tension between traditional authority and contemporary educational accountability. Anchored 

on Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions, Bass’s Transformational Leadership, Hallinger’s Instructional Leadership, 

and Khalifa’s Culturally Responsive School Leadership, the study involved nine (9) school heads selected 

through total enumeration. Data were gathered through in-depth interviews, field observations, and document 

analysis, and treated using thematic analysis. The findings revealed four key dimensions of leadership practice. 

First, leadership culture in Ebeye is defined by relational interconnectedness, where the school head functions 

as a protective "Umbrella," shielding the community through trust and visibility rather than positional power. 

Second, traditional authority remains a potent force; effective leaders act as cultural diplomats, negotiating 

with Iroij (Chiefs) and Alap (Landowners), and exercising Spiritual Stewardship to validate their leadership. 

Third, despite resource constraints, leaders are actively adopting modern accountability measures, transitioning 

from oral traditions to data-driven Instructional Leadership through School Improvement Plans (SIPs) and 

Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs). Finally, the study synthesized a "Hybrid Framework" characterized by 

"Rooted Flexibility." Central to this framework is the concept of the Simulacrum, where the leader’s embodied 

example and personal integrity serve as the primary curriculum for the school. The study concludes that effective 

leadership in Ebeye is not a binary choice between tradition and modernity but a synchronized practice of 

honoring cultural roots while growing professional branches. 

Keywords: culturally-rooted leadership, modern educational leadership, Pacific leadership, traditional values, 

school leadership practice 

INTRODUCTION 

Background of the Study 

Ebeye Island, situated within the Kwajalein Atoll of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, offers a 

distinctive cultural and educational landscape in which school leadership is profoundly influenced by indigenous 

values and evolving modern demands. Traditional Marshallese leadership principles such as manit (custom), 

jema (respect), and kojerbal (working together) remain central in guiding relationships and decision-making in 

community institutions—including schools (Hezel, 2012; Spiro, 1951). 

However, as global and national education standards shift toward performance-based accountability, 

innovation, and evidence-informed practices, school leaders on Ebeye face the challenge of aligning their 

leadership with both culturally rooted values and modern frameworks (Education Sector Plan, 2020-2023; 

Dorovolomo & Lingam, 2020). In this context, understanding how cultural traditions coexist or come into 

tension with modern educational expectations becomes essential (House et al., 2004). 

Globally, research supports that leadership is culturally embedded. In societies where values such as 

collectivism and deference to elders are prominent, leadership expectations differ significantly from those in 
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individualistic or low power-distance cultures (Hofstede, 1984; Meyer, 2003). For school heads in Ebeye, these 

cultural expectations often take precedence, shaping their identity as leaders who must balance community 

obligations with educational reforms promoted by ministers, donors, and international benchmarks.  

A similar challenge is observed in other culturally rooted settings, such as in the Philippines and 

Indonesia, where school leaders also navigate the intersection of traditional authority and modern educational 

demands. For example, Dimmock and Tan (2020) noted that in several Southeast Asian countries, school 

principals must blend hierarchical community expectations with transformational leadership practices to meet 

performance-based accountability. Likewise, Nguyen et al. (2021) highlighted how Vietnamese school leaders 

balance Confucian cultural values—such as respect for seniority and collectivism—with externally imposed 

leadership reforms that emphasize innovation and instructional change. These regional parallels suggest that the 

tension between cultural values and modern leadership frameworks is not unique to Ebeye but is part of a broader 

leadership struggle across non-Western education systems. 

While scholars such as Fullan (2001), Leithwood et al. (2020), Robinson et al. (2008), and Spillane 

(2006) emphasize the importance of transformational and distributed leadership, instructional supervision, and 

collaborative visioning. However, these models often assume a Western cultural baseline that differs from the 

Marshallese context. Therein lies the challenge, the research gap, and opportunity—to explore how school 

leaders in Ebeye are adapting, resisting, or innovating to reconcile traditional Manit and modern demands and 

accountability. 

A significant gap remains. Most Pacific studies focus on rural villages or broad regional trends. The 

specific, high-pressure, urban, military-adjacent context of Ebeye presents a unique variable that has not been 

sufficiently explored. This study addresses that gap by investigating how this hybridization specifically occurs 

in Ebeye, where the "pressure cooker" of overcrowding and displacement intensifies the need for a cohesive 

leadership framework. 

As a foreign national working within the educational context of Ebeye, Marshall Islands, the motivation 

for undertaking this study emerged from a strong professional and cultural interest in understanding how 

leadership is practiced in deeply traditional settings. First-hand exposure to the unique dynamics between 

community-based authority structures and school leadership inspired a desire to explore how educational leaders 

navigate the intersection of cultural expectations and modern accountability demands. This research reflects a 

commitment to engaging meaningfully with the community and contributing to a deeper, context-sensitive 

understanding of leadership practices that honor both local traditions and evolving educational standards 

(Thaman, 2003). 

Thus, this study contributes to the growing discourse on culturally responsive leadership by examining 

how school heads in Ebeye manage the interplay between inherited cultural values and modern leadership 

demands. By focusing on the lived experiences of educational leaders within this unique island context, the 

research aims to offer insights into leadership practices that are both contextually grounded and forward-looking. 

In doing so, it aspires to fulfill the purpose behind its title: “Bridging the Deeply-Culturally-Rooted and Modern 

Educational Leadership in Ebeye, Marshall Islands” (Sanga & Chu, 2020; Hallinger, 2020). 

This study focused on educational leadership in schools across Ebeye, examining how traditional 

Marshallese cultural values shape current leadership behaviors and how they intersect with modern leadership 

frameworks. The goal was to examine the practices of school leaders not in comparison to one another, but as a 

collective group navigating the balance between heritage and modernity. 

Statement of Objectives 

This study explored how school heads in Ebeye operated within a complex leadership environment where 

deeply rooted Marshallese cultural values intersect with the demands of modern educational leadership. These 

leaders must uphold traditional expectations centered on respect, spiritual duty, and community relationships, 

while also meeting contemporary standards of accountability, instructional leadership, and school improvement. 
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The challenge lies in how they interpret and reconcile these dual influences in daily practice. Understanding how 

they navigate this cultural-modern tension is essential for developing leadership strategies that are both 

contextually grounded and responsive to change. 

It also investigated educational leadership practices in schools on Ebeye by exploring the relationship 

between traditional cultural values and modern leadership models. Specifically, the study sought to: 

1. Examine the leadership culture in Ebeye schools to understand current leadership dynamics and their 

cultural background. 

2. Study the development of traditional educational leadership to understand leadership practices from a 

Marshallese perspective. 

3. Examine how school heads developed strategies and coped with leadership challenges in culturally 

rooted school settings. 

4. Develop a leadership framework that could bridge deeply culturally-rooted and modern leadership 

approaches. 

Scope and Limitations 

 This study focused on the leadership practices and cultural values of school heads across every 

educational institution on Ebeye Island during the 2024–2025 school year. It included all nine schools, whether 

public, private, or faith-based, treating them as a single community shaped by a common geographical and social 

environment. Using qualitative methods such as interviews and observations, this study sought to understand 

how these leaders navigate their roles in our specific context. Because the goal was to capture deep, personal 

insights from the principals themselves, the study is limited to school heads lived experiences and does not 

include quantitative data or side-by-side comparisons between different school types. 

While this research offers a deep dive into leadership on Ebeye, there are some natural boundaries to 

keep in mind. First, Ebeye is a very specific, high-density setting, so what the study found might not perfectly 

translate to the administrative dynamics in Majuro or the more traditional social structures of the outer islands. 

The "Hybrid Framework" developed here is a strong starting point, but it should be applied with caution to other 

contexts. Additionally, many participants don't just lead schools; they are also pastors, teachers, and community 

leaders. This overlap often makes it difficult to separate their professional administrative actions from their other 

influential roles in the community. 

Culturally, this study also considered the role of Manit. In the Marshall Islands, values 

like kautiej (respect) and humility are deeply ingrained. Because of this, some participants may have leaned 

toward more "harmonious" or polite answers during our conversations, potentially downplaying the raw, real-

world frictions they face with the Ministry or other authorities. The researcher’s own position as an "insider" 

within the Ebeye school system is another important factor. While being an educator here helped the researcher 

build a level of trust an outsider might not have secured, it also meant she had to be extremely intentional about 

"bracketing" her own professional experiences to ensure the data was interpreted objectively. 

Finally, this research is "leader-centric." It captures how principals intend to lead and how they perceive 

their own authority, but it doesn't yet include the voices of teachers, students, or parents. While these boundaries 

mean the study isn’t a "one-size-fits-all" for the rest of the RMI, it provides a genuine, contextually rich 

foundation for understanding the reality of leadership in our Pacific island systems. 

Significance of the Study 

This study is intended to benefit the following stakeholders: 
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Expatriate “Alien” Educators. Non-local staff gain a deeper understanding of Marshallese cultural 

values that influence school leadership and authority, thereby fostering stronger cross-cultural relationships. 

Educational Leaders. Current and future school heads benefit from insights that support culturally 

respectful and pedagogically effective leadership. 

Future Researchers. The findings provide a foundation for further case studies or comparative research 

on leadership in the Pacific. 

Policymakers. The study provides culturally grounded recommendations that can inform leadership 

development and educational reform. 

Students. Students indirectly benefit from leadership that promotes community identity alongside 

innovation. 

Teachers and Staff. Effective leadership fosters improved communication, enhanced job satisfaction, 

and greater institutional clarity. 

Ministry of Education and internal Stakeholders. The study supports school supervisors and program 

developers by offering insights for training, leadership support, and local reform implementation. 

The significance of this research extends beyond the immediate administrative improvements in Ebeye, serving 

as a critical blueprint for educational reform in post-colonial and indigenous Pacific contexts. By theorizing the 

Hybrid Leadership Framework and identifying the mechanics of 'Rooted Flexibility,' this study demonstrates 

that the tension between deeply culturally rooted values and modern accountability is not a barrier to overcome 

but a synergy to be harnessed. This work provides a replicable framework showing how traditional values can 

actively accelerate, rather than hinder, modern educational standards. Consequently, it serves as a foundational 

model for policymakers across the Micronesian region and offers a critical contribution to the global discourse 

on culturally responsive leadership. It provides a clear pathway to achieve international standards without 

sacrificing the 'cultural soul' of the community, proving that indigenous school systems can thrive in a modern 

educational landscape. 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

This study employed a qualitative case study approach. A case study was ideal for investigating complex 

phenomena in real-life contexts, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context were 

not clearly evident (Yin, 2018).  The study aims to understand the experiences and culturally grounded leadership 

behaviors of school heads; a qualitative research design was adopted. This approach allowed for an in-depth 

investigation of leadership practices as they were socially and contextually constructed within a unique Pacific 

Island setting. Given that educational leadership on Ebeye was deeply influenced by cultural traditions and 

modern reforms, a case study enabled the holistic exploration of leadership practices within their cultural and 

institutional contexts. 

The specific case examined in this study was the leadership experience of school heads in Ebeye, 

particularly how they bridged traditional Marshallese values with the demands of modern educational leadership. 

The case was bounded by its geographic location, cultural framework, and institutional role, making it ideal for 

case-based inquiry. This approach enabled the researcher to generate deep insights into the leadership strategies, 

challenges, and adaptations shaped by both cultural expectations and evolving school systems. 

Research Setting/Locale 

This study was conducted on Ebeye Island in Kwajalein Atoll, Republic of the Marshall Islands—one of the 

Pacific's densest islands, with 9,614 residents across 0.12 square miles (Pacific Island Health Officers 
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Association, n.d.). Despite institutional differences, all schools on Ebeye were situated within the same cultural 

and geographical ecosystem and faced similar challenges, including overcrowding, limited resources, and high 

community involvement. 

A map of Ebeye highlighting the locations of participating schools is included in the appendices to 

provide geographical context. Information such as the school's population and location supported the case 

description. 

Participants of the Study 

The participants in this study were the school heads (principals or equivalent) of educational institutions 

on Ebeye. A census approach was initially employed, inviting all school heads serving during the 2024–2025 

academic year. 

The study initially targeted a census approach involving the heads of all 12 educational institutions on 

Ebeye Island. However, the final participant count was nine (9), representing 75% of the total school head 

population. The non-participation of the remaining three schools was primarily due to unavoidable 

administrative scheduling conflicts and the fact that certain leaders oversaw multiple educational levels, 

effectively consolidating leadership roles. While the absence of these three perspectives is noted, the 75% 

participation rate provides a robust and representative cross-section of the island’s educational leadership. Given 

the high-density and interconnected nature of Ebeye, the findings retain a high degree of transferability to the 

local context, though readers should exercise caution when generalizability to more remote or centralized Pacific 

settings is considered. These school heads possessed varying years of service, with leadership experience ranging 

from 1 to 18 years, ensuring comprehensive coverage of leadership experience across the island. 

Inclusion Criteria 

To ensure the findings reflected the collective leadership experience on Ebeye, participants were selected 

based on the following criteria: 

1. Must be the current school head or acting leader of an educational institution on Ebeye. 

2. Must have held the position for at least one academic year. 

3. Must be willing to participate in interviews, observations, and limited document sharing. 

This approach ensured that findings reflect the collective leadership experience on Ebeye, rather than 

drawing comparisons or distinctions between types of schools. 

Instrumentation 

Three primary data collection tools were used, each aligned with one of the study’s three specific 

objectives: 

1. Observation Guide (See Appendix B) 

To address Objective 1 (Leadership Culture), the researcher used an observation guide to document 

leadership behaviors, interaction styles, and communication patterns during school routines and meetings. 

2. Interview Protocol 

To address Objective 2 (Traditional Leadership Development), semi-structured interviews were 

conducted to study the development of traditional leadership practices. The protocol explored the leaders’ 

professional journeys, cultural influences, and beliefs about leadership.  
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3. Document Review Template 

To address Objective 3 (Modern Educational Leadership), a template was used to analyze available 

documents and explore the meaning of modern educational leadership. School Heads were asked to provide 

existing school documents (e.g., mission statements, memos, logbooks) that reflect their leadership styles and 

practices. 

4. Framework Development Prompt 

To address Objective 4 (Framework Development), additional questions were integrated to elicit 

participants’ perspectives on ideal traits, community expectations, and advice for new leaders. These questions 

explored ideal traits, community expectations, hybrid leadership principles, and advice for new or incoming 

school leaders. The responses informed the development of a conceptual leadership framework tailored to 

Ebeye’s context. 

Validity Measures 

To ensure the validity of the instruments, the following measures were applied: 

First, the researcher consulted three respected individuals from the local community in Ebeye: a Marshallese 

pastor at the First Congregational Church, a World Bank liaison in the education sector, and a judge at the local 

courthouse. Their review of the questions contributed to the instrument's content validity by ensuring that the 

language, tone, and focus were culturally appropriate and relevant to the leadership context in the Marshall 

Islands. Their insights led to minor revisions in phrasing and sequencing to enhance clarity and conversational 

flow.  

 Second, a pilot interview was conducted with a school head who was not part of the actual study sample. 

This trial helped identify areas where wording could be clarified and the flow of questions improved, thus 

supporting face validity.  

Additionally, the researcher’s 18-year residence in Ebeye enabled a deeper understanding of cultural 

norms, local leadership dynamics, and effective ways to frame questions. This cultural immersion strengthened 

the overall design, delivery, and interpretation of the interview process. 

Data Gathering Procedure 

The data collection process followed a structured, ethical sequence to ensure rigor and participant equity. 

Letters of request were first sent to school heads and relevant local authorities, securing formal endorsements 

from the Ministry of Education and, where necessary, community leaders. Eligible participants were then invited 

through direct communication, accompanied by detailed consent forms outlining the study's purpose, methods, 

risks, participant rights—including voluntary withdrawal at any time—and other protections. Non-intrusive 

observations were conducted during various school activities, such as staff meetings, flag ceremonies, and 

classroom visits, with field notes recorded unobtrusively. Each participant underwent a one-on-one interview 

lasting 45–60 minutes; these were recorded only with consent, transcribed verbatim, and verified through 

member checking. School leaders also shared relevant documents reflecting their leadership vision and daily 

responsibilities. Throughout, all participants were treated equally, without categorization by institution. 

Data Analysis Procedure  

This study applied Yin’s (2018) analytical strategy for qualitative case studies, which emphasizes pattern 

matching, explanation building, and maintaining a strong chain of evidence. This framework supports a 

structured approach to interpreting complex social phenomena, such as leadership in culturally rich school 

contexts. 
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Building on this, the study employed Thematic Analysis, based on Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-phase 

model, to examine the qualitative data. In alignment with Objective 4, codes related to bridging leadership 

traditions and innovations, reconciling tensions between cultural values and institutional mandates, and 

envisioning an ideal framework for educational leaders in Ebeye were identified. Emergent subthemes, including 

“contextual adaptation,” “cultural integration,” and “transformative anchors,” were identified. These were 

triangulated with observational and documentary data to synthesize a culturally responsive leadership framework 

for deeply rooted and modern contexts. 

Phase 1: Familiarization. Transcribing, reading, and immersing in the data. In this phase, the researcher 

manually transcribed all interviews and read each transcript at least three times to fully internalize the 

participant's language, tone, and emphasis. Preliminary notes and highlights were made to identify initial ideas 

and coding patterns. 

Phase 2: Initial Coding. Generating codes from meaningful units (e.g., “community-first decisions,” “spiritual 

guidance,” “policy adaptation”). During this phase, the researcher manually highlighted significant phrases and 

key expressions using color-coded schemes on printed transcripts. Marginal notes were written to label emerging 

ideas, and recurring language or patterns were grouped into preliminary codes that captured the essence of 

participants’ responses. No specialized software (e.g. NVivo or Atlast.ti) was used. Instead, coding and theme 

organization were done manually in Microsoft Word and Excel, using highlighting, note-taking, and 

categorization to organize data. 

Phase 3: Theme Identification. Grouping codes into themes such as “Leadership as Service,” “Tension with 

Policy,” or “Cultural Integration”. Themes were mapped against Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and the Input-

Process-Output (IPO) framework. 

Phase 4: Reviewing Themes. Refining categories to ensure coherence. Themes were refined to ensure internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity, confirming that they accurately reflected the dataset. 

Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes. Developing definitions and labels grounded in participant language. 

Definitions and labels were developed from participant language, ensuring the “voice” of Marshallese leaders 

was preserved. 

Phase 6: Writing the Report. Synthesizing themes with quotes and theoretical reflection. Themes were 

synthesized with quotes and theoretical reflection. In alignment with Objective 4, codes related to bridging 

leadership traditions and innovations were used to develop the “Hybrid Framework.” 

Although formal institutional documents, such as strategic plans, lesson plans, and school improvement 

plans, were requested from the participating schools, they were not made available due to administrative 

confidentiality and access limitations. To ensure methodological rigor, triangulation was conducted through 

multiple data sources, including interviews with school heads, researcher field observations, and the review of 

accessible public and informal materials related to school operations and leadership culture. This cross-validation 

of themes and observations strengthened the credibility of the findings, allowing the researcher to compare 

perspectives from different sources and confirm consistency across data collected through varied means. 

Trustworthiness of the Study 

To ensure research rigor and credibility, the following strategies were applied based on Lincoln & Guba’s 

(1985) framework: 

Credibility. Credibility was established through the triangulation of data sources, including interviews, 

observations, visits, and document reviews, regarding the history and culture of the Marshal Islands, particularly 

Ebeye. Additionally, the researcher was able to read and note other relevant documents, including school 

policies. Additionally, member checking is conducted by returning transcribed responses to participants, 

allowing them to review their responses and ensuring that all responses are accurate.  
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Dependability. Dependability was ensured by maintaining consistency throughout the data collection and 

analysis. Manual coding was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis approach. To 

enhance dependability, an audit trail was maintained to document the development of codes and themes. 

Additionally, early coding patterns were discussed with experienced educators and cultural advisors to confirm 

the interpretation of emerging themes. This approach ensured that the findings were consistent and reflective of 

the data collected. 

Transferability. Transferability was supported through the “thick description” reading of thick documents and 

descriptions of school culture and leadership behaviors, as well as personal observation, to facilitate contextual 

understanding. Allowing future researchers to determine the applicability of findings to other contexts. 

Confirmability. Confirmability was achieved through peer review and reflexivity journaling to minimize the 

researcher’s bias and ensure that findings were derived from the data rather than the researcher’s predispositions. 

Central to ensuring objectivity was the process of 'bracketing.' As an educator within the Ebeye school system, 

I was an 'insider' with existing professional assumptions. To prevent these from coloring the data interpretation, 

I utilized a reflexivity journal to document and consciously set aside personal experiences during the interview 

and analysis phases. This process was further strengthened through the triangulation of multiple data sources—

interviews, field observations, and document reviews. For example, while interview narratives captured the 

leaders’ aspirations toward servant leadership, field observations documented their enactment of 'Humble 

Authority' (e.g., a principal assisting with manual school yard maintenance). These were then cross-validated 

with 'Shared Labor' language found in school staff meeting minutes, thereby ensuring that the emergent themes 

were grounded in multi-dimensional evidence rather than isolated verbal reports. 

Ethical Considerations 

The study observed ethical standards in line with both academic and local expectations, adhering to the 

principles outlined by Creswell and Poth (2018) and The Belmont Report (1979): 

1. Informed Consent. Participation was voluntary, and each participant was required to complete a consent 

form. Another was that all participants received an orientation on the research's purpose and its benefits 

to their school and its leadership prior to the interview. The researcher also provided a copy of the consent 

form and informed them of their right to withdraw at any time. 

2. Confidentiality. Identities were anonymized using pseudonyms (e.g., P1, P2), and no identifiable school 

names were published in this research. 

3. Right to Withdraw. The participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time 

without consequences if they didn’t want to continue.  

4. Cultural Sensitivity. Local customs and hierarchies were respected throughout the process. The 

researcher adhered to custom (Manit) protocols when approaching leaders. 

5. Non-Disruption. Data collection was strictly scheduled to avoid interference with school operations, 

prioritizing the participant’s availability.  

These measures were designed to protect participants and ensure that the research upholds community 

trust and academic integrity. These ethical protocols align with standards outlined by Creswell and Poth (2018) 

and the principles in The Belmont Report (1979) on the protection of human subjects in research. 

Biblical Perspective 

Leadership in the Marshall Islands is deeply influenced by relational, moral, and spiritual values. The 

biblical perspective integrated into this study supports the view that leadership is not merely positional but rooted 

in service, relationship, purpose, and humility—values that align with traditional Marshallese expectations of 
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leaders as community-centered stewards. Several biblical models reflect this blend of vision and relational 

leadership. 

Nehemiah exemplifies a visionary and relational leader who led with both strategy and compassion. 

Tasked with rebuilding Jerusalem’s walls, he demonstrated purpose-driven leadership (Nehemiah 2:17–18), 

inspiring others with urgency and clarity of vision. Before acting, he sought divine guidance through fasting and 

prayer (Nehemiah 1:4–11), highlighting the importance of spiritual grounding. Nehemiah also modeled 

distributed leadership by assigning roles based on family ties and skill (Nehemiah 3), and he showed moral 

courage by standing against exploitation and injustice (Nehemiah 5). His leadership reflects a balance of policy 

and compassion, faith and planning—qualities relevant for school leaders navigating cultural and institutional 

responsibilities in Ebeye. 

The Apostle Paul provides a second model—culturally adaptive and transformational. He embodied 

contextual intelligence, adjusting his leadership approach without compromising purpose. As he stated, “I have 

become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22), Paul 

exemplified flexible, empathetic leadership essential in diverse communities like Ebeye. He mentored and 

empowered others—including Timothy, Titus, and Lydia—demonstrating a commitment to shared leadership 

and relationship-building. His endurance through hardship reflects the resilience required of school leaders who 

must maintain their vision amid limited resources and shifting demands. 

Most importantly, Jesus Christ serves as the ultimate servant leader. He led through humility and self-

sacrifice, famously washing His disciples’ feet to demonstrate love in action (John 13:12-17). Christ’s leadership 

style was inclusive, relational, and transformational—centered not on authority, but on service, trust, and 

spiritual example. In the Ebeye context, many school heads lead in ways that mirror Christ’s approach: humble, 

morally grounded, and relationally engaged. 

Together, Nehemiah, Paul, and Jesus represent a trifold biblical model: vision and planning (Nehemiah), 

cultural flexibility and mentorship (Paul), and servant-hearted, transformational leadership (Jesus). 

Their lives and leadership exemplify the values upheld by many school heads in Ebeye, who lead from a 

foundation of faith, community, and profound cultural awareness. As this study explores the intersection of 

traditional and modern educational leadership, these biblical figures offer both inspiration and practical 

application. 

RESULTS 

Objective 1 

Examine the leadership culture in Ebeye schools to understand current leadership dynamics and their 

cultural background. 

Findings On Leadership Culture 

 This section presents the data, analysis, and interpretation of Objective 1 - To examine the leadership 

culture of Ebeye school principals by identifying leadership practices that are either affirming or problematic for 

teachers and students, including concerns about inconsistent leadership presence, unclear communication, and 

the need for stronger cultural and relational alignment in school management 

Table 2 presents the thematic analysis of these findings, organizing the data into three themes: The Weight 

of Leadership, Relational Trust, and Gender Dynamics. Crucially, the table includes a 'Theoretical Alignment' 

column to map these findings against Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Bass’s Transformational Leadership 

theory. Furthermore, to ensure methodological rigor, the table triangulates participant interview responses with 

specific insights gained from field observations and document reviews, thereby validating the verbal data with 

behavioral evidence. 
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The analysis revealed that leadership culture in Ebeye is fundamentally distinct from the transactional 

models often seen in Western contexts. It is defined by relational interconnectedness rather than bureaucratic 

hierarchy. The data yielded three specific themes: Theme 1.1, Experiencing the Weight of Leadership; Theme 

1.2, Building Trust through Relational Culture; and Theme 1.3, Navigating Gender and Leadership Dynamics. 

Theme 1.1: Experiencing the Weight of Leadership (The "Umbrella" of Responsibility) 

This theme encapsulates the profound sense of holistic stewardship that defines the lived experience of 

school heads in Ebeye. Unlike the technocratic view of the principalship often found in Western literature, where 

the role is defined by job descriptions and specific administrative outputs, participants in this study 

conceptualized their role as a heavy, all-encompassing "covering" for the community. 

P4 (Department Head) articulated this protective function through a culturally resonant metaphor, 

moving beyond the idea of management to the idea of shelter: 

"It's like an umbrella. If the school has good leadership, then down there will follow and do smoothly" (P4, in-

depth interview, lines 133-135). 

This "umbrella" metaphor aligns seamlessly with Hofstede’s (2001) dimension of Collectivism. In this 

context, the leader’s primary function is to intercept "storms"—whether social conflicts, resource scarcity, or 

political pressures—before they affect the teachers and students below. If the umbrella "leaks" (i.e., if the leader 

lacks integrity or strength), the entire community suffers. 

Furthermore, this protective role requires the leader to simultaneously inhabit multiple social identities. 

P3 (Principal) described this lack of separation between professional and private roles: "I’m wearing different 

kinds of hats… a pastor’s hat, a missionary hat, and now a principal’s hat." (P3, in-depth interview, lines 56-57) 

This confirms Sanga and Chu’s (2009) assertion that Pacific leadership is holistic, requiring leaders to 

embody cultural values such as spirituality, reciprocity, and love alongside their administrative duties (Fasavalu 

& Thornton, 2019). In a small island community, the principal cannot "clock out." Their moral authority in the 

school is inextricably linked to their spiritual standing in the church and their relational standing in the village. 

The "weight" of leadership, therefore, is the burden of maintaining consistency across these overlapping spheres 

of influence. 

As the Protective Umbrella, the leader must absorb the friction between modern Ministry mandates and 

local realities. By acting as a holistic shield, the leader ensures the school remains a safe environment for both 

traditional values and educational growth, setting the stage for effective bridging. 

Theme 1.2: Building Trust through Relational Culture 

In the high-context society of the Marshall Islands, trust is a currency that must be earned daily; it is 

never automatically granted by virtue of a title or a Ministry appointment. This theme underscores that legitimate 

authority in Ebeye is Relational, not Positional. 

P1 (Principal) emphasized the fragility of this social capital, noting that verbal integrity carries more 

weight than written contracts: "Once you say that one, you have to stick with your words. To be consistent is very 

important… You break your words, they won’t trust you anymore."(P1, in-depth interview, lines 109-111) 

This finding validates the Idealized Influence component of Transformational Leadership (Bass & 

Riggio, 2006). The leader must become the standard they wish to enforce; a single instance of hypocrisy can 

permanently bankrupt a leader’s influence. Moreover, trust is built through Reciprocity. P8 (Principal) 

highlighted that effective communication is not top-down transmission, but a mutual exchange: "I talk to them, 

they talk to me, and all that is clear communication." (P8, in-depth interview, line 133) 
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"In the unique context of Ebeye, effective leadership mirrors the Marshallese practice 

of 'bwebwenato'—deep, open 'talk story' that builds consensus through relationships rather than decree.  

While similar to the broader Pacific concept of Talanoa, bwebwenato specifically grounds this dialogue 

in the Marshallese value of jouj (kindness and reciprocal obligation). Recent literature on Marshallese 

educational leadership identifies ‘bwebwenato’ not just as informal chatting, but as a critical methodological tool 

and indigenous practice that empowers leaders to connect their ancestral knowledge with formal educational 

requirements (Jim et al., 2021). Leaders in Ebeye cannot rely solely on memos; they must practice a locally 

responsive form of 'management by walking around,' engaging in informal, face-to-face conversations in the 

community. This approach accumulates the cultural capital needed to navigate the delicate balance between 

the Iroij (chiefly) hierarchy and the practical influence of the bwij (matrilineal clan), creating the emotional bank 

account necessary to lead sustainable change (Jim et al., 2021; Kupferman, 2021)." 

This relational trust acts as The Catalyst. Trust acts as the currency that makes all subsequent 

modernization possible. Without the continuous maintenance of trust through visibility and consistency, the 

community’s "emotional bank account" remains empty, preventing the successful implementation of data-driven 

systems or technological upgrades. 

Theme 1.3: Navigating Gender and Leadership Dynamics 

This theme reveals a critical nuance in Marshallese organizational behavior: the intersection of public 

patriarchal titles and private Matrilineal Power. While the face of public leadership—speech-making and 

political representation—is often male-dominated, the data reveals that the "operational backbone" of the school 

community is female. 

P3 revealed a strategic reliance on this dynamic, noting that when efficiency is required, the matriarchal 

network is the most effective lever: "When I want things to be fast, I have to approach my female parents… 

females are more organized and can decide right away." (P3, in-depth interview, lines 39-42) 

"This approach exemplifies a high level of Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL), where 

effectiveness depends on navigating dual authority structures. A leader relying solely on Western assumptions 

of hierarchy might focus exclusively on the Iroij (chiefs) or elected officials. However, the effective 'Hybrid 

Leader' in the Marshall Islands possesses the cultural literacy to recognize that while the Iroij holds political 

rank, it is the matrilineal network that often controls logistics and community mobilization (Kattil-deBrum, 

2019). By integrating these indigenous ways of knowing with formal educational goals, school heads can bypass 

bureaucratic bottlenecks and achieve rapid community engagement through traditional frameworks like Kanne 

Lobal (Jim et al., 2021)." Furthermore, relying on female organizing power also challenges deeply ingrained 

colonial assumptions about leadership hierarchies, reflecting broader political shifts in the Pacific where female 

leaders actively disrupt traditional patriarchal and chiefly dominance (Baker & Corbett, 2023). 

The themes identified in Table 2 regarding the 'umbrella' of protection and relational trust align 

with  Armstrong's (2021) work, which posits that in communal societies, leadership is less about individual 

achievement and more about the collective security of the group. Furthermore, the significant role of women in 

these leadership structures validates Kattil-deBrum’s (2019) research on the enduring influence of matrilineal 

power in the Marshall Islands, where women often serve as the stabilizing force within organizational networks." 

Acting as The Operational Engine, this dynamic shows that while public speech-making may skew 

patriarchal, effective leaders strategically tap into matrilineal networks for logistics and rapid mobilization. This 

cultural literacy enables the leader to bypass bureaucratic bottlenecks and efficiently implement modern school-

improvement goals. 
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Objective 2 

 To examine and Study the development of traditional educational leadership to understand leadership 

practices from a Marshallese perspective. 

Findings on Traditional Leadership  

This section presents the findings for Objective 2 to examine the development of traditional leadership 

in the context of modern educational leadership in Ebeye by exploring how Marshallese cultural values, such as 

respect, spirituality, and communal responsibility, influence leadership practices and expectations. 

This section explores how deep cultural roots (Manit) influence modern school operations. Table 3 

outlines the findings regarding the intersection of Manit (custom) and school governance. It investigates how 

traditional forms of authority persist within the modern school system.  The data confirms that traditional 

authority structures are not relics of the past but remain active and potent determinants of school governance. 

The themes identified—Negotiating Cultural Authority, Spiritual Stewardship, and Cultural Challenges 

in Discipline—highlight the dual nature of the principal’s role. The table explicitly links these indigenous 

practices to the theoretical frameworks of Power Distance (Hofstede) and Servant Leadership, demonstrating 

that traditional behaviors are not random but structurally consistent with Marshallese societal norms. Supporting 

evidence from school logbooks and observation notes is provided to substantiate these claims. 

Theme 2.1: Negotiating Cultural Authority (The Iroij Influence) 

This theme illuminates the complex political reality of operating a modern government institution within 

a traditional chiefdom. While the Ministry of Education grants the principal the legal mandate to run the school, 

the data confirms that the Iroij (Chiefs) and Alap (Landowners) hold the "moral and spatial mandate." This dual 

system reflects a broader historical trajectory in Micronesia, where traditional chiefs operate in parallel structures 

alongside, and sometimes entangle within, imported state bureaucracies (Poyer et al., 2015). This dynamic 

exemplifies High Power Distance (Hofstede, 2001), in which authority is widely accepted as unequal and 

hereditary. 

In Ebeye, schools do not exist in a vacuum; they physically sit on land owned by traditional lineages. As 

recent Pacific educational leadership research highlights, Western-introduced educational institutions are deeply 

integrated into indigenous webs of relationships, a reality physically manifested by schools sitting on land 

completely determined by ongoing negotiations with local landowners (Sanga et al., 2022). Consequently, school 

heads must function as diplomats. P1 explicitly highlighted this hierarchy: "Even if directives come from 

education offices, we still defer to what the Iroij says in our context."(P1, in-depth interview, lines 89-92) 

This finding suggests a hierarchy of legitimacy: the Ministry provides the policy, but the Chief provides 

the permission. P7’s comment regarding "land issues" reveals that ignoring traditional protocol can paralyze a 

school’s operations. For example, a principal cannot simply build a new classroom or cut down a tree based on 

a government work order; they must first consult the Alap. Thus, effective leadership in Ebeye involves a 

continuous "dual-negotiation," satisfying the bureaucratic demands of the state while paying homage to the 

aristocratic demands of the culture. 

The deference shown to traditional hierarchy in Table 3 reflects what Kupferman (2011) describes as the 

complex intersection of indigenous social structures and imported educational models in the Marshall Islands. 

This confirms that on Ebeye, traditional authority often carries more weight than formal administrative titles, a 

concept further explored by Sanga and Walker (2012) regarding the unique relational nature of Pacific 

leadership. In this relational paradigm, institutional leadership is rarely strictly procedural; rather, it is constantly 

negotiated through “the space between” formalized educational policies and deeply rooted local kinship and land 

tenure systems (Sanga et al., 2022). 
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This serves as the Diplomatic Key. Recognizing the power of leaders like the Iroij and Alap is not a 

barrier to innovation; it is the pathway to it. By respecting this traditional hierarchy, the Hybrid Leader gains the 

necessary cultural permission to safely enact visionary growth without triggering passive resistance from the 

village. 

Theme 2.2: Spiritual Stewardship 

The analysis reveals that in the Marshallese context, the concept of "secular leadership" is largely non-

existent. Leadership is inextricably linked to faith, validating the Servant Leadership theory while adding a 

distinct spiritual prerequisite. In Ebeye, a leader is viewed as a "shepherd" in both the educational and biblical 

sense. 

P5, who serves as both a Principal and a Pastor, articulated this fusion. He emphasized that professional 

competence is rooted in spiritual standing, suggesting that a leader must be ‘right with God’ before attempting 

to fix issues within the school. He noted that his private life is inseparable from his public role, implicitly 

recognizing that his parents and the community are constantly observing his conduct (P5, in-depth interview). 

This aligns with the cultural expectation that a leader’s public and private lives cannot be compartmentalized. 

Faith-based actions and moral conduct are required to legitimize authority (Pouono, 2024). 

This insight indicates that a principal’s professional competence is often judged by their spiritual 

standing. Stakeholders believe that a leader who is "right with God" will possess the wisdom to make fair 

decisions for the school. Conversely, a technically skilled leader who is spiritually compromised may struggle 

to command respect. This "Spiritual Stewardship" means that the principal’s role extends beyond the school 

gate; their attendance at church, their moral conduct in the community, and their ability to lead prayer are 

considered essential "Key Performance Indicators" by the community, even if they are not listed in the Ministry’s 

job description. 

Functioning as The Moral Anchor, this spiritual grounding directly feeds into the leader's embodied 

example. By treating leadership as a ministry, the leader validates their authority and demonstrates the ethical 

integrity required to guide the community through systemic change. 

Theme 2.3: Cultural Challenges in Discipline 

This theme exposes the friction between the democratic ideal of "equality before the law" and the 

stratified reality of Marshallese culture. In a Western framework, school discipline is standardized—the same 

rules apply to every student, regardless of their background. However, such standardized models are often 

disembodied from the shared wisdom and kinship networks of indigenous communities, where identity 

formation is heavily tied to traditional practices (DeCoursey & Krawczyk, 2017). The data highlight that in 

Ebeye, Contextual Nuance (Khalifa et al., 2016) is required when navigating the island’s rigid social hierarchy. 

Recent literature reinforces this, noting that culturally responsive leaders must actively integrate local cultural 

conditions rather than relying on rigid, standardized accountability practices (Callahan et al., 2021). 

P6 (Vice Principal) admitted that disciplining students with strong family ties to traditional leadership is 

often a challenge, noting that there is a significant “tension” when correcting students from the “King’s family” 

or high government positions (P6, in-depth interview). 

Enforcing strict discipline on a child from a high-ranking chiefly family can be interpreted as a slight 

against the family’s honor, potentially causing social rupture between the school and the community. This creates 

a dilemma for school heads who must uphold school safety without violating cultural rank. Because extended 

family networks and elders hold significant authority and influence over youth in Marshallese communities 

(Johnson et al., 2019), P4’s observation that parents need to "see your heart" suggests that the solution lies in 

relationships rather than procedures. When discipline is necessary, it cannot be delivered coldly via a "zero 

tolerance" policy; it must be delivered with "softness" and relationship, ensuring the family understands that the 

correction is an act of care, not disrespect. 
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This serves as the Test of Contextual Nuance. Applying standardized, "zero-tolerance" policies rigidly 

can fracture community trust when dealing with high-ranking families. The effective leader uses restorative 

diplomacy to enforce rules while preserving honor, demonstrating the rooted flexibility required to maintain both 

institutional order and community harmony. 

Objective 3 

Examine how school heads developed strategies and coped with leadership challenges in culturally rooted 

school settings. 

Findings on Modern Educational Leadership  

This part presents the results for Objective 3: To examine how school heads in Ebeye develop leadership 

strategies and navigate challenges related to balancing cultural expectations with modern administrative 

demands. 

Despite the heavy cultural influence, leaders are actively adopting modern tools. This section reclassifies 

these behaviors under Modern Accountability and Instructional Leadership, challenging the notion that island 

schools are resistant to change. 

While cultural roots remain strong, the third objective explored how school heads are adapting to modern 

educational reforms. Table 4 categorizes the emerging practices related to accountability and professionalization. 

This analysis reclassifies local leadership behaviors under the lens of Hallinger’s Instructional Leadership and 

Bass’s Intellectual Stimulation. As illustrated in the table, the shift from oral tradition to written accountability 

is evidenced not only by participant narratives but also by the physical presence of Standard Operating 

Procedures (SOPs) and data-driven School Improvement Plans (SIPs), which serve as triangulation points for 

this modernization process. 

Theme 3.1: Adapting to Modern Accountability (Data & Systems) 

This theme highlights a pivotal shift in the operational behavior of Ebeye school heads: the transition 

from an oral tradition of leadership to a documented, evidence-based practice. Historically, leadership in the 

Pacific was validated through oral consensus and visible relationships. However, the Ministry of Education’s 

reforms are driving a new form of "bureaucratic literacy" centered on Instructional Leadership. As highlighted 

by Hallinger et al. (2020), this approach requires leaders to shift from general administration to actively 

coordinating curriculum, monitoring data, and focusing directly on student academic achievement.  

P2 described this transition, noting that after education officers clarified the process, they learned to 

“align our leadership report with the school improvement plan” so that they could explain how their leadership 

“connects with the data” (P2, in-depth interview). 

This finding suggests that Ebeye leaders are not resisting accountability but are actively seeking the 

technical skills to master it. The adoption of School Improvement Plans (SIPs) and Standard Operating 

Procedures (SOPs) represents more than just paperwork; it signifies a cognitive shift. This aligns with broader 

regional initiatives, such as the Pacific Regional School Leadership Capabilities, which emphasize the necessity 

for school heads to translate their leadership into measurable key performance indicators (KPIs) and strategic, 

data-driven frameworks (SPC, 2021). Leaders are learning to translate their daily activities—which were once 

informal and relational—into the quantifiable language of "indicators" and "outcomes." By doing so, they 

legitimize their leadership not only in the community's eyes but also within the Ministry's formal hierarchy. 

This represents the Structural Branch, marking the shift from an oral tradition to documented, data-

driven systems. It is the modern mandate that the leader must fulfill. However, this adaptation only survives and 

takes hold because it is supported by the strong roots of relational trust and service. 
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Theme 3.2: Visionary Leadership & Professional Growth 

Contrary to the stereotype that isolated island schools are stagnant, the data reveal a dynamic drive for 

self-improvement among school heads. This aligns with the Intellectual Stimulation component of 

Transformational Leadership, where leaders actively seek to expand their capacity despite environmental 

limitations. 

P4’s narrative challenges the "deficit mindset" often applied to outer-island education: 

"I’ve done around eight online certifications... because I want to improve and be better."(P4, in-depth interview, 

line 55) 

 The deficit mindset historically labels students or schools that do not fit traditional, urban, or Western 

norms as inherently lacking or “at-risk” (Valencia, 2010). By proactively seeking professional development and 

demanding equity, these Marshallese leaders are actively dismantling this deficit narrative and replacing it with 

an asset-based, culturally resilient vision. This self-initiated professional development is particularly significant 

given the "tyranny of distance" that Ebeye faces. Without regular access to physical training centers, leaders are 

leveraging technology to bridge the gap. Similarly, P9’s vision to "upgrade the school… to have access to 

internet and have computers" indicates that these leaders view themselves as gatekeepers of modernity. They 

understand that for their students to compete globally, the school must become a technological hub, even if the 

surrounding infrastructure lags behind. 

 This drive acts as the Forward Momentum. Pursuing online training and technological upgrades prevents 

the school from stagnating. It demonstrates that the Hybrid Leader uses their secure cultural foundation not to 

remain in the past, but to confidently advocate for and reach global educational standards. 

Theme 3.3: Service as Modern Practice 

Perhaps the most compelling finding in this section is that "modern" leadership in Ebeye is still 

fundamentally enacted through Servant Leadership behaviors. In many Western contexts, modernization often 

implies increased specialization, where a principal becomes a "manager" who delegates menial tasks. In Ebeye, 

however, the data suggests the opposite: to be a modern leader, one must remain a servant. 

P8 articulated this non-negotiable expectation: "Even if I’m the principal, I still do the same things—clean, fix, 

help. It’s how we all grow." (P8, in-depth interview, lines 202-204) 

 This deep-seated commitment to humility and collective labor exemplifies Pacific Indigenous leadership 

models, where authority is inextricably linked to one’s willingness to serve the community rather than elevate 

oneself above it (Sanga et al., 2022). This reflects a cultural safeguard against elitism. As school heads acquire 

higher degrees and modern titles, the community watches closely to see if they have become "too high" 

(arrogant). By continuing to perform manual labor—cleaning the yard, moving desks, fixing fences—the 

principal signals that their new modern authority has not erased their traditional obligation to serve. This 

"Leading from the Front" approach validates their modern reforms; teachers follow the new strict policies 

because they see the leader sweating alongside them in the daily work of the school. 

The data in Table 4 shows a clear shift toward instructional accountability and data-driven reporting, 

which Hallinger (2020) identifies as a global trend in educational reform. However, the 'Humble Authority' 

observed—where principals participate in physical labor alongside staff—contrasts sharply with 

Western Bureaucratic Theory, which typically advocates for a rigid separation of administrative and manual tasks 

to maximize organizational efficiency (Weber, 1947). 

As the Visible Proof, engaging in humble, physical labor acts as a cultural safeguard against elitism. It 

physically demonstrates the leader's alignment with indigenous reciprocity, protecting the leader from being 

perceived as a detached bureaucrat and securing the communal trust needed to introduce modern accountability. 
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Objective 4 

Develop a leadership framework that could bridge deeply culturally-rooted and modern leadership 

approaches. 

Findings on the Developing Framework  

This part presents the data, analysis, and interpretation for Objective 4: To develop a leadership 

framework that could bridge deeply culturally rooted and modern leadership approaches. Historically, 

educational reform in the Pacific has often positioned Western bureaucracy and Indigenous epistemology as 

mutually exclusive. However, recent literature on Pacific educational leadership emphasizes the need to move 

beyond this binary, advocating instead for paradigms in which leaders effectively “walk in two worlds” (Sanga 

et al., 2022).  

The ultimate objective was to develop a leadership framework that bridges the gap between traditional 

expectations and contemporary mandates. Table 5 delineates the core components of this 'Hybrid Framework.' 

The themes of Bridging, Rooted Flexibility, and the Simulacrum are presented as the necessary competencies 

for effective leadership in Ebeye. This “Hybrid Framework” operates within what post-colonial theorists 

describe as the “Third Space” – a negotiated, in-between reality where competing cultural and institutional 

demands are continuously translated and reconciled (Bhabha, 1994). For instance, the concept of the 

“Simulacrum” aligns with neo-institutional theory, wherein leaders adopt the outward structures of Western 

bureaucracy (isomorphism) to secure formal legitimacy from the Ministry, while utilizing “Rooted Flexibility” 

to actually accomplish the work through deeply ingrained indigenous relational networks (DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983). 

This table serves as the foundation for the study’s conceptual model, linking the abstract concept of 

'Cross-Cultural Leadership' to concrete behaviors observed in the field, such as code-switching between English 

and Marshallese and the strategic alignment of cultural values with Ministry goals. These concrete behaviors are 

hallmarks of Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL), demonstrating that effective Marshallese 

principals do not merely assimilate into Western managerial roles; rather, they actively employ strategic 

biculturalism (Khalifa et al., 2016). By expertly code-switching – not just linguistically, but conceptually – these 

leaders ensure that modern educational mandates are digested and enacted in ways that honor the jouj (kindness) 

and bwij (lineage) that govern daily life in Ebeye (Jim et al., 2021). 

Theme 4.1: Bridging Tradition and Innovation (The Hybrid Leader) 

The central competency of an Ebeye school leader is Bridging—the ability to harmonize conflicting 

expectations by acting as a mediator between two distinct worlds. This theme reveals that effective principals 

possess a high degree of "contextual fluidity," allowing them to navigate the rigid bureaucratic requirements of 

the Public School System (PSS) while simultaneously honoring the unwritten, relational protocols of 

Marshallese custom (Manit). This aligns with what Pacific scholars describe as the necessity of operating within 

a “dual-governance” reality, where formal state mechanisms and indigenous customary laws hold equal, 

concurrent jurisdiction over community life (Johansson-Fua, 2016). 

P7 (Assistant Director) articulated this dual loyalty, describing the leader's role not as a choice between 

two authorities, but as a strategic negotiation between them: 

"When it comes to land issues, we approach the Iroij (Chief) or Alap (Landowner) before making big decisions” 

(P7, in-depth interview, lines 37-39). However, he noted that for institutional reporting, they follow the policies 

of the Public School System. 

The successful leader does not choose one side but translates between them, creating a synergy where 

modern goals are achieved through traditional channels. For instance, data revealed that when principals need to 

enforce a new Ministry attendance policy (Innovation), they often do so by appealing to the parents' sense of 

communal obligation and family honor (Tradition), rather than citing the policy manual alone. This ability to 
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"code-switch"—changing one’s language, demeanor, and decision-making style depending on whether one is 

addressing an elder or an Education Officer—is the defining skill of the Hybrid Leader. As Khalifa et al. (2016) 

emphasize, this form of cultural brokering is a cornerstone of Culturally Responsive School Leadership, ensuring 

that marginalized or indigenous communities are not alienated by imported educational frameworks. 

This is Daily Practice. Bridging is the active, daily translation between the Ministry's bureaucratic 

expectations and the community's cultural vernacular. It is the culmination of all diplomatic and relational efforts, 

where the leader successfully synchronizes the dual worlds of Ebeye. 

Theme 4.2: Rooted Flexibility (Strong Roots, Moving Branches) 

The proposed framework relies on the concept of Rooted Flexibility—the paradox that in order to change 

(branch out), one must first be secure in their identity (roots). The data suggests that innovation in Ebeye is most 

successful when it is championed by a leader who is perceived as deeply culturally grounded. Using natural 

metaphors like trees and oceans to conceptualize leadership is a hallmark of Pacific epistemologies, emphasizing 

organic growth over mechanistic implementation (Thaman, 2002; Sanga & Chu, 2020). 

This dynamic is illustrated by the contrasting yet complementary approaches of the participants. P4’s 

aggressive pursuit of online certification and digital upskilling represents the "Flexibility" (the branch)—the 

drive to modernize and meet global standards. Conversely, P1’s emphasis on "listening, care, and consistency" 

represents the "Root"—the adherence to the Pacific value of relational harmony. 

The analysis indicates that without the "root" of the relationship, the "branch" of modernization becomes 

unstable. If a leader attempts to implement strict modern reforms (such as rigid scheduling or data demands) 

without first establishing their "roots" through respect (Jema) and community presence, the reforms are likely to 

be rejected as "alien" impositions. Therefore, rooted flexibility suggests that cultural adherence is not an obstacle 

to modernization, but the very foundation that makes modernization safe and acceptable to the community 

(Fasavalu & Thornton, 2019). 

This is the Strategy. This theme interconnects the deep roots (Manit, faith, traditional diplomacy) with 

the moving branches (data, technology, modern policies). It proves the central thesis: strict cultural adherence 

makes modernization safe, palatable, and acceptable to the community, rather than acting as an obstacle. 

Theme 4.3: Simulacrum of Leadership (The Embodied Example) 

Finally, the study defines leadership in Ebeye as a Simulacrum—an embodied example where the 

leader’s persona is the primary curriculum. In the context of this study, "Simulacrum" does not refer to a 

superficial copy, but to a representation that has become the truth for the observer. In a high-context, communal 

society like Ebeye, the distinction between a leader’s "private life" and "professional role" is non-existent. 

This finding aligns profoundly with the concept of Idealized Influence in Transformational Leadership, 

which posits that leaders are most effective when they act as consistent, ethical role models who earn the deep 

trust of their followers (Bass & Riggio, 2006). P5 (Principal/Pastor) summarized this indivisibility of character, 

asserting that leadership fundamentally begins with the imperative to “make things right with the Lord”. He 

argued that professional authority is rooted in personal integrity, implying that one cannot effectively lead others 

if their own spiritual house is not in order (P5, in-depth interview). 

This statement implies that professional competency cannot mask personal or moral failure. In the 

"fishbowl" environment of an island community – a phenomenon widely recognized in rural and remote 

leadership studies where geographic isolation removes professional anonymity (Clark & Wildy, 2004) – 

stakeholders assess a school head’s ability to manage the school based on how they manage their family, church 

duties, and public conduct. Consequently, the most effective leadership tool available to an Ebeye principal is 

their own integrity. They lead not by pointing the way, but by being the way—living out the values of punctuality, 

service, and respect that they wish to see in their teachers and students. 
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The themes in Table 5 solidify the concept of the school head as a ‘cultural broker,’ a role defined 

by Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis (2016). This ‘Rooted Flexibility’ allows leaders to stay anchored in indigenous 

ways while navigating modern demands, a strategy advocated by Sanga and Chu (2020) in their research on 

Pacific leadership and the 'oceans of uncertainty' framework. 

This acts as the Ultimate Embodiment. The leader's fully integrated life—public, private, professional, 

and spiritual—is the message itself. All previous themes funnel into this concept. The Hybrid Leader does not 

merely execute administrative tasks; their fully embodied identity becomes the primary curriculum that guides 

and transforms the school. 

The Simulacrum of Hybrid Leadership 

The figure represents the conceptual "Simulacrum" of leadership in Ebeye—a visual representation of 

how a leader’s reality is constructed through the community's eyes. The model is structured concentrically to 

demonstrate how external expectations filter down into a core leadership identity. 

First, the Macro-Context (Outer Ring) signifies the unique environment of Ebeye, where modern 

educational mandates intersect with an unyielding traditional landscape. Moving inward, the Emergent Process 

(Middle Layers) visualizes the tension identified in the themes: the "Roots" (Spiritual Grounding, Manit, and 

deference to the Iroij) versus the "Branches" (Data-driven decision-making and school improvement plans). 

Finally, at the center lies the Simulacrum of Culturally Responsive Leadership. This is the study’s 

ultimate finding: that leadership in Ebeye is not merely about doing tasks or honoring custom, but about being a 

representation of both. The center point illustrates that the leader’s private life and public persona are fused; the 

leader is the message, embodying "Rooted Flexibility" to navigate the complexities of the island school system. 

Synthesis and Summary of Findings 

To provide a comprehensive overview of the study’s results, Table 6 consolidates the findings across all 

four research objectives. This summary table serves as a descriptive matrix, allowing for a clear visualization of 

the leadership trajectory in Ebeye—moving from the internal culture of the leader (Objective 1), through the 

negotiation of tradition (Objective 2) and the adoption of modern systems (Objective 3), to the final synthesis of 

a bridging framework (Objective 4). It distills the complex qualitative narratives into concise key concepts for 

comparative analysis. 

 

While Table 6 summarizes the findings, Table 7 synthesizes why these findings are significant to 

the broader field of educational leadership. This matrix maps the emergent themes against the study’s 

theoretical anchors—Instructional Leadership, Transformational Leadership, and Collectivism. It moves 

beyond description to interpretation, highlighting the theoretical implications of the study. Specifically, it 
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illustrates how Ebeye leaders are challenging standard bureaucratic theories by replacing 'positional 

authority' with 'relational legitimacy' and 'rooted flexibility,' thereby offering a novel contribution to the 

discourse on indigenous school leadership. 

 
This conceptual framework illustrates the integration of traditional authority, relational leadership, and 

modern accountability systems as perceived and practiced by school leaders in Ebeye. It aligns with the IPO 

model, where cultural foundations (Input), leadership behaviors (Process), and leadership outcomes (Output) 

shape the study’s qualitative direction. 

Cultural Foundations 

Cultural foundations form the base layer of leadership in Ebeye. These include respect for elders and 

chiefly lineage, communal responsibility, and spiritual grounding. Leadership in this context is relational and 

duty-bound, where school heads are expected not just to manage but to uphold cultural integrity within their 

institutions. 

Relational Leadership 

Relational leadership reflects how school heads build trust and influence by consistently demonstrating 

visibility, humility, and genuine care. This style is rooted in Pacific identity, where interpersonal connection 

carries more weight than formal authority. In Ebeye, school leaders serve as cultural connectors, bridging the 

gap between school policy and community expectations through dialogue and relationships. 

Modern Accountability 

Modern accountability refers to the push toward data-informed, outcome-focused leadership. Leaders are 

expected to submit reports, supervise instruction, and meet national benchmarks. In Ebeye, however, 

accountability is understood through relational and spiritual expectations, necessitating flexibility in applying 

formal systems. 

Bridging Tradition and Modernity 

After the findings and analysis, it became clear that school leaders in Ebeye do not perceive traditional 

and modern leadership as opposing forces but as complementary dimensions of their role. They bridge the gap 
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by anchoring their practices in cultural values—such as humility, respect for hierarchy, and communal 

responsibility—while selectively adopting modern strategies like instructional leadership, performance 

monitoring, and school improvement planning. Rather than rejecting external expectations, leaders interpret 

modern models through a cultural lens, allowing them to lead effectively while maintaining legitimacy. As 

illustrated in Figure 2, this bridging process is dynamic—shaped by context, relationships, and the leader’s 

ability to hold tradition and innovation in purposeful balance. 

The capacity for 'Bridging Tradition and Innovation' (Theme 4.1) is not merely a technical skill but is 

functionally predicated on the Relational Trust established in Theme 1.2. In the Marshallese context, a leader 

cannot successfully introduce modern innovations or accountability metrics unless they have first earned trust 

through consistency and visible presence. Trust acts as the 'cultural capital' or foundation; without it, the 'Bridge' 

lacks stability, and modern reforms may be viewed by the community as external impositions. Consequently, it 

is the leader’s relational integrity that transforms modern mandates into culturally acceptable practices 

Final Reflection 

The Simulacrum Revealed 

 This study represents not only an academic endeavor but also a meaningful contribution to understanding 

the dynamic intersection of cultural tradition and modern educational leadership in the Marshall Islands. At the 

outset of this research, I sought to identify specific "strategies" or "policies" that effective school principals used 

to navigate change. However, the data consistently revealed a deeper truth: effective leadership in Ebeye is not 

defined by a binary choice between tradition and innovation, but by the ability to integrate both faithfully. 

 Through a close examination of the narratives shared by these school heads, it became clear that they serve 

as more than just administrators; they are moral anchors, cultural stewards, and relational bridges. The concept 

of the Simulacrum—a term that emerged from the synthesis of participant narratives—captures this essence. In 

a community as interconnected as Ebeye, a leader cannot hide behind a closed office door or a well-written 

report. The leader is the policy. Their leadership is characterized by humility, service, and community-rooted 

values, demonstrating that cultural relevance and institutional progress can coexist and even reinforce one 

another. 

 This study highlights the importance of contextual leadership research, particularly in postcolonial and 

island contexts, where imported Western frameworks often fail to capture local realities. By centering indigenous 

perspectives, the findings affirm the importance of the "Hybrid Framework." This model suggests that leadership 

is not just a method of doing (competencies), but a way of being (integrity). 

Ultimately, the leaders of Ebeye are engaged in a daily, high-wire act of balancing the profound weight 

of their ancestors’ traditions with the urgent demands of the modern world. Their success serves as a testament 

to the resilience of Marshallese culture—a culture that does not break under the pressure of modernization, but 

bends, adapts, and grows through the rooted flexibility of its leaders. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Based on the synthesis of findings and the theoretical frameworks applied, this study draws the following 

conclusions regarding educational leadership in Ebeye, Marshall Islands: 

1. Leadership as a Simulacrum of Integrity  

Effective leadership in Ebeye is not defined solely by administrative competency, but by the leader’s 

embodied existence—a concept identified in this study as the Simulacrum. In this high-context, communal 

society, the school head does not merely implement policy; they personify it. The leader’s private morality, 

spiritual standing, and public service are inextricably linked to their professional authority. Consequently, the 

school's primary curriculum is not the textbook but the leader’s life. This challenges Western-centric leadership 
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models that often separate professional function from personal character, suggesting instead that in the 

Marshallese context, who the leader is determines what the school becomes. 

2. The Necessity of "Rooted Flexibility"  

Perceived tension between indigenous Manit and modern educational reform is not a binary conflict, but 

a dynamic negotiation that requires "Rooted Flexibility". Successful leaders do not choose between tradition and 

modernity; they anchor themselves deeply in cultural values (the "roots") to safely extend into modern practices 

(the "branches"). This "Hybrid Framework" reveals that cultural adherence is not a barrier to modernization but 

a prerequisite for it. Without the legitimacy granted by cultural adherence—such as consulting Iroij (Chiefs) and 

respecting land tenure—modern reforms lack the social capital required for implementation. 

3. Relational Legitimacy Over Positional Authority  

In Ebeye’s educational landscape, bureaucratic appointments by the Ministry of Education confer a title 

but not authority. True authority is relational, earned through the "Umbrella" of protection the leader provides to 

the community. The study finds that leadership legitimacy is a continuous negotiation of trust, maintained 

through visibility, humility, and the honoring of kinship obligations. This implies that "transactional" leadership 

styles, which rely on rewards and punishments, are largely ineffective in this context unless they are wrapped in 

the "transformational" power of relationship and care. 

4. The Indivisibility of Spiritual and Educational Leadership  

Finally, this study reveals that educational leadership in Ebeye embodies spiritual stewardship. The 

secularization of school leadership, often assumed in modern educational policy, does not hold true in this 

context. School heads view their role as a ministry, in which decision-making is often guided by prayer and 

moral imperatives rather than by policy compliance alone. This conclusion suggests that any attempt to develop 

or evaluate school leaders in the Marshall Islands must acknowledge this spiritual dimension as a core component 

of their professional identity and motivation. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP THEORY AND PRACTICE 

 The findings of this study suggest that educational leadership in the Marshall Islands, particularly in Ebeye, 

requires re-examination through a culturally grounded yet reform-responsive lens. Traditional Western models 

of instructional or transformational leadership, while valuable, are often incomplete when applied in isolation. 

School heads in this context lead not only from policy mandates but from a place of spiritual authority, 

community trust, and familial connection. 

Consequently, culturally responsive leadership frameworks are essential in capturing this dual 

responsibility. In particular, Pacific leadership literature emphasizes relational accountability, moral influence, 

and collective responsibility—traits that are often absent in standardized leadership frameworks. Thus, 

leadership training and scholarship must expand to include cultural literacy, indigenous values, local 

epistemologies, and the specific dynamics of Manit as core competencies rather than optional soft skills. 

The study validates the emergence of a Hybrid Leadership Framework, a concept in which leaders 

successfully blend traditional authority systems (such as deference to elders and communal consensus) with 

modern leadership practices, including instructional supervision, data-driven planning, and capacity-building for 

teaching. This hybrid model enables leaders to maintain legitimacy in their communities' eyes and, in accordance 

with the Ministry of Education's requirements, preserve the social capital necessary to lead them. 

 The findings of this study imply that the 'Hybrid Framework' is not merely a survival strategy for leaders, 

but a sophisticated model of cultural diplomacy. It suggests that for educational leadership to be effective in 

Ebeye, the leader must function as a 'Spiritual Steward'—one who validates the community’s ancestral identity 

while simultaneously championing modern academic excellence. 
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Looking forward, the application of this framework invites a paradigm shift in how school heads are 

trained and evaluated in the Marshall Islands. Future initiatives should move toward 'Rooted Flexibility' (Theme 

4.2), where indigenous knowledge is the very lens through which modern data and policies are interpreted. As 

Ebeye continues to navigate the complexities of global integration, this study envisions a future where the 

'Umbrella of Protection' (Theme 1.1) provided by school leaders ensures that the next generation of Marshallese 

students is both globally competitive and deeply anchored in their cultural heritage. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings and the study’s significance, the following recommendations are offered to support 

the development of culturally responsive educational leadership in Ebeye. 

1. Expatriate ("Alien") Educators should actively engage in cultural immersion and contextual onboarding. 

Rather than imposing external leadership styles, expatriate educators should: 

• Participate in mandatory orientation sessions regarding Marshallese customs, family systems (Jowi), and 

communication norms. 

• Engage in mentorship programs paired with seasoned Marshallese educators or community elders to 

bridge cultural gaps. 

• Adopt a co-leadership approach rooted in humility, allowing trust to be built through service and 

collaboration before attempting to implement significant changes. 

2. Educational Leaders (School Heads) as the primary agents of the "Hybrid Framework," school heads are 

encouraged to: 

• Sustain Relational Trust: Prioritize visibility and "open-door" policies that align with the community's 

expectation of the leader as a protective figure. 

• Model Servant Leadership: Continue to validate authority through service, hard work, and ethical 

conduct, serving as a Simulacrum (role model) for staff and students. 

• Pursue Dual-Competency: Actively seek professional development that balances technical 

administrative skills (SIPs, SOPs) with strategies for cultural diplomacy. 

3. Future Researchers expand upon this foundation. Future research should: 

• Conduct Comparative Studies: Contrast leadership practices between public and private schools, or 

between urban Majuro and peri-urban Ebeye, to isolate specific contextual variables. 

• Incorporate Multi-Stakeholder Voices: Utilize 360-degree feedback methods to investigate how 

teachers, students, and parents perceive and experience the leadership styles identified in this study. 

• Employ Mixed Methods: Apply quantitative surveys to test the prevalence of the "Hybrid 

Framework" across the broader Marshall Islands education system. 

4. Policymakers should shift from one-size-fits-all mandates to context-sensitive policy formation. Additionally, 

policymakers should:  

• Formalize Hybrid Models: Develop leadership standards that explicitly recognize and evaluate 

cultural competency alongside administrative efficiency. 
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• Institutionalize Consultation: Create formal mechanisms for involving local stakeholders—such 

as Iroij (Chiefs) and Alap (Landowners)—in high-level school decision-making to ensure 

community buy-in. 

• Flexibility for Context: Design policies that allow for "Rooted Flexibility," granting outer-island 

schools the autonomy to adapt implementation timelines to fit logistical and cultural realities. 

5. Students as the future leaders of the RMI should be empowered to: 

• Engage in Governance: Actively participate in student councils or school planning teams to develop early 

leadership identity. 

• Bridge the Gap: Engage in cultural education initiatives that promote respect for traditional values while 

mastering modern academic skills, positioning themselves as the next generation of hybrid leaders. 

6. Teachers and Staff are essential partners in the leadership ecosystem. They are encouraged to: 

• Foster Collaboration: Maintain respectful, non-adversarial relationships with leadership, drawing on the 

cultural value of cooperation. 

• Drive Professional Growth: Take ownership of professional development by engaging in peer-learning 

communities that adapt instructional best practices to the local context. 

7. The Ministry of Education (MoEST) may ensure sustainability. Also, the Ministry should: 

• Co-Design Credentialing: Collaborate with regional bodies (like REL Pacific) to design principal 

certification programs that are context-specific rather than imported. 

• Invest in Mentorship: Establish a formalized mentorship pipeline where experienced, culturally grounded 

principals guide new school heads, ensuring the transmission of institutional and cultural knowledge. 

8. Educational institutions and training providers should integrate the Hybrid Leadership Framework 

developed in this study into their curricula for principal preparation and evaluation. This model synthesizes 

traditional authority, spiritual stewardship, and modern accountability. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

While this study established a "Hybrid Framework" for leadership on Ebeye, the following areas are 

recommended for future scholarly inquiry: 

• Stakeholder Triangulation: This study focused exclusively on the perspectives of school heads. Future 

research should incorporate the voices of teachers, students, and parents to verify if the "Humble 

Authority" and "Protective Umbrella" leadership styles reported by principals are experienced similarly 

by the broader school community. 

• Geographical and Contextual Comparison: Future studies could expand this research to the capital of 

Majuro or the remote Outer Islands. A comparative analysis would help determine how the "Hybrid 

Framework" adapts when moved from Ebeye’s high-density, peri-urban environment to more traditional 

or centralized administrative settings. 

• Gender and Matrilineal Leadership: Given the strong role of women identified in this research, a 

specific inquiry into how Marshallese women leverage matrilineal land rights and social standing to 

navigate Western educational titles would provide a deeper understanding of gendered leadership 

pathways in the RMI. 

• Longitudinal Assessment: A multi-year study is recommended to evaluate the long-term impact of 

"Rooted Flexibility" on measurable outcomes, such as student achievement scores and teacher retention  
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rates. 

Concluding Statement 

In this bridge between ancestral wisdom and modern reform, Ebeye’s school leaders are not merely 

adapting—they are innovating. Their leadership, shaped by heritage and hope, stands as a model for education 

systems worldwide that seek to honor culture while advancing change. 
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