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AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC METHOD:
IMPLEMENTATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY

Abstract

The first year of the newly appointed school leader is important because it sets the stage for internalizing
the new role and responsibilities. It has been reported that during the first year school principals face numerous
challenges and how they deal with such challenges may affect their future career. It is during the first year
when the novice principals learn about the school affairs from the leader’s standpoint. Juggling among many
new responsibilities, school leaders do not have many opportunities to reflect on their experience; specifically
on why they chose this career path, the challenges they faced and how they dealt with them. In light of the
reforms in education it is interesting to look into how new school leaders perceive their roles which in turn
affects how they act upon the new tasks. In this regard, this study explored the reasons, which led the
participant of this research to choose this career path. In other words, this study explores the lived experience
of the first-year school principal in Kazakhstan. It provides the personal account of this experience from the
data gathered in the form of diary entries, personal memories, presentations and electronic mails written during
the first year.

Autoethnography was the method employed to conduct this study. This research method is not widely used
in Kazakhstan. Nevertheless, the literature review suggests that it is popular among education researchers.

The findings of this study suggest that the participant of this study chose to become a school principal
partially because of his previous work experience but more importantly because of his life experience.
Furthermore, the researcher found out that motivating students, making an impact were the reasons why he
chose this profession. Other findings suggest that the researcher faced challenges in terms of resistance to
change, dealing with the school culture and managing conflicts. He coped with these challenges by minimizing
resistance to challenges, studying more about the school cultures and managing conflicts. A number of
recommendations are provided for both policy-makers and the first-year school leaders at the end of this
research.
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Kazaxcxuii hayuonanvhvill nedazoeuieckutl ynusepcumem umenu Aoas,
2. Animamu, Kazaxcman

ABTOSTHOI'PA®UYECKHIA METO/I:
OIIBIT HAYYHOI'O UCCJIEJOBAHMSA

Annomayus

B nanHo# cTaThe pacKkphIBaeTCs 3HAUMMOCTH TIEPBOTO T'0JIa HOBOTO PYKOBOJUTES IIKOJIbI, TOCKOJBKY OH
3aKJIaJbIBa€T OCHOBY IS IIPHHSITHS HOBOM pOJK M 00s3aHHOCTEH. OTMEUaeTcs, YTO B TEUCHHE IIEPBOIo roja
paboThI AUPEKTOPA IIKOJ CTAIKHUBAIOTCS ¢ MHOTOYHCIICHHBIMH BBI30BAMH, U TO, KAK OHU CIIPABIISIOTCS C THMH
BBI30BaMH, MOJKET IMOBJIMATH Ha HMX OyOyIIyio Kapbepy. MIMEHHO B TeueHHe MEepBOro roja HAYHMHAIOIINE
JUPEKTOPA Y3HAIOT O IIKOJIBHBIX BOIPOCAX ¢ TOYKU 3peHus auzaepa. M3-3a HeoOX0AMMOCTH HaXOAUTh OaaHc
MEXIY MHOKECTBOM HOBBIX OOSI3aHHOCTEH, INKOJbHBIE PYKOBOJUTEINM HE BCErJAa HMMEIOT BO3MOXKHOCTH
ropedIeKCUPOBaThbh HaJ CBOMM OIBITOM; OCOOCHHO O TOM, IOYEMY OHHM BBIOPAIH 3TOT KaphepHBIA ITYTh,
poOJIEMbI, ¢ KOTOPBIMH OHHM CTOJIKHYJIMCh, M KaK OHH C HMMH CIpaBiIssioTca. B cBete pedopm B chepe
o0pa3oBaHuUs, HHTEPECHO OOpAaTHUTh BHHUMAHHE HA TO, KaK HOBBIE PYKOBOJMTEIH IIKOJ BOCIIPHHUMAIOT CBOH
PO, KOTOPBIE, B CBOIO OYEPE/lb, BIUSIOT HA TO, KaK OHHM JACHCTBYIOT OTHOCHUTEIBHO HOBBIX MOCTaBJICHHBIX
3amad. B cBsA3M ¢ 3THM, JaHHOE UCCIIeAOBaHNe ObLIO TAK)Ke HAIpaBJICHO HA W3YyYeHHE MPUYMH, OOYIUBIIMX
YUaCTHHKA HCCIIEJOBaHUSA BBIOPATh JTOT KapbepHBIA IIyTh. B 3TOM HCCICHOBAaHHH DPACCMAaTPHBAETCS
JKM3HEHHBIN OIIBIT IHUPEKTOPa OHOM IIKOJIbI B Ka3zaxcTaHe, KOTOPBIM 3aHUMACT JaHHBIN IIOCT IEPBBIM TO/I.

JanHoe uccrenoBaHue IpeACTaBIsAeT JUYHBIN B3IV HAa OMBIT PAOOTHI AUPEKTOPOM, OCHOBBIBAIOIIUICS
Ha TaKWX JIaHHBIX KaK 3aIlUCH B €)KCIHEBHUKE, JIMYHbIC BOCTIOMUHAHUS, IPE3CHTALIMH M 3JIEKTPOHHBIC IMHCHhMa,
HaMCaHHBICE B TEUEHHE TNEPBOTrO Troja. [ns mpoBeaeHUs] 3TOr0 MCCIEAOBaHUS HCMOIB30BAICS METO/I
aBTodTHOrpaduu. JanHelii MeToa He mpuMeHseTcs mupoko B Kasaxcrane. Tem He MeHee, 0030p JIUTEpaTypPhI
yKa3blBaeT Ha TO, YTO aBTOATHOTpadwus, B KauyeCTBE METOJIA WCCIICAOBAHMS, JIOBOJILHO TIOMYJSIpEH B
MEXXIYHAPOIHOM MPaKTUKE CPEAH UCCIIe0BaTe e 00pa3oBaHM.

Pe3ynbTaThl JAaHHOTO HCCIICIOBAHMS TMOKA3bIBAIOT TO, YTO YYACTHUKH 3KCIIEPUMEHTA IMPEANOWId CTaTh
JUPEKTOPAMHU IIKOJIBI YaCTUYHO M3-3a CBOErO MPEABIAYIIEro OMbITa PabOThI, HO, B OCHOBHOM, M3-3a CBOETO
JKU3HEHHOT0 ombiTa. KpoMe Toro, uccienoBaTellb BEISICHIIL, YTO OCHOBHBIMY IPUYHUHAMH JIJIS BEIOOpA JaHHOM
mpodeccun CTajaM JKeIaHHe MOTHBHPOBATH YYAIIMXCS IIKOJBI M CTPEMJICHHE CHAelaTh BKIIAJ B pPa3BHUTHE
cTpanbl. Pe3yabpTaThl HCCIIEAOBAHUS ONPEACIININ, YTO HCCIeI0BaTeNb CTOIKHYJIICS ¢ TAKUMHU IIPOOIEMaMi KaKk
COIPOTHBJIEHHE MIEPEMEHAM, Pa3BHUTHE HIKOJBHON KYJIbTYphI, HEOOXOAUMOCTh CIPABISATHCS ¢ KOH(IMKTaMHU.
OH chnpaBIsics C 3THUMH TpoOJjeMaMy, MHHHMH3HPYS COIPOTHBJICHWE, HM3ydas IIKONbHBIC KYIbTYPhI W
paboTtast ¢ koH(pIUKTaMHU. B 3akimioueHre JaHHOTO KCCIIEAOBAHMS, IPEACTABICH Pl PEKOMEHIAIMHA KaK I
OPraHoB, pa3padaThIBAIOIIMX 00pa30BaTEIIbHBIC TIOJIUTHKH, TaK U JUPEKTOpaM, PabOTArOIIUM MEPBbIi I'oj Ha
JIAaHHOU JTOJ>KHOCTH.

KaioueBsbie cioBa: aBTo3THOrpadusi, AUPEKTOP MIKOJBI, PyKOBOAUTENb, TIPOOIEMBI, BBIOOp Tpodeccui,
HOBBII, PEKOMEH/IALINH.
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LI Hypnanos
1 . .
Abaui amvinoaswel Kazax yammoix ne0azo2uKaiblk yHugepcumeni,
Anmamet K., Kazaxcman

ABTOI3THOI'PA®USAJIBIK 9IC:
FbBIJIBIMU 3EPTTEY AIH TOXKIPUBECI

Anoamna
Makanana 3epTTeyiin )aHa 0acKapylibl MEKTEI eMIpiHAer] aaFalllKbl Ke3eHI O31HIIK MaHbI3bLIbIFEIMEH
epekiueneHeTiHiH kepcereai. Ced6ebi Oyl Ke3eH — jkaHa pesjep MEeH KayalKepIIUTKTepAi KaObuiiay YIniH
Heri3 OoJiaThlH ic-opeKeTTep/iH OacTamachkl. bipiHIINI JKbUT IOIHAE MEKTeN JWPEKTOpIaphl KOITEereH
Moceenepre Tam OOJBIN KATaThIHBIH JKOHE OCHI MOcelleJiepMeH Kallail KypeceTiHi oNap/blH Ooariak
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MaHcaObIHa ocep €Tyl MYMKiH €KeHIH aTall oTKeH jkoH. JKaHa OacTtaraH AUPEKTOPIAp OCHI aJIFAIIKBI JKBLUIIBIH
iITiHgIe MEKTeIl eMipiHe Kemrdaciibl peTiHae Kapai Oacraiinpl. KemrTeren skaHa MIHACTTEPIIH apachbIHIAFbI
Terne-TeHIIKTI Taldy calfapblHaH, MEKTEN KeIIOaclIbUIapBIHBIH 63 THKIpHOEIepiH, MaHCall >KOJBIH HE YIIiH
TaHJaFaH/BIFbIH, JKYMBIC OapbIChIHAA Tam OONFaH Mocelieiep MEH OflapAbl IIelly >KOJAapblH capalayFa
MYMKIHZIIKTepi O6onmmMakael. bimiM Oepy camacslHOarsl pedopmanap aschlHIa, KaHA MEKTEN KOIIOacIIbLIaphl
©3JIepiHiH pesIepiH Kajall KaObuigaraHblHa, Oyl ©3 Ke3eriHjae, oJap/blH KaHa MiHAETTEepiHe KaThICThI dpeKeT
eTyiHe Hazap ayaapraH xeH. OcplFaH OalNaHBICTBI, OYI 3epTTey >KYMBICHIHBIH KATBICYIIBICHIH OCBI MaHcCaI
JKOJIBIH TaHJayFa TaIBIHIBIPATHIH ceOenTepi 3epTreyre OarbITTanFaH. bynm 3eprrey Kazakcranmarer Oip
MEKTeN AUPEKTOPBIHBIH OMIpIIiK TKIpHOECIH KapacThIpaabl, OJ OCHl Jaya3biMAa OIpiHIII KBTI KYMBIC
aTKapajpl.

Byn 3eprreyne OipiHIi KbIIa jKa3bUFaH KYHACTIK yKa30alapel, )KeKe eCTeIKTep, Mpe3eHTalnsIIap KoHe
AIEKTPOHIBIK TIOIMITAa CHSAKTHI JSpEKTepre HETI3NEeNreH, AUPEKTOPABIH TKIpHOeci Typaisl jKeKe Ke3Kapac
KapacTblppuiraH. OcCbl 3€pTTEyIi KYprizy YILIIH aBTO3THOTPA(USIIBIK 9iC KONAAHBUIABIL. ATaIMBII iC
Kasakcranma keHiHEH KOJIZaHbICKa Me emec. [lereHMeH, OutiM Oepy canachlH 3epTTEyIIIepl apachiHIa
ABTOATHOTPA(HSHBIH 3ePTTEY OMiCI PETiHIAE XalbIKAPABIK ToXKIpHOeAe aWTapibIKTali TaHBIMAI CEKEHIH
o/iebueTTepre Moy KyMBICTaphl kepcereni. COHbIMEH KaTtap, 3epTTeyli Oy MaMaH IbIKThI TaHIAYAbIH HET13T1
cebenTepi - OKYIIbLIIAPbI BIHTANAHIBIPY, alaMJApPMEH JKYMBIC 1CTey MKOHE «CIYJIeTI» 00Ty MYMKIHIITIH aTar
oTei.

3epTTey HOTIDKeC OOMBIHINA, 3CPTTEYINIHIH amaplHAa OacKaaapAblH e3repicTepre KapChUIBIFBI, MEKTEI
MOJICHHMETIHIH >KaHAPYhI, YKAFbIMCBI3 JKarJaiiap MEeH KaKThIFBICTAp/bIH IHEMILIyi, CTPECCTIK COTTEPi sKEHY
KaKETTLIIT, COHTal-aK OKY IPOIECIHIH «COYIIETINIC» PETIHAE ICKe aCBIPBIIYBI CHAKTHI MOCEIIeIep TYBIHIAIBL.
Tepic, cTpeccTik coTTep MEH KAKTBIFBICTAPMEH KYpPECyIiH TYPJi OMICTepiH KOJIaHa OTBHIPHIN, OPTYpIIi
KUBIHIIBUIBIKTAPFA TO3IMALTIKTI OapblHIIA a3aiiTy apKbUIbl O OCbl mpoOnemanapabl eme Oimmi. Ocbl
3epTTey/iH COHBIHJA aTaMBIII Jiaya3bIMIa OipiHIII KbUIIA KYMBIC icTEHTiH OlmiM Oepy casicaT o3ipieymri
MeKeMesep MEH JUPEeKTopIapbiHa OipKaTap YCBIHBICTap OSpiIi.

Tyiiin ce3aep: aBTosTHOrpadus, MEKTEN JUPEKTOPHI, KOIOACIIIBI, MAMaH/IBIK TAH/AY, XKaHa, YCHIHBICTap.

Introduction. On the first workday of 2018, | was officially appointed the principal of one of the schools
in Astana. Before assuming this leadership position, | had served as a vice-principal and manager for academic
affairs for six months respectively at the school where | was later appointed the principal. | had never worked at
school before joining it as the manager for academic affairs in 2017. In other words, | was a non-traditional
school leader, who had never held a teaching position and who had little administrative school experience
before leading it.

In the autoethnographic study | explored why | chose to become a school principal. Such choice is usually
affected by previous work experience and even by what happened earlier during the school and university
years.

According to Tichy as cited by Sparks, leadership is autobiographical in that it is shaped by life events and
experiences. In his own words:

“Who we are as leaders comes from the ups and downs of our life experience, not the books we have read
or the courses we have taken. When people look back at what shaped them, inevitably it is the tough times.
Really good leaders learn from those experiences (Sparks, 2005, p. 53).” [1].

Therefore, it is important to look into one’s life history in order to understand why he or she makes certain
choices about a career.

According to Dethloff (2007) [2], principalship is a highly complex job. It is even more so today when the
field of education is going through significant transformations. Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that |
faced strong challenges from day one of this job. Nevertheless, | embarked on this journey full of enthusiasm
and hope.

Materials and Method. This research is not a traditional interview or observation based qualitative
study. Nor is it quantitative. That is, it does not have a hypothesis, which can be either rejected or accepted.
Rather, it is a personal account of what | have experienced. Therefore, its value will inevitably change with
time and each individual reader. Nevertheless, it will provide a unique insight into the educational profession
by providing self-reflections and analysis of one’s own practices and ideas. As Connelly and Clandinin put it:
For each of us the more we understand ourselves and can articulate reasons why we are what we are, do what
we do, and are headed where we have chosen, the more meaningful our (experience) will be. The process of
making sense and meaning...of the narratives of our experience is both difficult and rewarding (1994, p. 11) [3].
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The research on education in Kazakhstan usually looks at similar studies from a third-party perspective.
Such methodology fails to provide in-depth reflective insights. Only by employing the autoethnographic
method can such a goal be achieved. Many of the experiences in this study are unique to me. However, some of
these experiences will be shared by all professionals working in the field of school education, particularly in the
context of Kazakhstan. Furthermore, as Ellis puts it, all stories are potentially more than our own experience
(2004, p. 37) [4]. Therefore, many readers will be able to relate to the experiences and insights shared in this
study and gain an understanding of what a principals’ job entails.

According to Ellis, autoethnography is “research writing and method that connect the autobiographical and
personal to the cultural and social. This form usually features concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-
consciousness, and introspection....” (2004, p. xix). This definition encompasses both the cultural aspects and
the personal as well as social ones. But more importantly, | chose to use autoethnography as a method for my
research because it is the only method, which allows me to research myself.

According to Pavlenko (2002) [5], one of the main advantages of personal narratives is that they give us
access into learners’ private worlds and provide rich data. This method also allows me to make my voice heard
from me as opposed to the analysis of other researcher's interpretation of my experience. That is,
autoethnography provides a transition from being an outsider to an insider in the research (Hitchcock and
Hughes, 1995) [6]. As such, the readers will have the opportunity to learn about the perspective of the insider,
the first-year school principal.

Last but not least, | chose to employ the autoethnography because it gives me an opportunity to explore
myself. First year in a new position is both stressful and busy. It is difficult to reflect on my experience while
juggling among so many new responsibilities. This method allowed me to reflect on my lived experience.

Data collection

The data for this research was collected through writing personal diaries. | also used the information from
my personal memory. According to Chang (2008) [7], in autoethnography, the researcher himself provides the
personal memory data. In other words, the researcher is the person who provides the data.

Another important source of information that | used in this study is self-observation data. In a traditional
ethnographic study the researcher immerses himself in the culture. The culture being studied in
autoethnographic research - the new school - is part of the researcher's life. Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw give two
stages of self-observation. In the first stage, the researcher immerses in culture by getting to know people and
customs (1995). In this process the researcher becomes an active member of that culture. In the second phase,
the researcher systematically writes down what is being learned and observed (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995)
[8].

The data for this study was also gathered from the letters and emails I sent to teachers, staff and students,
meeting minutes, reports | wrote, and the presentations | made. This time, however, | looked at these data from
the standpoint of the researcher as opposed to that of the author and presenter.

Last but not least, | also looked into the critical incidents that took place during the year. Such incidents
included cases with students, staff and parents. The data for critical incidents was derived from my personal
memory as well as from my diary. | also did a systematic reflection on each phase of my personal and
professional life and tried to make meaning of what | did when; the way | did; and why | did what | did. It is
this reflexivity that enabled me to identify events, incidents, and experiences and understand the relationship
between cause and effect and thus relate them to my becoming a first year principal.

Research results and Discussion

As | mentioned above, autoethnographic study is a highly personalized account of oneself. The guiding
questions of this study were as follows:

RQ1. How and why did | become a school principal?

RQ2. What challenges did | face when | assumed this position?

RQ3. How did I respond to these challenges?

Findings

RQ1. By analyzing the data from the findings that relate to the first research question “How and why did I
become a school principal?” the following themes were derived: significant incidents from childhood, previous
career, motivating students, making an impact.

Significant Incidents from Childhood

It appears that my own childhood experience has significantly affected my choice of education as a career
path. Specifically, the incident with the backpack, which | described in my personal diary, seems to have had a
significant impact. In my diary | wrote:
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“That day Aunt Nina instilled in me the idea that education is a necessary ingredient in one’s success in
life | am forever thankful to her for instilling the idea that education is important in life. This belief has guided
my life journey not only in terms of my personal educational aspirations, but it has also affected the choice of
my career path.”

Looking into this critical incident from my childhood it seems that | chose education in general as a career
path.

Previous Career

When reflecting about my career path | wrote the following in the diary:

“My professional career before school can be broadly divided into two parts; working for think-tanks,
where | mostly promoted ideas and best practices from around the globe through writing reports and policy
memos as well as working for organizations where | helped, coordinated or led the actual implementation of
projects....While working in these organizations I felt that I was working with the big picture. Therefore, |
wanted to work on the ground.”

It seems that working on the ground for me meant that | wanted to work at school. My previous career path
was in the field of education. However, it was not in the field of school education. My entries in the diary
suggest that | felt that by working on the ground, I could make a stronger impact and my desire to work on the
ground was affected by my previous work of not working on the ground.

Motivating Students

The desire to motivate students seems to have been the main reason why | chose to become a school
principal. In my memory diary | wrote:

“Nurlan told me that I inspire my students to achieve their goals. It was during this conversation when
Nurlan told me that | should become a school principal so that | could inspire and help more students. This
thought had never occurred to me and at the time I did not give it any serious consideration.”

The analysis of the memory diary suggests that | pay attention to the issue of motivating students in a
number of entries. For instance, in another diary entry I focus on how | gave the motivational speeches at the
school graduation ceremonies, during meetings with the Olympiad students and student meetings with the
principal.

Making an Impact

The analysis of the presentations that | gave to students and parents suggests that | wanted to make an
impact on the life of students. In those presentations, I talk about social lifts and the elite of the country and
how the alumni of our school, as part of the country’s elite, are contributing to the development of our country.
After rewatching the video about the history of our school and its alumni, which | showed to our teachers and
students, | again focused on how our alumni are changing our country. | also emphasize how our school has
historically played a significant role in nourishing and teaching the future political, business and intellectual
elite of Kazakhstan.

The analysis of these presentations and videos suggests that | wanted to be part of something bigger than
myself. In this case, | wanted to be in the same team with the people, who prepare the future elite of the
country. It also seems that I did not view our school as a regular school. Rather, I looked at our school as “the
school which produces the future elite of the country”. And, as a principal, I wanted to make an impact on the
development of our country by educating its elite.

RQ2. Looking into the challenges | faced the following themes emerged: dealing with the school culture,
resistance to change and managing conflicts.

Dealing with School Culture

When | posed this question to myself, | wrote the following in my diary:

“At our school we have different teachers; those who have Soviet experience and education, those who
have post-Soviet experience and education and those who have foreign experience and education. These
teachers have adopted certain elements of the cultures of schools universities where they studied. It is safe to
say that we have a jigsaw of cultures among our teachers. There are many benefits of having this many variety
of people, who represent different cultures. Nevertheless, sometimes we have challenges”.

It seems that | viewed the school community as a compilation of different representatives of cultures.
Namely, I divided the teacher community based on their life, education and work experiences into Soviet, Post-
Soviet and foreign. When giving an example of dealing with school culture, | wrote the following:

“I had to resolve a conflict between a Soviet and a Post-Soviet teacher. Both of these teachers were
teaching in the same class but in different groups. When it came to assessing students' learning, the Soviet
teacher insisted on the oral exam while the Post-Soviet teacher was giving students written tests. Later on some
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angry parents came to my office demanding that | resolve this issue immediately because their children were
getting unfair marks.”

It seems that cultural differences also led to conflicts. Therefore, understanding the root cause of conflicts,
the culture, seems to have been important to me.

Resistance to Change

This theme emerged from my memory diary when | wrote about the implementation of the new
curriculum. In the diary | wrote:

“T faced resistance from mostly Soviet educated teachers. Soviet educated teachers are used to transferring
knowledge so that students only memorize it without critically scrutinizing it. They are also not used to using
information technologies or organizing lessons so that students can work in teams. The Soviet educational
system was mostly theoretical. It was both its strength and weakness. Students had solid theoretical background
but lacked the practical skills to apply that knowledge in real life.”

It seems that resistance to change from some teachers was a challenge for me. In addition, my writings
suggest that | had this challenge mostly from the Soviet-educated teachers

Managing Conflicts

When reminiscing about the conflicts | had to deal with as a principal, | mentioned four such events:
between students, between parents, among janitors, between a teacher and a student. My diary entries suggest
that it was challenging for me to deal with conflicts. In the diary | wrote:

“This role seems to be challenging because teachers expect the principal to back them no matter what the
issue is.”

This seems to suggest that | did not always take the side of the teachers in the conflicts. Rather, | tried to
make fair judgments, even though teachers always expect that the principal will support them.

RQ3. When analyzing how | dealt with the above-mentioned challenges, the following themes emerged:
understanding what school culture means, minimizing resistance to change, managing and resolving conflicts.

Understanding What School Culture Means

It seems that before becoming a school principal, | did not have much exposure to the issues of school
culture. Looking at the literature, which | read, it seems that significant part of it focused on the matter of
school culture. The highlighted parts of the articles | printed out seem to have caught my attention, because
they were important for me in terms of understanding the school culture. For instance, | highlighted the
following piece:

“Schools have a culture that is definitely their own. There are, in the school, complex rituals of personal
relationships, a set of traditions, mores, and irrational sanctions, a moral code based upon them. There are
games, which are sublimated wars, teams, and an elaborate set of ceremonies governing them. There are
traditions, and traditionalists waging their world-old battle against innovators (Deal and Peterson, 1999, p.5)”
[9].

It seems that having a firm grasp on the issue of school culture was of great importance to me and it seems
that this importance stems from the fact that misunderstanding or not taking into account the school culture
would be harmful.

Minimizing Resistance to Change

Like dealing with cultural challenges, it seems that reading literature on resistance to change was one of
the most commonly used methods to deal with this challenge. In this regard, | was fortunate to be studying at
Nazarbayev University at the time because my professors helped me find relevant literature. In one of the
printed materials on this matter, | highlighted the following:

“1. Resistance is inevitable, because people resist change

2. Schools are essentially conservative institutions, harder to change than other organizations

3. You just have to live reform one day at a time

4. You can never please everyone, so just push ahead with reforms

5. Mandate change because people won’t otherwise

6. Keep it simple, stupid; go for small changes rather than big, demanding ones. (Fullan and Miles, p.745-
746)” [10].

It seems that | used these ideas as tactics for dealing with resistance to change.

Managing and Resolving Conflicts

In terms of managing and resolving conflicts it seems that | again focused on reading the literature.
Furthermore, the trainings, which | had in my previous job as a Project Coordinator at an international
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organization, seem to have had a significant influence on my decision-making on this matter. The
presentations, which | had saved from the training, indicate that | focused on the following tactics:

“1) Separate the people from the problem;

2) Focus on interests not positions;

3) Invent options for mutual gain;

4) Insist on using objective criteria (Fisher et al. 2011)” [11].

Overall, it seems that the training on conflict managements that | received in my previous job helped me
manage and resolve conflicts at work.

Conclusion. Autoethnography as a research method is not widely used among education scholars in
Kazakhstan. Neverthless, this research method can be revealing in terms of looking into one’s own experience.
By examining my own experience, | found out that significant incidents from my childhood, my previous
career, the desire to motivate students and the desire to make an impact were the main reasons why | decided to
become a school principal. This realization helps me continue do my job even during challenging times.

Dealing with the school culture, resistance to change and managing conflicts were the main obstacles
during my first year as a school principal. Understanding what school culture means, minimizing resistance to
change, managing and resolving conflicts by employing the instruments from literature and trainings were my
responses to the challenges | faced. By reflecting on and analyzing my personal experience, the following
recommendations for policy-makers and first year principals emerged.

Recommendations for policy-makers

1. This study suggests that policy-makers may provide the first-year school principals with training on
leadership and leadership styles at school. There are a variety of trainings on general leadership or business
leadership. However, school is a specific place because its stakeholders are students, parents, school staff,
universities and society in general. Unlike traditional leadership, school requires specific set of leadership skills
such as transformational, instructional, visionary etc. The latest research on this topic and my experience
suggest that there are a number of ways, in which leadership at school can be defined. Trainings on leadership
should provide first-year principals with knowledge about different leadership styles, an opportunity to find out
what their dominant leadership style is knowledge on each styles suitability in different situations and
limitations of each style. | was fortunate to learn about school leadership at Nazarbayev University. Therefore,
it was not a challenge for me. Lack of knowledge and skills in school leadership can be a challenge for new
school leaders.

2. This study also suggests that policy-makers may provide first-year school leaders with trainings on
conflict resolution. School is a place where many different people interact. Therefore, conflicts are inevitable.
Principals should treat them as part of their work. It is especially important for first-year principals to
understand that conflicts are part of their everyday lives at work. They may not blame themselves for letting
conflicts take place at school. These trainings should include different methods of dealing with conflicts. They
may also focus on how conflicts between different people with different cultures can be resolved. From my
personal experience, | can recommend to include the Harvard Negotiation Method in the program.
Nevertheless, all of these methods have their limitations, which should be discussed in these trainings.

3. Dealing with resistance at school is another important topic for a training. Currently, there are many
reforms being undertaken in the educational system of Kazakhstan. All of these reforms are top-down. Partially
because of this many teachers resist change. It can be challenging for the first-year school principals to deal
with resistance. These trainings may focus on various methods and their limitations when it comes to resistance
not only from teachers, but also from parents, vice--principals and students.

4. My own case suggests that school principals can come from a non-school environment. In other words,
it is not absolutely necessary for principals to be former teachers or school staff. Nevertheless, | recommend
that such principals may work for at least one year at school. | personally had worked as a manager for
academic affairs and as a vice-principal prior to assuming the principal’s position. This one-year transition
period gave me an opportunity to learn more about how the school operates, its culture and people.

5. Last but not least, | would recommend policy-makers to provide soon-to-be first-year principals with
more access to currently serving principals. | would suggest a one-month period, during which the new first-
year principals can participate in all of the meetings with the principal, have an opportunity to observe and learn
from principals and discuss school matters. This would provide the new first-year principals with more insight
into the roles and responsibilities of the principal as well as current school issues.

Recommendations for the first-year school principals
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1. When first appointed a principal, it is tempting to jump to changing something at school. However,
first-year school leaders should spend their first days observing and learning. It is important to understand why
certain traditions and rules were established. There is a high probability that even though we may not like them,
these rules and traditions were set up for a good reason. Besides, as my experience suggests, any change can be
met with resistance. | would not recommend that the first-year school principals begin their new journey with
resistance.

2. Understanding the school culture and its people is important. There are many types of school cultures.
There are also a number of sub-cultures within each school, as this study suggests. Sometimes these cultural
differences lead to conflicts. Therefore, it is important to understand what the root causes of these conflicts are.
If they have cultural roots, they should be treated differently. Any resolution of such conflicts should take into
account cultural differences.

3. When juggling among so many responsibilities it is also easy why we choose to become principals in
the first place. Writing an essay or reflections on this topic can be revealing. As this study suggests, usually life
experiences shape our career choices. Therefore, understanding the deep reasons for choosing to be a school
leader can be helpful in terms of better understanding why we do what we do. It is also important to remind
ourselves from time to time, why we are at school. This study reveals that reminding oneself these reasons can
be motivating, especially in times of stress.
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