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LEADING SCHOOLS FOR
GIFTED STUDENTS:
CONTEXTUAL DEMANDS
ON THE PRINCIPAL AND
THE CASE FOR CREATIVE
COMPETENCE

Zarina |. Ganiyeva

Agency of Specialized Educational Institutions,

Chief Specialist, Department for Work with Creativity and Sports Schools
Tashkent, Republic of Uzbekistan

Abstract: Research on school leadership has largely treated the principalship as a generic role, with contextual variation
examined mainly in terms of school size, socio-economic setting or performance level. This article argues that schools
specialising in the education of gifted students constitute a distinct leadership context that has received limited theoret-
ical attention. Four contextual features of such institutions are identified - a student body selected for high ability and
creative potential, deepened and frequently individualised curricula, a highly qualified and professionally autonomous
teaching staff, and outcomes measured through competition and project results. Each feature is shown to generate a
corresponding demand on the principal, and the four demands are argued to converge on a single professional capacity:
creative competence, understood as the capacity to generate and implement original managerial solutions. The article
further identifies a structural tension characteristic of these institutions, in which creativity is expected of students while
the principal operates within predominantly routine administrative procedures, and considers the implications of this ten-
sion for leadership preparation.

school leadership, gifted education, specialised schools, creative competence, educational context, principal
preparation, distributed leadership, professional autonomy.

Annotatsiya: Maktab rahbarligiga oid tadgiqotlarda direktorlik faoliyati ko‘pincha umumiy rol sifatida talgin qilinib,
kontekstual farglar asosan maktab hajmi, ijtimoiy-igtisodiy muhit yoki faoliyat samaradorligi darajasi nugtai nazaridan
o‘rganilgan. Ushbu magolada igtidorli o‘quvchilar ta’limiga ixtisoslashgan maktablar nazariy jihatdan yetarlicha e’tibor
garatilmagan o‘ziga xos rahbarlik kontekstini tashkil etishi asoslanadi. Bunday muassasalarning to‘rtta kontekstual xusu-
siyati aniglangan: yuqori qobiliyat va ijodiy salohiyat asosida tanlab olingan o‘quvchilar kontingenti, chuqurlashtirilgan va
ko‘pincha individuallashtiriigan o‘quv dasturlari, yuqori malakali hamda kasbiy jihatdan mustagqil pedagogik jamoa, shu-
ningdek, tanlov va loyiha natijalari orgali baholanadigan faoliyat samaradorligi. Har bir xususiyat direktor oldiga muayyan
talabni qo‘yishi ko‘rsatilib, mazkur to‘rtta talab yagona kasbiy salohiyat - original boshqaruv yechimlarini yaratish va amali-
yotga joriy etish qobiliyati sifatida tushuniladigan kreativ kompetensiyada birlashishi asoslanadi. Magolada, shuningdek,
ushbu muassasalarga xos bo‘lgan tarkibiy ziddiyat aniglanadi: o‘quvchilardan kreativlik talab etiladi, biroq direktor asosan
odatiy ma’muriy tartib-taomillar doirasida faoliyat yuritadi. Mazkur ziddiyatning rahbarlarni tayyorlash jarayoniga ta’siri
ham ko‘rib chigiladi.

maktab rahbarligi, igtidorlilar ta’limi, ixtisoslashtiriigan maktablar, kreativ kompetensiya, ta’lim konteksti,
direktorlarni tayyorlash, tagsimlangan rahbarlik, kasbiy avtonomiya.

AHHOTauus: B ctatbe 060CHOBaHO, YTO LLKOMbI, CeLManvavpyoLmecs Ha 06pasoBaHNM ofapEHHbIX yYalLnxcsl, npea-
CTaBnsoT coboli 0CoBbIN KOHTEKCT NMAepCcTBa. BblaeneHbl YeThipe KOHTEKCTHbIE XapaKTePUCTUKN TakUX YYPEXOEHUN:
KOHTVHIEHT, OTOBPaHHLIN MO BbICOKMM CMOCOGHOCTSAM M KpeaTMBHOMY MoTeHuuarny; yrinybnéHHoe 1 YyacTto MHauBmaya-
N13NPOBaHHOE codepXKaHne 0b6pas3oBaHNs; BbICOKOKBANMMULIMPOBAHHbIN U NPOdECCHMOHaNbHO aBTOHOMHbIV Negaroru-
YeCKUI KOMNEKTUB; Pe3ynbTaTMBHOCTL, M3MepsieMasi Yepes UTOrM KOHKYPCOB U NPOoeKToB. MokasaHo, YTo Kaxaasi xapak-
TEPUCTVKA MOPOXKOAET COOTBETCTBYlOLEE TpeGoBaHME K OVPEKTOPY, U BCe 4YeTbipe TpeGoBaHUS CXOASATCS B eOuHOM
NpogeccMoHanbHOM KayecTBe - KpeaTMBHOW KOMMETEHTHOCTU. BbISIBNIEHO CTPYKTYpHOE MPOTMBOpPEYne: KpeaTMBHOCTb
oXnZaeTcs OT yyalumxcsi, Toraa Kak AMPEKTOP AeiCTBYET NPeVMYLLECTBEHHO B paMKaX PYTUHHbLIX aaMUHUCTPATUBHBIX
npoueayp.

obpasoBatenbHoe NUAEpPCTBO, 06pasoBaHME OfAPEHHLIX, CreLmanM3upoBaHHbIe LUKOSbI, Kpea-
TVMBHAsi KOMMNETEHTHOCTb, Me4arorM4YeCcknin KOHTEKCT, NOArOTOBKA PYKOBOASLUMX KagpoB, pacnpenenéHHoe nuaepcTso,
npodgeccroHanbHas aBTOHOMUS.
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School leadership research has established the principal as a significant influence on student outcomes,
operating largely through effects on teaching conditions and school climate M. Comparative policy work has
examined how national systems define, prepare and support the role 2. Within this literature, context is gener-
ally treated as a moderating variable: leadership practice is understood to vary with school size, socio-eco-
nomic composition, or prior performance level.

One category of institution has received comparatively little attention as a leadership context in its own
right: schools whose declared purpose is the education of gifted and talented students. These institutions are
numerous in many systems and are frequently assigned a role in national talent policy, yet the leadership liter-
ature has rarely asked whether their organisational characteristics generate demands distinct from those of
mainstream schooling.

This article addresses that question. It examines the organisational features characteristic of schools for
gifted students, derives the demands these features place on the principal, and considers what professional
capacity those demands imply. It further identifies a structural tension internal to such institutions that has prac-
tical consequences for leadership preparation.

The conception of giftedness underlying the institutional design of such schools is important for the argu-
ment. J. Renzulli’s influential formulation treats giftedness as arising from the interaction of above-average
ability, task commitment and creativity, rather than from measured ability alone . Later syntheses have rein-
forced the view that giftedness is developmental and domain-specific, and that educational provision should
be organised to convert potential into demonstrated achievement rather than merely to identify high scorers ™.
Both positions imply that institutions serving gifted students are, by design, expected to cultivate creativity as
an outcome.

The conditions under which creativity emerges have been analysed by T. Amabile, whose componential
model treats domain knowledge, creativity-relevant processes and intrinsic motivation as jointly necessary, and
identifies the social environment as a decisive influence on the third component [5]. Applied to an institutional
setting, this places responsibility for the creative environment on those who shape it - which in a school is
primarily the principal.

Two further strands are relevant. J. Spillane’s account of distributed leadership holds that leadership is best
understood as an activity stretched across multiple actors rather than as the property of a single office ©; this
has particular force where the teaching staff is highly qualified and professionally autonomous. A. Edmondson’s
work on psychological safety demonstrates that teams whose members do not fear negative consequences
for interpersonal risk display markedly higher learning behaviour ", a finding that bears directly on whether
teachers in such schools will in practice attempt untried approaches.

What these literatures do not supply is an account of how the specific organisational configuration of
schools for gifted students shapes the leadership role. The following section develops such an account.

This study employs a theoretical and conceptual research approach. Relevant literature on gifted educa-
tion, creativity, school leadership, distributed leadership, and psychological safety was analysed and synthe-
sised. The organisational features of schools for gifted students were examined to identify the specific demands
placed on principals and to conceptualise creative competence as an integrative professional capacity. The
study is based on theoretical interpretation and conceptual modelling rather than new empirical data.

Selective student body. Admission is based on demonstrated ability and, in many systems, on creative
potential. This has a consequence often left implicit: the institution’s declared output is not merely academic
attainment but creative productivity. The principal is accordingly responsible not only for instructional quality but
for an institutional environment in which student creativity is sustained - a design task rather than a supervisory
one.

Deepened and individualised curricula. Provision typically extends beyond the standard curriculum and
frequently branches into individual trajectories reflecting particular talents. The managerial consequence is that
standard scheduling, staffing and resource-allocation procedures do not straightforwardly apply. The principal
must operate multiple parallel arrangements simultaneously, often with resources calibrated for a single stan-
dard model.
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Highly qualified, professionally autonomous staff. Teaching staff in such institutions are frequently subject
specialists of considerable standing, in some systems holding research degrees. Such staff do not respond
well to directive administration; influence depends on professional credibility. This is the condition under which
distributed leadership ceases to be a normative preference and becomes a practical necessity ©..

Outcomes measured through competition and project results. Institutional performance is commonly
judged by olympiad placements, competition results and project outputs. These indicators are visible, exter-
nally validated and frequently reported. They generate performance pressure of a particular kind: the results
depend on non-routine work - identifying and developing individual talent - while the accountability framework
surrounding them tends to be conventional.

The four demands generated by these features are set out in Figure 1.
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The four demands are not independent: they converge on a single professional capacity

Figure 1: Contextual features of schools for gifted students and the demands they place on the principal

The four demands are not independent. Designing an environment that sustains student creativity, oper-
ating parallel learning trajectories, leading through professional authority, and producing solutions under perfor-
mance pressure all require the same underlying capacity: the ability to generate managerial solutions that are
not supplied by existing procedure, and to implement them within an institution. This capacity is here termed
creative competence.

The term is used deliberately in preference to creativity in the psychological sense. What is at issue is not
divergent thinking as a cognitive attribute, but a professional capacity with four constituent elements: motiva-
tion to seek non-standard solutions; the cognitive resources to generate them; the managerial technique to
implement them; and the reflective capacity to evaluate and correct them. These four elements parallel the
componential logic of Amabile’s model of creativity ¥, transposed from the individual to the managerial level,
and are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1: Constituent elements of the principal’s creative competence

|__Element | Function ____ Manifestation in the leadership role

Motivational Initiating creative activity Willingness to seek alternatives to established procedure
Cognitive Generating solutions Capacity to produce and evaluate multiple options
Technological Implementing solutions Conversion of an idea into an institutional change
Reflective Evaluating and correcting Analysis of outcomes and revision of subsequent decisions
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The preceding analysis exposes a tension internal to these institutions. Their declared purpose requires
creativity of students; their staffing model requires professional autonomy of teachers; yet the principal, on
whom both depend, typically operates within an accountability framework designed for standardised provision.
Where reporting requirements, resource allocation and performance evaluation are all calibrated to routine
operation, the incentive structure facing the principal favours procedural compliance over innovation.

The consequence is not that creative leadership is impossible in such settings - evidently it occurs - but
that it occurs as an individual achievement rather than as a systemic property. Principals who lead creatively
in these conditions do so despite, rather than because of, the institutional arrangements surrounding them.
This has an implication for leadership preparation that is easily overlooked: programmes designed to develop
creative competence will produce limited effect where the subsequent operating environment provides no
scope for its exercise.

This observation is consistent with comparative evidence. Systems in which leadership preparation has
produced sustained effects are generally those in which principals hold substantial decision-making authority ..
Preparation and autonomy appear to function as complements rather than as alternatives.

Three implications follow for research and policy. First, schools for gifted students merit treatment as a
distinct leadership context rather than as a variant of mainstream schooling; the demands identified here do not
arise, or arise with markedly less force, in general-provision schools.

Second, leadership preparation for these institutions should be organised around the four demands rather
than around generic administrative competence. This favours practice-based formats - institutional projects,
case analysis, mentored problem-solving - over transmission of procedural knowledge, a conclusion that also
follows from adult learning theory [l

Third, and least commonly addressed, preparation should be accompanied by attention to the deci-
sion-making scope available to principals after preparation. Where this is not addressed, investment in leader-
ship development is partially dissipated.

Schools specialising in the education of gifted students constitute a distinct leadership context defined by
four organisational features: a selective student body, deepened and individualised curricula, a professionally
autonomous teaching staff, and outcomes measured through competition and project results. Each feature
generates a corresponding demand on the principal, and the four demands converge on a single professional
capacity - creative competence - comprising motivational, cognitive, technological and reflective elements.

A structural tension characterises these institutions: creativity is required of students and professional
autonomy of teachers, while the principal frequently operates within an accountability framework calibrated
for standardised provision. Leadership preparation that addresses the development of creative competence
without addressing the scope for its exercise will therefore produce limited effect.

Further research should examine empirically whether the four demands identified here are recognised
as such by practising principals of these institutions, and how the balance between accountability and deci-
sion-making scope varies across systems.
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