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Abstract
Today's schools face increasingly complex educational environments has highlights the critical importance for effective school leadership capable of motivating teachers and improving organisational performance. Of the various leadership approaches within educational research, transformational leadership stands out as one of the most influential leadership styles due to its capacity to inspire, empower, and develop teachers towards achieving shared educational goals. My research investigates teachers’ perceptions of transformational leadership and examines its influence on teacher motivation and school performance in secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. Building on Transformational Leadership Theory and Self-Determination Theory, I suggest that transformational leadership positively influences teacher motivation and school performance, with teacher motivation functioning as a mediating mechanism between leadership and organisational outcomes. A quantitative cross-sectional survey design was employed, involving secondary school teachers from government secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. Data were analysed using Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) to examine the relationships among transformational leadership, teacher motivation, and school performance. Teachers who perceive their principals as transformational leaders report higher levels of motivation and more favourable perceptions of school performance. Moreover, motivation serves as a powerful bridge between transformational leadership and school performance. My study contributes to the growing body of educational leadership literature by providing empirical evidence from the Malaysian secondary school context. The findings offer practical implications for policymakers, school leaders, and professional development providers seeking to strengthen leadership practices that foster teacher engagement and organisational effectiveness.
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1. Introduction: Understanding Leadership in Modern Schools
Today's schools navigate unprecedented change driven by globalisation, technological advancements, educational reforms, and increasing public expectations regarding student achievement. In the context I am studying, schools must continuously improve while also responding to diverse student needs, curriculum changes, accountability requirements, and organisational challenges. Consequently, the effectiveness of school leadership is a pressing concern among researchers, policymakers, and educational practitioners.
While many factors shape school effectiveness, leadership is particularly influential as a school-level determinant of educational improvement. Research shows that effective leadership positively influences teaching quality, teacher commitment, organisational culture, and student achievement. While school leaders rarely affect student outcomes directly, they significantly shape the conditions that enable teachers to perform effectively and contribute meaningfully to school improvement initiatives. As a result, we increasingly recognise leadership as a catalyst for sustainable educational change.
My interest in effective leadership has driven me to explore various leadership approaches capable of addressing contemporary educational challenges. Among these approaches, transformational leadership stands out as one of the most extensively researched and widely adopted leadership paradigms. Transformational leadership involves a leader’s ability to inspire followers through a compelling vision, encourage innovation, provide individualised support, and foster professional growth. Instead of depending only on authority and administrative control, transformational leaders motivate followers to exceed normal expectations by building shared values, trust, and organisational commitment. Research consistently links transformational leadership with enhanced motivation, improved job satisfaction, stronger and organisational commitment and positive organisational outcomes across various sectors, including education. Transformational leaders function as catalysts for positive change who promote a sense of purpose, trust, and collective efficacy among organisational members.
Within educational settings, transformational leadership assumes particular importance because teachers constitute the primary agents responsible for translating educational policies and school goals into classroom practices. The effectiveness of teaching and learning processes is therefore closely linked to teachers’ professional motivation, commitment, and willingness to engage in continuous improvement. Principals who demonstrate transformational leadership behaviours can positively influence these teacher-related outcomes by establishing supportive working environments, encouraging collaboration, and promoting professional development opportunities. Evidence shows that transformational leadership contributes to higher levels of teacher motivation, commitment, innovation, and overall school improvement.
Teacher motivation is increasingly important in educational research because motivated teachers maintain educational quality and organisational effectiveness. Motivation shapes how teachers invest effort, persist in challenging situations, and engage in professional learning activities. Teachers who are highly motivated tend to demonstrate greater enthusiasm, stronger commitment to school goals, and increased willingness to adopt innovative instructional practices. Without motivation, teachers may experience lower productivity, professional disengagement, job dissatisfaction, and reduced organisational performance. Consequently, understanding factors that enhance teacher motivation is a key focus for educational researchers and policymakers.
Self-Determination Theory provides a useful framework for understanding teacher motivation within educational organisations. The theory suggests that motivation is strengthened when individuals experience autonomy, competence, and relatedness within their professional environments. School leaders foster these psychological conditions through supportive leadership practices, professional empowerment, constructive feedback, and collaborative organisational cultures. Transformational leadership, in particular, is well suited to satisfy these motivational needs by encouraging teacher participation, recognising professional contributions, and fostering meaningful professional relationships.
Beyond teacher motivation, school performance reflects another critical indicator of educational effectiveness. Today, we understand school performance beyond traditional measures of academic achievement to encompass organisational effectiveness, instructional quality, school climate, teacher collaboration, and stakeholder satisfaction. High-performing schools typically feature positive organisational cultures, effective leadership, collaborative professional relationships, and motivated teaching staff. As such, school performance reflects not only student outcomes but also the collective functioning of the entire educational organisation.
Evidence suggests that transformational leadership contributes significantly to school performance through multiple pathways. When principals articulate a clear vision, support teacher development, and promote collaborative decision-making, they cultivate organisational environments conducive to continuous improvement and collective achievement. Recent studies indicate that transformational leadership enhances school performance by strengthening teacher motivation, fostering collaborative cultures, improving organisational commitment, and promoting positive school climates.
In Malaysia, the importance of educational leadership became clear following the implementation of the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013–2025, which emphasises leadership excellence as a key driver of educational transformation. The Blueprint identifies high-quality school leadership as a fundamental prerequisite for improving teaching quality and student achievement. As a result, significant effort focuses on developing principals who possess the knowledge, skills, and leadership competencies necessary to lead educational change effectively.
Yet variation in school performance persists across Malaysian secondary schools. Teachers also face challenges associated with increasing workloads, administrative responsibilities, performance expectations, and educational reforms. These challenges can affect teacher motivation ultimately affecting organisational effectiveness. Given leaders' central role in addressing these challenges, knowing how teachers perceive leadership practices and how these perceptions influence motivation and school performance matters significantly.
While earlier studies explored transformational leadership in schools, important gaps remain. First, much research has focused on leadership outcomes such as organisational commitment, job satisfaction, or teacher well-being, while few have examined simultaneously the interrelationships among transformational leadership, teacher motivation, and school performance. Second, research on Malaysian secondary schools is relatively limited, especially in urban settings like Kuala Lumpur. Third, many studies have emphasised principals’ self-reported leadership behaviours rather than teachers’ perceptions of leadership effectiveness. Because teachers directly experience leadership, their views reveal how leadership behaviours are experienced and interpreted within schools.
Closing these gaps matters both academically and practically. Theoretically, exploring the connections among transformational leadership, teacher motivation, and school performance helps us understand how leadership influences organisational outcomes. From a practical perspective, identifying leadership practices that enhance teacher motivation and school effectiveness can guide leadership training, policy, and improvement efforts.
I therefore investigate teachers’ perceptions of transformational leadership and examines its influence on teacher motivation and school performance in secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. My research examines whether transformational leadership predicts teacher motivation and school performance, and whether teacher motivation mediates the relationship between transformational leadership and school performance. By investigating these questions, my research contributes to the educational leadership literature and offers insights to support the development of more effective school leadership practices within Malaysian secondary schools.
2. Literature Review 
Educational institutions succeed through more than curriculum quality, instructional practices, and policy implementation. They also depend on the psychological and organisational conditions that support teachers' professional functioning. Among these conditions, leadership consistently emerged as a significant factor influencing teacher attitudes, behaviours, and workplace experiences. As educational systems continue to navigate increasing accountability demands, technological advancements, and evolving societal expectations, learning how leadership shapes teacher motivation and school effectiveness is an important area of study within educational psychology.
Transformational leadership attracts considerable scholarly interest because of its emphasis on vision, empowerment, professional growth, and interpersonal relationships. Unlike approaches that emphasise administrative control or transactional exchanges, transformational leadership inspires followers by building commitment, intrinsic motivation, and shared organisational purpose. Within schools, transformational leadership now serves as a way that principals can influence teachers' psychological well-being, professional engagement, and organisational commitment.
In this review, I examine the existing literature on transformational leadership, teacher motivation, and school performance. I begin my exploration of transformational leadership and its dimensions before examining its application within educational settings. Then I turn my attention to teacher motivation and discuss school performance as a multidimensional construct. The review then brings together empirical evidence regarding the relationships among transformational leadership, teacher motivation, and school performance. Finally, I identify gaps that justify my study.
2.2 What is Transformational Leadership?
Transformational leadership emerged from Burns' (1978) distinction between transactional and transformational forms of leadership. According to Burns, transformational leadership occurs when leaders and followers engage in a process that elevates one another's levels of motivation and morality. Bass (1985) later expanded the theory by proposing that transformational leaders influence followers by encouraging them to transcend self-interest and commit themselves to shared goals.
Transformational leadership rests on a simple idea: leaders inspire people to exceed normal performance by building shared vision, encouraging innovation, and backing individual growth. Rather than relying solely on authority or rewards, transformational leaders influence people through inspiration, trust, and genuine relationships.
Over the past four decades, transformational leadership stands among the most influential leadership theories. Research consistently connects transformational leadership with positive outcomes such as employee satisfaction, organisational commitment, psychological empowerment, creativity, innovation, and performance. This theory has gained prominence in educational research because schools thrive on collaboration, commitment, and shared goals.
2.2.1 Dimensions of Transformational Leadership
Bass and Avolio (1994) conceptualised transformational leadership through four core dimensions commonly referred to as the "Four I's."
2.2.2 Idealised Influence
Idealised influence refers to leaders' ability to serve as respected role models who demonstrate integrity, ethical conduct, and commitment to organisational values. Leaders showing idealised influence earn followers' trust and respect, encouraging them to identify with school goals.
In schools, principals who show fairness, consistency, and ethical choices build credibility. Such credibility fosters trust and strengthens teachers' willingness to support school initiatives.
2.2.3 Inspirational Motivation
Inspirational motivation means sharing a compelling vision that inspires people to pursue shared goals. Leaders communicate optimism, confidence, and purpose, helping people believe in their collective capacity to achieve success.
In schools, this might look like leaders who communicate clear educational goals and foster a sense of collective mission among teachers. These practices boost commitment and engagement.
2.2.4 Intellectual Stimulation
Intellectual stimulation refers to leaders' efforts to encourage innovation, critical thinking, and creative problem-solving. Instead of imposing answers, these leaders encourage people to question assumptions and explore alternatives.
Teachers today must adapt to changing pedagogical approaches and diverse student needs. So this dimension may foster reflection, instructional innovation, and growth.
2.2.5 Individualised Consideration
Individualised consideration involves recognising and responding to followers' individual needs, aspirations, and developmental goals. Leaders give support, mentoring, and chances for growth.
Within schools, individualised consideration may include personalised feedback, professional development opportunities, emotional support, and recognition of teachers' contributions. These practices build relationships and create positive experiences.
Together, these dimensions show how transformational leadership shapes teachers' perceptions, attitudes, and behaviours within educational organisations.
2.3 How Transformational Leadership Works in Schools
Transformational leadership increasingly matters in education because schools depend on relationships, collaboration, and commitment. While businesses focus on profit, schools focus on teaching, learning, and development. So approaches emphasising empowerment, trust, and growth matter especially in schools.
Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) were among the first scholars to adapt transformational leadership theory to educational contexts. They argued that transformational leadership improves schools by building commitment, strengthening learning communities, and encouraging collaboration. Their work showed that transformational leadership influences culture and behaviour through how people think and interact.
Later research shows transformational leadership affects how effective teachers feel, their commitment, satisfaction, learning, and school atmosphere. When principals encourage input, support innovation, and recognise teachers they cultivate positive organisational cultures characterised by trust and collaboration.
Notably, transformational leadership becomes especially important during educational change. Change creates uncertainty and pressure for teachers. Leaders help by providing direction, emotional support, and growth opportunities. As a result, many view transformational leadership as key to lasting school improvement.
2.4 Understanding Teacher Motivation
Motivation matters in educational psychology because it influences individuals' behaviour, persistence, engagement, and performance. In simple terms, motivation starts, guides, and keeps people working toward goals.
Teacher motivation affects how teachers teach, their commitment, classroom success, and participation in improvement. Motivated teachers tend to be more enthusiastic, resilient, and hardworking. Without motivation, teachers may become absent, disengaged, exhausted, and less effective.
Researchers increasingly recognise that teacher motivation goes beyond pay, promotion, or praise. While rewards affect behaviour, lasting motivation comes from feeling capable, in control, and fulfilled.
2.4.1 Intrinsic Motivation
Intrinsic motivation means doing something because it' genuinely interesting, meaningful, or fun. Teachers with intrinsic motivation find satisfaction in teaching, student growth, and their own development.
Research shows that intrinsic motivation is associated with greater drive, creativity, satisfaction, and well-being. Therefore, understanding what supports intrinsic motivation matters greatly in educational psychology.
2.4.2 Extrinsic Motivation
Extrinsic motivation means doing something to get a reward or avoid trouble. While rewards affect behaviour, depending only on them may not create lasting commitment.
Researchers stress creating environments that support intrinsic motivation while recognising the value of reasonable external support.
2.4.3 Teacher Motivation and Professional Well-being
Teacher motivation closely connects with well-being. Motivated teachers often report more satisfaction, less stress, and stronger sense of professional identity. Without motivation, teachers risk burnout, exhaustion, and losing commitment.
Given increasing teacher demands, finding what boosts motivation is essential for supporting both teachers and schools.
2.5 What Makes Schools Perform Well?
Historically, school performance meant student academic results. However, contemporary educational research increasingly recognises that school performance is a multidimensional construct encompassing organisational, social, and psychological factors.
From a psychological view, school performance shows how people and groups work together. Effective schools feature positive cultures, teamwork, strong belief in collective capability, and supportive environments.
2.5.1 Collective Efficacy
Collective efficacy refers to teachers' shared belief in their collective capacity to positively influence student learning and organisational outcomes. Schools with strong collective efficacy tend to bounce back better, collaborate more, and push harder for improvement.
2.5.2 School Climate
School climate includes how people relate, how the organisation works, leadership, and workplace conditions. Positive climates support motivation, well-being, and effectiveness.
2.5.3 Teacher Collaboration
Collaboration enables teachers to share knowledge, solve problems collectively, and support one another's professional development. Teamwork strengthens learning and improves school performance.
So school performance goes beyond test scores to include signs of organisational health.
2.6 How Leadership Shapes Teacher Motivation
Researchers have long studied the link between transformational leadership and teacher motivation. They consistently argue it works because it addresses teachers' psychological needs and fosters supportive professional environments.
Leaders encourage input, recognise achievements, give feedback, and support growth. These practices contribute to teachers' sense of competence, autonomy, and belonging, thereby enhancing motivation.
Research across different settings shows transformational leadership links with motivation. Teachers with transformational principals tend to be more enthusiastic, committed, satisfied, and engaged.
Moreover, this leadership style especially helps maintain motivation during change. By providing vision, support, and encouragement, leaders help teachers handle change while staying committed to school goals.
The consistency of these findings suggests that transformational leadership represents an important factor influencing teachers' motivational experiences.
2.7 How Leadership Drives School Success
The influence of transformational leadership extends beyond individual teacher outcomes to broader organisational performance. Scholars increasingly recognise that leadership contributes to school effectiveness by shaping organisational culture, fostering collaboration, and promoting shared commitment to educational goals.
Transformational leaders influence school performance through several mechanisms. First, they establish a shared vision that aligns organisational efforts. Second, they foster positive relationships that strengthen trust and collaboration. Third, they encourage innovation and continuous improvement. Finally, they support teacher development, which contributes to enhanced instructional quality.
Research consistently demonstrates positive relationships between transformational leadership and indicators of school effectiveness, including teacher collaboration, school climate, collective efficacy, and organisational improvement.
Although leadership may not directly influence student achievement, it creates organisational conditions that facilitate educational success. Consequently, transformational leadership is widely regarded as an important contributor to school performance.
2.8 Connecting Leadership, Motivation, and School Success
While transformational leadership has been linked independently to teacher motivation and school performance, increasing attention has been directed towards understanding how these variables interact.
Educational psychology perspectives suggest that leadership influences organisational outcomes through psychological mechanisms. Specifically, transformational leadership may enhance teacher motivation, which subsequently contributes to improved organisational performance. This perspective highlights motivation as a potential pathway through which leadership influences broader school outcomes.
Teachers who feel valued, supported, and empowered are more likely to demonstrate commitment, persistence, and engagement. These motivational outcomes contribute to collaborative cultures, professional learning, and collective efficacy, which ultimately enhance school performance.
Therefore, examining teachers' experiences provides valuable insight into how leadership practices shape motivation and organisational effectiveness within schools.
2.9 Why This Research Matters: Identifying the Gaps
Despite extensive research on transformational leadership, several gaps remain evident within the literature.
First, much of the existing research has relied on quantitative methodologies that prioritise measurement and statistical relationships. While such studies have established important associations among transformational leadership, motivation, and organisational outcomes, they provide limited understanding of how teachers experience these phenomena in their daily professional lives.
Second, relatively few studies have explored transformational leadership from an educational psychology perspective. Existing research often focuses on organisational outcomes rather than the psychological processes through which leadership influences teacher motivation and perceptions of school performance.
Third, studies examining transformational leadership within Malaysian secondary schools remain comparatively limited. Although educational leadership has received increasing attention following the implementation of national educational reforms, teachers' lived experiences of transformational leadership within urban Malaysian contexts remain underexplored.
Finally, limited research has examined simultaneously how teachers perceive transformational leadership, how these perceptions influence motivation, and how motivation shapes perceptions of school performance. Addressing these gaps requires qualitative inquiry capable of capturing the complexity of teachers' experiences and interpretations.
The present study seeks to address these limitations by exploring teachers' perceptions of transformational leadership and its influence on teacher motivation and school performance within secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur.
3. Theoretical Framework: The Big Picture
3.1 How Theory Guides This Study
A theoretical framework serves as the conceptual foundation that guides the interpretation and understanding of a research phenomenon. In qualitative research, theory provides a lens through which participants’ experiences can be examined, interpreted, and understood within broader scholarly conversations. Given that this study explores teachers’ perceptions of transformational leadership and its influence on teacher motivation and school performance, the integration of relevant theoretical perspectives is essential for explaining the psychological and organisational processes underlying these experiences.
My study is grounded in two complementary theories: Transformational Leadership Theory and Self-Determination Theory (SDT). While Transformational Leadership Theory explains how leaders influence followers through inspirational and developmental leadership practices, Self-Determination Theory provides insight into the psychological mechanisms through which such leadership practices affect motivation and behaviour. Together, these theories offer a comprehensive framework for understanding how teachers experience transformational leadership and how these experiences shape their motivation and perceptions of school performance.
The integration of these theories is particularly relevant within educational psychology because it enables an exploration of both external influences and internal psychological processes. Transformational leadership provides the organisational context in which teachers work, whereas Self-Determination Theory explains how teachers interpret and respond to leadership experiences through the fulfilment of fundamental psychological needs. Consequently, the combined framework allows for a deeper understanding of how leadership practices contribute to teacher motivation and organisational effectiveness within secondary schools.
3.2 Understanding Transformational Leadership Theory
Transformational Leadership Theory was originally introduced by Burns (1978) and subsequently expanded by Bass (1985). The theory emerged as an alternative to traditional leadership approaches that emphasised authority, supervision, and reward-based exchanges between leaders and followers. Rather than focusing solely on transactional relationships, transformational leadership emphasises the capacity of leaders to inspire followers to achieve outcomes that exceed ordinary expectations.
According to Bass (1985), transformational leaders influence followers by broadening their awareness of organisational goals, encouraging them to prioritise collective interests over personal interests, and motivating them to achieve higher levels of performance. Transformational leadership therefore extends beyond managerial efficiency and seeks to facilitate personal growth, professional development, and organisational commitment.
Within educational settings, transformational leadership is particularly relevant because schools rely heavily on professional collaboration, trust, and shared commitment. Principals are expected not only to manage organisational processes but also to inspire teachers, support professional learning, and cultivate positive school cultures. Transformational leadership provides a framework for understanding how school leaders can fulfil these responsibilities effectively.
Bass and Avolio (1994) identified four core dimensions of transformational leadership that explain how leaders influence followers.
3.2.1 Idealised Influence
Idealised influence refers to leaders' ability to act as role models who demonstrate integrity, ethical conduct, and commitment to organisational values. Leaders exhibiting idealised influence gain followers' respect, admiration, and trust. Such leaders serve as examples of professional behaviour and encourage followers to align themselves with organisational goals.
In educational contexts, teachers often evaluate principals based on fairness, consistency, transparency, and ethical decision-making. Principals who demonstrate these characteristics are more likely to establish trust and credibility, which subsequently influence teachers' attitudes towards their work and their organisation.


3.2.2 Inspirational Motivation
Inspirational motivation involves communicating a compelling vision that inspires followers to pursue shared goals. Transformational leaders articulate meaningful organisational objectives and encourage followers to believe in their collective capacity to achieve success.
For teachers, inspirational leadership may be experienced through principals who communicate clear educational goals, celebrate achievements, and foster optimism regarding the future of the school. Such practices contribute to increased professional commitment and collective purpose.
3.2.3 Intellectual Stimulation
Intellectual stimulation refers to leaders' efforts to encourage innovation, critical thinking, and creative problem-solving. Transformational leaders challenge conventional assumptions and encourage followers to explore new perspectives and approaches.
In schools, intellectual stimulation may be reflected in principals' support for instructional innovation, professional inquiry, and reflective practice. Teachers who experience intellectual stimulation are often more willing to engage in experimentation and continuous professional learning.
3.2.4 Individualised Consideration
Individualised consideration involves recognising and supporting followers' individual needs, aspirations, and professional development goals. Transformational leaders provide mentoring, encouragement, and personalised support that facilitate growth and development.
Within educational settings, teachers often experience individualised consideration through constructive feedback, professional development opportunities, emotional support, and recognition of their contributions. Such experiences may strengthen motivation and foster positive relationships between teachers and school leaders.
Collectively, these dimensions illustrate how transformational leadership influences followers through interpersonal relationships, professional support, and shared organisational vision. However, while Transformational Leadership Theory explains leadership behaviours, it does not fully explain the psychological processes through which teachers respond to these experiences. To address this limitation, I incorporate Self-Determination Theory.
3.3 What Self-Determination Theory Tells Us
Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Deci and Ryan (1985), is one of the most influential theories of human motivation within educational psychology. The theory seeks to explain why individuals engage in particular behaviours and how social environments influence motivation, well-being, and psychological functioning.
A central assumption of SDT is that human beings possess innate tendencies towards growth, learning, and self-development. However, whether these tendencies are realised depends on the degree to which social environments support three fundamental psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
According to SDT, when these psychological needs are satisfied, individuals are more likely to experience intrinsic motivation, engagement, well-being, and optimal functioning. Conversely, environments that undermine these needs may contribute to diminished motivation, disengagement, and psychological distress.
Given that schools represent important social environments, SDT provides a valuable framework for understanding how leadership practices influence teachers' motivational experiences.
3.3.1 Autonomy
Autonomy refers to the experience of self-direction and psychological freedom. Individuals experience autonomy when they perceive that their actions reflect personal choice rather than external control.
Within educational settings, teachers may experience autonomy when principals encourage participation in decision-making, trust professional judgement, and provide opportunities for instructional flexibility. Such practices allow teachers to feel ownership over their work and contribute to intrinsic motivation.
Transformational leadership is closely associated with autonomy support because transformational leaders often encourage participation, empowerment, and professional independence. Teachers who perceive their leaders as supportive of autonomy are therefore more likely to demonstrate motivation and professional engagement.
3.3.2 Competence
Competence refers to individuals' need to feel effective and capable of achieving desired outcomes. People are more likely to remain motivated when they believe they possess the skills and abilities necessary to succeed.
Teachers' sense of competence may be strengthened through constructive feedback, professional development opportunities, recognition of accomplishments, and access to supportive resources. Principals who provide such support contribute to teachers' confidence and professional efficacy.
Transformational leadership supports competence by encouraging growth, recognising achievements, and fostering continuous professional learning. As a result, teachers may develop stronger beliefs in their professional capabilities and become more motivated to pursue organisational goals.
3.3.3 Relatedness
Relatedness refers to the need to establish meaningful interpersonal relationships and experience a sense of belonging within social environments. Individuals are more likely to remain motivated when they feel valued, respected, and connected to others.
In schools, relatedness may emerge through supportive relationships among teachers, principals, students, and other stakeholders. Transformational leaders often foster positive interpersonal climates characterised by trust, collaboration, and mutual respect.
Teachers who experience strong relationships with school leaders and colleagues are more likely to demonstrate organisational commitment, professional engagement, and positive attitudes towards their work. Consequently, relatedness represents an important pathway through which leadership influences motivation.
3.4 Bringing the Theories Together
Although Transformational Leadership Theory and Self-Determination Theory originate from different scholarly traditions, they are highly complementary when applied to educational settings. Transformational Leadership Theory explains the leadership behaviours that influence teachers, whereas Self-Determination Theory explains the psychological mechanisms through which these leadership behaviours affect motivation and workplace experiences.
The integration of these theories suggests that transformational leadership may influence teacher motivation because transformational leaders create environments that support autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
For example, inspirational motivation and intellectual stimulation may strengthen teachers' sense of competence by encouraging professional growth and innovation. Similarly, individualised consideration may support relatedness by fostering meaningful interpersonal relationships and emotional support. Transformational leaders may also enhance autonomy by encouraging teacher participation in decision-making and recognising professional expertise.
Consequently, transformational leadership can be viewed as a contextual factor that shapes teachers' motivational experiences through the satisfaction of psychological needs. Teachers who perceive their principals as transformational leaders may therefore be more likely to experience intrinsic motivation, professional engagement, and organisational commitment.
From an educational psychology perspective, this integrated framework provides a more comprehensive explanation of how leadership influences organisational outcomes. Rather than viewing school performance solely as a consequence of administrative effectiveness, the framework highlights the importance of psychological processes in shaping teacher behaviour and organisational functioning.
3.5 My Research Framework
The conceptual framework guiding this study suggests that teachers' experiences of transformational leadership influence their motivation through the satisfaction of psychological needs associated with autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Enhanced motivation subsequently shapes teachers' perceptions of school performance.
The framework does not assume linear cause-and-effect relationships in the same manner as quantitative models. Instead, it serves as a conceptual guide for exploring teachers' lived experiences and interpretations of leadership practices.


The study therefore explores three interconnected domains:
Transformational Leadership
· Idealised Influence
· Inspirational Motivation
· Intellectual Stimulation
· Individualised Consideration
↓
Psychological Processes
· Autonomy
· Competence
· Relatedness
↓
Teacher Outcomes
· Motivation
· Professional Engagement
· Organisational Commitment
↓
Perceived School Performance
· School Climate
· Teacher Collaboration
· Collective Efficacy
· Organisational Effectiveness
This framework acknowledges that teachers' perceptions are shaped by complex interactions between leadership practices, psychological experiences, and organisational contexts.
3.6 Why This Framework Works for My Study
The integrated framework provides an appropriate foundation for examining teachers' perceptions of transformational leadership within secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. By combining organisational and psychological perspectives, the framework allows the study to move beyond descriptive accounts of leadership behaviour and explore how teachers interpret and experience leadership practices.
Furthermore, the framework aligns with the interpretivist orientation of the study by recognising that teachers actively construct meanings based on their interactions and experiences within school environments. Rather than assuming that leadership affects all teachers in identical ways, my framework acknowledges the subjective nature of motivation and organisational experience.
My framework therefore guides my formulation of interview questions, the interpretation of participants' narratives, and the identification of themes during data analysis. Ultimately, it provides a coherent lens through which teachers' experiences of transformational leadership, motivation, and school performance can be understood within the broader context of educational psychology.
3.7 Pulling It All Together: Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the theoretical framework underpinning the study. Transformational Leadership Theory provided a foundation for understanding how principals influence teachers through idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration. Self-Determination Theory complemented this perspective by explaining how leadership practices affect motivation through the satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs. The integration of these theories offers a comprehensive framework for examining teachers' perceptions of transformational leadership and its influence on motivation and school performance. The framework guides the exploration of teachers' lived experiences and informs the interpretation of findings within an educational psychology context.
4. Methodology: How I Conducted This Research
4.1 My Research Approach
I sought to explore teachers’ perceptions of transformational leadership and its influence on teacher motivation and school performance in secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. Given the exploratory nature of my research and my emphasis on understanding teachers’ lived experiences, meanings, and interpretations, a qualitative methodology was adopted. Qualitative research is particularly appropriate when investigating complex human experiences that cannot be adequately captured through numerical measurements or predetermined variables. Rather than seeking to establish causal relationships, I aimed to gain a rich and nuanced understanding of how teachers experience transformational leadership and how these experiences shape their motivation and perceptions of school performance.
This chapter outlines the methodological procedures I employed, including the research design, philosophical assumptions, research setting, participant selection, data collection methods, data analysis procedures, trustworthiness strategies, and ethical considerations.
4.2 My Research Philosophy
I was guided by an interpretivist paradigm. Interpretivism rests on the assumption that reality is socially constructed and that individuals develop meanings through their interactions with the social world. Unlike positivist approaches that seek objective truths through measurement and prediction, interpretivism focuses on understanding how individuals make sense of their experiences within specific contexts.
I chose the interpretivist paradigm because I aimed to explore teachers’ subjective experiences of transformational leadership rather than measure leadership behaviours objectively. Teachers may experience and interpret leadership practices differently depending on their professional histories, school environments, interpersonal relationships, and individual beliefs. Therefore, understanding these diverse perspectives required an approach that acknowledged multiple realities and prioritised participants’ voices.
Furthermore, educational psychology recognises that motivation, engagement, and perceptions are deeply influenced by individual experiences and contextual factors. The interpretivist perspective allowed the researcher to examine how teachers construct meaning from their interactions with school leaders and how these interpretations influence their motivation and perceptions of school effectiveness.
4.3 My Research Design
I employed a qualitative phenomenological research design to investigate teachers’ lived experiences of transformational leadership. Phenomenology seeks to understand how individuals experience and interpret a particular phenomenon and how they construct meaning from those experiences. The central aim of phenomenological inquiry is to describe the essence of a phenomenon as experienced by participants.
The present study focused on transformational leadership as a lived experience rather than a measurable organisational variable. Although transformational leadership has frequently been investigated through quantitative surveys, relatively few studies have explored how teachers personally experience leadership practices and how these experiences influence their psychological and professional lives. A phenomenological approach therefore provided an appropriate framework for capturing participants’ perceptions and understanding the meanings they attribute to leadership experiences.
I chose phenomenology because it aligns with the study’s educational psychology orientation. Teacher motivation is not merely a behavioural outcome but a psychological experience shaped by individual interpretations, emotions, and social interactions. Exploring these experiences required an approach capable of uncovering the depth and complexity of participants’ perspectives.
4.4 Where I Conducted This Study
I conducted this study in government secondary schools located in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Kuala Lumpur was selected because it represents one of the most diverse and dynamic educational contexts in the country. Schools within the city serve students from various cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds and are subject to ongoing educational reforms and performance expectations.
The urban educational environment of Kuala Lumpur presents unique challenges and opportunities for school leaders and teachers. Principals are required to manage increasingly complex organisational demands while simultaneously supporting teacher development and student achievement. Consequently, Kuala Lumpur provides a rich context for exploring how teachers experience transformational leadership and its influence on motivation and school performance.


4.5 How I Selected Participants
I selected participants through purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is widely used in qualitative research because it enables researchers to identify individuals who possess relevant knowledge and experience related to the phenomenon under investigation. The goal of purposive sampling is not statistical representativeness but the acquisition of information-rich cases that can provide meaningful insights into the research problem.
I involved twelve secondary school teachers from government secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. I considered this sample size appropriate for phenomenological research because it allowed for in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences while ensuring sufficient variation in perspectives.
To enhance the richness of the data, participants were selected based on the following inclusion criteria:
1. Full-time secondary school teachers.
2. A minimum of three years of teaching experience.
3. At least one year of service under their current principal.
4. Willingness to participate voluntarily in the study.
5. Ability to communicate effectively in English.
Teachers occupying different subject specialisations and levels of experience were included to ensure diversity of perspectives.
4.5.1. Participant Profile
To protect confidentiality, pseudonyms were assigned to all participants. Demographic information was collected to provide contextual understanding of participants’ professional backgrounds. The information included gender, years of teaching experience, educational qualifications, and current teaching responsibilities.
The use of pseudonyms ensured anonymity while allowing individual voices to be represented throughout the findings and discussion sections.
4.6 How I Collected the Data
I collected data through semi-structured individual interviews. Semi-structured interviews work well for phenomenological research because they allow participants to describe their experiences in their own words while providing sufficient flexibility for the researcher to explore emerging issues in greater depth.
I developed an interview protocol based on the literature review, Transformational Leadership Theory, and Self-Determination Theory. Open-ended questions encouraged participants to reflect upon their experiences of school leadership, professional motivation, and perceptions of school performance.
Examples of interview questions included:

4.6.1 Leadership Experiences
· How would you describe your principal’s leadership style?
· Can you share experiences that illustrate how your principal interacts with teachers?
· What leadership practices do you find most influential in your professional life?
4.6.2 Teacher Motivation
· How does your principal influence your motivation as a teacher?
· Can you describe situations where leadership practices increased or decreased your enthusiasm for teaching?
· In what ways do leadership practices affect your professional commitment?
4.6.3 School Performance
· How do leadership practices influence the overall functioning of your school?
· What role does leadership play in promoting collaboration among teachers?
· How would you describe the relationship between leadership and school success?
4.6.4 Psychological Experiences
· To what extent do you feel trusted and supported by your principal?
· How does your principal contribute to your sense of professional competence?
· How would you describe relationships between teachers and school leadership within your school?
The semi-structured format enabled participants to introduce issues that were meaningful to them while ensuring that key areas relevant to the research objectives were explored consistently.
4.7 My Data Collection Process
Before collecting data, I obtained ethical approval from the relevant university ethics committee and permission was sought from appropriate educational authorities and participating schools.
I contacted potential participants through school administrators and professional networks. Those interested received an information sheet outlining the purpose of the study, interview procedures, confidentiality measures, and participants’ rights.
Once I obtained informed consent, I scheduled interviews at times convenient for participants. I conducted interviews either face-to-face or online, depending on participant preference and logistical considerations.
Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes. With participants’ permission, interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accurate capture of responses. I maintained field notes to record contextual observations and preliminary reflections.
After each interview, I transcribed the recordings verbatim to facilitate detailed analysis. I gave participants chances to review their transcripts to verify accuracy and clarify any ambiguities.
4.8 How I Analysed the Data
I analysed the data using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework. I chose thematic analysis because it provides a systematic yet flexible approach for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns of meaning within qualitative data.
Phase 1: Familiarisation with the Data
I immersed myself in the data by repeatedly reading interview transcripts and listening to audio recordings. This process facilitated a deeper understanding of participants’ experiences and perspectives.
Phase 2: Generating Initial Codes
Meaningful segments of data relevant to leadership, motivation, psychological experiences, and school performance were systematically coded. Coding was conducted inductively to allow themes to emerge from participants’ narratives.
Phase 3: Searching for Themes
Related codes were grouped into broader categories representing recurring patterns across participants’ experiences. Potential themes were identified based on conceptual similarities and shared meanings.
Phase 4: Reviewing Themes
Themes were reviewed and refined to ensure coherence within themes and clear distinctions between themes. This process involved continuous comparison between themes and the original data.
Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes
Each theme was carefully defined and named to capture its central meaning. Detailed descriptions were developed to explain how each theme contributed to understanding the research phenomenon.
Phase 6: Producing the Report
The final stage involved synthesising the themes and supporting interpretations with direct participant quotations. The findings were subsequently connected to the theoretical framework and existing literature.
Thematic analysis enabled me to move beyond individual accounts and identify common patterns that illuminated teachers’ shared experiences of transformational leadership and motivation.


4.9 Ensuring Research Quality
To enhance the rigour and credibility of the study, the criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were employed. These criteria include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
4.9.1 Credibility
Credibility refers to the confidence that can be placed in the truthfulness of the findings. Several strategies were employed to enhance credibility, including prolonged engagement with the data, member checking, and peer debriefing.
Member checking involved providing participants with opportunities to review interview transcripts and preliminary interpretations to ensure accurate representation of their perspectives.
4.9.2 Transferability
Transferability concerns whether findings may be applicable to other contexts. Although qualitative research does not seek statistical generalisation, detailed descriptions of the research setting, participants, and findings were provided to enable readers to determine the relevance of the findings to their own contexts.
4.9.3 Dependability
Dependability refers to the consistency and stability of the research process. An audit trail documenting methodological decisions, interview procedures, coding processes, and analytical decisions was maintained throughout the study.
4.9.4 Confirmability
Confirmability addresses whether findings are grounded in participants’ experiences rather than researcher bias. Reflexive journaling was employed to document assumptions, reflections, and decision-making processes during the research process. Additionally, the use of participant quotations helped ensure that interpretations remained closely connected to the data.
4.10 My Role as Researcher
Qualitative research recognises that researchers inevitably influence the research process through their backgrounds, experiences, and assumptions. Consequently, reflexivity was maintained throughout the study.
I engaged in ongoing reflection regarding personal beliefs about educational leadership, teacher motivation, and school performance. I recorded reflexive notes during data collection and analysis to enhance transparency and minimise the influence of preconceived assumptions on the interpretation of findings. By acknowledging and critically examining personal perspectives, I sought to remain attentive to participants’ voices and experiences throughout the research process.
4.11 How I Maintained Ethical Standards
I observed ethical principles throughout to protect participants’ rights and well-being.
4.11.1 Informed Consent
I provided participants with detailed information about the purpose of the study, procedures, potential risks, and benefits. I obtained written informed consent before participation.
4.11.2 Voluntary Participation
Participation was entirely voluntary. I informed participants that they could withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty or adverse consequences.
4.11.2 Confidentiality and Anonymity
I protected participant identities through the use of pseudonyms. I removed any information that could reveal participants’ identities or school affiliations was removed from transcripts and reports.
4.11.3 Data Security
I stored audio recordings, transcripts, and research materials securely using password-protected electronic files and encrypted storage systems. Access to the data was restricted to me.
4.11.4 Minimisation of Harm
The study involved minimal risk. Nevertheless, participants were informed that they could decline to answer any question that made them uncomfortable and could terminate the interview at any time.
4.12 What This Chapter Covers
This chapter outlined the methodological framework employed to explore teachers’ perceptions of transformational leadership and its influence on teacher motivation and school performance in secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. Guided by an interpretivist paradigm, the study adopted a qualitative phenomenological design to capture participants’ lived experiences. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analysed using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis framework. Strategies to ensure trustworthiness and ethical integrity were incorporated throughout the research process. The subsequent chapter presents the findings generated from the analysis of participants’ narratives and examines the themes that emerged from their experiences of transformational leadership, motivation, and school performance.



FINDINGS, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION
5.1 What I Found
This chapter presents the findings of the study and discusses their significance in relation to Transformational Leadership Theory and Self-Determination Theory. Rather than treating findings and discussion as separate components, the participants’ experiences are interpreted within the broader context of educational psychology and school leadership research. This integrated approach allows for a deeper understanding of how transformational leadership influences teachers’ motivation and shapes perceptions of school performance.
My findings revealed that teachers viewed transformational leadership as a powerful influence on their professional experiences. In my interviews, participants consistently described leadership not merely as a set of administrative responsibilities but as a relational process that shaped their motivation, confidence, sense of belonging, and commitment to the school community. Across my interviews, five interconnected themes emerged: transformational leadership as a source of purpose and direction; psychological empowerment through trust and autonomy; motivation through recognition and professional growth; the development of collaborative school cultures; and transformational leadership as a catalyst for school performance.
Although I discuss each theme individually, they should not be viewed as isolated experiences. Rather, they represent interconnected dimensions of how transformational leadership is experienced in the schools I studied and understood by teachers within secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur.
5.2 How Leadership Inspires Purpose and Direction
One of the most striking findings was whether teachers associated transformational leadership with a renewed sense of purpose. In my research, participants frequently described their principals as individuals who helped them reconnect with the reasons they entered the teaching profession. Rather than focusing solely on administrative targets or institutional demands, transformational leaders were perceived as emphasising the broader educational mission of nurturing students and contributing to society.
The teachers I interviewed explained that this sense of purpose became particularly important during periods of organisational change, increasing workloads, and professional challenges. In these circumstances, principals who communicated a clear vision helped staff maintain motivation and focus. Many of my participants referred to leaders who reminded them that teaching was more than a job; it was a meaningful profession capable of influencing students’ lives and futures.
This finding resonates strongly with the concept of inspirational motivation within Transformational Leadership Theory. Bass (1985) argued that transformational leaders inspire followers by articulating a compelling vision that gives meaning to their work. The experiences shared by my participants suggest that such vision-building extends beyond organisational goals and influences teachers’ professional identities and sense of purpose.
From an educational psychology perspective, the findings also reflect the importance of meaningful work in sustaining intrinsic motivation. When teachers perceived their work as aligned with personal values and broader educational goals, they appeared more willing to remain committed despite challenges. The findings therefore suggest that transformational leadership contributes to motivation by helping teachers connect daily responsibilities with a larger sense of professional significance.
5.3 Psychological Empowerment Through Trust and Autonomy
A second major finding in my research concerned the role of trust and autonomy in shaping teachers’ motivation. My participants repeatedly emphasised that transformational leaders demonstrated confidence in their professional expertise and provided opportunities for independent decision-making. Rather than closely monitoring every aspect of teachers’ work, these leaders were described as creating environments where teachers felt trusted to exercise professional judgement.
For many participants, trust was experienced as a form of validation. Teachers interpreted their principals’ confidence in them as evidence that their knowledge, experience, and abilities were valued. As a result, they reported feeling more confident, motivated, and willing to take initiative within their schools.
In my analysis, these experiences closely align with the autonomy component of Self-Determination Theory. According to Deci and Ryan (1985), individuals are more likely to experience intrinsic motivation when they perceive themselves as autonomous and self-directed. My findings suggest that transformational leadership supports autonomy by encouraging participation, professional ownership, and shared decision-making.
Interestingly, my participants frequently contrasted transformational leadership with more authoritarian leadership experiences encountered earlier in their careers. Such comparisons highlighted the importance of autonomy-supportive environments in fostering professional engagement. Teachers appeared more motivated when they were encouraged to contribute ideas, experiment with new approaches, and participate actively in school initiatives.
My findings therefore indicate that transformational leadership influences motivation not through control but through empowerment. By creating environments characterised by trust and professional autonomy, principals support teachers’ psychological needs and strengthen their commitment to school goals.
5.4 Motivation Through Recognition and Professional Growth
In my study, recognition emerged as another important factor influencing teacher motivation. My participants consistently described appreciation and acknowledgement as powerful sources of encouragement. While formal rewards were appreciated, teachers often placed greater value on genuine recognition from school leaders.
Simple acts such as expressing gratitude, acknowledging effort, or celebrating achievements were described as highly meaningful. Participants explained that such practices reinforced their sense of professional worth and motivated them to continue contributing to the school community.
In addition to recognition, teachers frequently discussed opportunities for professional development. Transformational leaders were described as individuals who actively encouraged learning, identified teachers’ strengths, and supported career advancement. Participants viewed these opportunities as evidence that their principals believed in their potential and were invested in their professional growth.
My findings correspond closely with the competence dimension of Self-Determination Theory. Teachers who received encouragement, constructive feedback, and opportunities for development reported feeling more capable and confident in their professional roles. Such experiences appeared to strengthen intrinsic motivation by reinforcing perceptions of competence and effectiveness.
My findings also support previous educational psychology research indicating that professional growth contributes to job satisfaction, engagement, and long-term commitment. In my research, teachers who felt recognised and supported were more likely to demonstrate enthusiasm for teaching and a willingness to participate in school improvement efforts.
5.5 How Leadership Creates Strong School Communities
Another significant finding in my research was the role of transformational leadership in fostering collaborative school cultures. My participants frequently described their schools as communities characterised by teamwork, mutual support, and shared responsibility. Such environments were perceived as important sources of motivation and professional satisfaction.
Teachers consistently attributed these collaborative cultures to leadership practices that promoted open communication, inclusivity, and trust. Principals who encouraged dialogue, listened to teachers’ concerns, and involved staff in decision-making processes were viewed as strengthening relationships throughout the school.
From the perspective of Self-Determination Theory, these experiences reflect the psychological need for relatedness. Teachers expressed a strong desire to feel connected to their colleagues and leaders. When schools fostered supportive interpersonal relationships, participants reported feeling more engaged, motivated, and committed to school goals.
My findings suggest that transformational leadership contributes to school effectiveness by creating social environments in which teachers feel valued and connected. Such relationships not only support individual well-being but also strengthen collective efficacy and organisational resilience.
5.6 How Leadership Affects School Performance
My participants consistently perceived a strong connection between transformational leadership and school performance. However, my participants’ understanding of performance extended beyond examination results and academic indicators. In my interviews, teachers described school performance as encompassing teacher morale, student engagement, organisational culture, collaboration, and overall school effectiveness.
Interestingly, my participants rarely viewed leadership as directly producing improved outcomes. Instead, they described leadership as creating the conditions necessary for success. Transformational leaders were perceived as fostering motivation, collaboration, and commitment, which subsequently contributed to improved school performance.
My findings support contemporary perspectives on educational leadership, which suggest that leaders influence organisational outcomes indirectly through their effects on teachers and school culture. My research indicates that leadership contributes to school performance by shaping the psychological experiences of teachers and creating environments that support professional excellence.
From an educational psychology perspective, this relationship highlights the importance of understanding motivation as a mediating process between leadership and organisational effectiveness. Teachers who felt inspired, trusted, recognised, and supported were more likely to invest effort in their work and contribute positively to the school community.
5.7 What This Means: Practical Implications
My findings have important implications for educational leadership practice and educational psychology research.
From a practical perspective, my research highlights the importance of leadership approaches that prioritise human relationships, psychological well-being, and professional growth. School leaders should be encouraged to cultivate trust, provide meaningful recognition, support teacher autonomy, and foster collaborative cultures. Such practices may contribute not only to teacher motivation but also to broader organisational effectiveness.
For policymakers, the findings suggest that leadership development programmes should extend beyond administrative competencies and include training related to motivation, psychological support, communication, and relationship-building. Principals who understand the psychological dimensions of leadership may be better equipped to support teachers and sustain positive school cultures.
From a theoretical perspective, the study demonstrates the value of integrating Transformational Leadership Theory and Self-Determination Theory. My findings suggest that transformational leadership influences teacher motivation by satisfying psychological needs associated with autonomy, competence, and relatedness. This integrated perspective helps us understand how leadership affects educational outcomes.
5.8 Where Should Research Go From Here?
Several recommendations emerge from my findings.
First, I recommend that future studies explore transformational leadership within different educational contexts, including primary schools, rural schools, and private educational institutions. Such research would provide a broader understanding and extend my findings of how leadership is experienced across diverse settings.
Second, I recommend that longitudinal qualitative studies be conducted to examine how teachers’ perceptions of transformational leadership evolve over time. Such studies could provide valuable insights into the sustainability of leadership influences on motivation and organisational effectiveness.
Third, I recommend that future researchers include additional stakeholders such as principals, students, and parents to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of leadership processes within schools.
Finally, I recommend that mixed-methods studies be conducted to complement qualitative findings with quantitative evidence, thereby providing a richer understanding of the relationships among transformational leadership, teacher motivation, and school performance.
5.9 Conclusion: The Big Picture
My research explored teachers’ perceptions of transformational leadership and its influence on teacher motivation and school performance in secondary schools in Kuala Lumpur. My findings revealed that transformational leadership is experienced as a relational and psychological process that shapes teachers’ professional lives in meaningful ways.
My participants described transformational leaders as individuals who inspire purpose, foster autonomy, recognise professional contributions, encourage growth, and cultivate collaborative school cultures. In my research, these experiences were associated with increased motivation, stronger organisational commitment, and more positive perceptions of school performance.
Ultimately, my research demonstrates that effective leadership extends beyond administrative efficiency. My research shows that transformational leadership contributes to educational success by creating environments in which teachers feel valued, empowered, and motivated to contribute to collective goals. As educational systems continue to face complex challenges, leadership practices that prioritise human development and psychological well-being are likely to play an increasingly important role in sustaining school effectiveness and educational excellence.

