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Introduction: This study examines the relationship between principal instructional 
leadership and teacher self-efficacy in student engagement and classroom 
management within Chinese primary and secondary schools. Grounded in 
Bandura’s self-efficacy theory, it addresses two research questions: (1) What is the 
association between principal instructional leadership and teacher self-efficacy? (2) 
Which specific leadership dimensions most significantly predict teacher efficacy?

Methods: A quantitative research design was employed, with data collected from 
459 teachers through two validated online instruments: the Educational Leadership 
Instrument (ELI) and the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES). Data analysis 
included descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and multiple regression.

Results: Results demonstrated significant positive correlations between instructional 
leadership and teacher self-efficacy (r = 0.75–0.84, p < 0.01). Regression analysis 
identified “work environment support” (β = 0.488) and “teacher-student engagement 
promotion” (β = 0.518) as the strongest predictive dimensions of teacher efficacy.

Discussion: The findings underscore the pivotal role of instructional leadership 
in enhancing teachers’ confidence in student engagement and classroom 
management. This study contributes to leadership literature by highlighting culturally 
relevant dimensions in non-Western educational contexts, while offering practical 
implications for principal training programs and professional development initiatives.
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Introduction

Over recent decades, the roles of school principals have evolved significantly, influenced by 
changes in educational philosophies, increasing societal expectations, greater complexity in 
school management, and the impact of educational policies (Hallinger and Walker, 2017; 
Daniëls et al., 2019; Redondo-Sama et al., 2025). Hence, the role of principals has shifted from 
being administrative managers to being instructional leaders and agents of change. Across the 
globe, instructional leadership has become a central strategy for improving teaching quality, 
fostering positive teaching culture, supporting teachers’ professional development, and 
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enhancing students’ academic performance (Hallinger, 2008; Hallinger 
and Heck, 2010; Liu et al., 2022; Berkovich and Hassan, 2024).

In parallel, a number of studies highlighted that teacher self-
efficacy is crucial in determining teaching practices, enriching 
students’ learning experiences, and improving learning outcomes 
(Berman et al., 1977; Guskey and Passaro, 1994; Hettinger et al., 2024; 
Sellami et  al., 2025). Teachers with higher self-efficacy often 
demonstrated greater teaching motivation, innovation, and 
perseverance, which contributed significantly to improved teaching 
quality and student achievement (Guskey, 1984; Allinder, 1994; 
Kasalak and Dagyar, 2020; Röhl et al., 2024). Furthermore, previous 
studies have also emphasised the pivotal role of school leadership 
behaviour and style in shaping teacher self-efficacy. Given these dual 
developments, understanding how principal instructional leadership 
influences teacher self-efficacy has become a critical issue for 
educational research and practice.

However, despite the increasing number of studies focusing on 
principal leadership and teacher self-efficacy, most of the studies on 
teacher self-efficacy have been conducted in Anglo-American 
knowledge systems (Mertkan et al., 2017; Hallinger and Kovačević, 
2019; Ma and Marion, 2021). Therefore, studies examining the 
relationship between principal leadership and teacher self-efficacy 
within the Chinese educational context remains limited. Furthermore, 
within China’s unique cultural framework, the educational system and 
traditions have a more intricate impact on teacher self-efficacy. Chinese 
school leaders often occupy conventional authoritative roles, which 
significantly influence teachers’ professional confidence and classroom 
management strategies (Wong, 2003; Liu and Hallinger, 2021).

Addressing these gaps, this study examines the relationship 
between principal instructional leadership and teacher self-efficacy in 
student engagement and classroom management, using empirical data 
from primary and secondary schools in Jiangxi Province, China. 
Adopting a cross-sectional design, this study examined the direct and 
indirect effects of principal leadership practices on teacher self-
efficacy. However, due to its cross-sectional nature, the study cannot 
establish causality between the variables. Future research should 
consider longitudinal or experimental designs to validate these 
relationships over time. The empirical data analysis provided an 
in-depth perspective on the dynamic interplay between leadership and 
self-efficacy within China’s unique cultural and institutional 
framework. The findings contributed to the enhancement of teaching 
quality, providing innovative insights into effective educational 
leadership practices, and supporting educational reform in improving 
teaching effectiveness and student engagement. Furthermore, this 
study also provided a more comprehensive perspective on teacher 
behaviour and the cultural nuances of educational environments.

Additionally, this study contributes to the literature in three key 
ways. First, it focuses on two critical dimensions of teacher self-efficacy: 
student engagement and classroom management which have not been 
sufficiently differentiated in prior Chinese studies. Second, it applies 
Bandura’s theoretical framework in the Chinese educational context, 
offering insights into how cultural values such as hierarchical authority 
and collectivism influence the leadership-efficacy link. Third, it provides 
robust quantitative evidence based on a large sample of Chinese primary 
and secondary school teachers, addressing the existing gap in 
non-Western empirical research on instructional leadership.

Despite the growing interest in leadership and teacher efficacy, 
limited empirical research has investigated how instructional principal 

leadership influences teacher self-efficacy in China’s cultural and 
institutional context (Ma and Marion, 2021; Ahn and Bowers, 2024). 
Most studies in the Chinese context have remained descriptive, 
lacking robust quantitative models. Therefore, this study addresses the 
following hypotheses: (1) there is a significant positive correlation 
between principals’ instructional leadership and teacher self-efficacy; 
(2) principals instructional leadership significantly predicts teacher 
self-efficacy in student engagement and classroom management.

Self-efficacy and teacher effectiveness

Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s set of beliefs that 
determine how one can successfully execute a plan of action in 
prospective situations (Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy influences 
behaviour choices, performance quality, effort levels, perseverance, 
and emotional and cognitive responses to challenges (Bandura, 1977). 
Furthermore, Bandura emphasised that self-efficacy is shaped by 
personal, social, emotional, and psychological factors. Zee and 
Koomen (2016) further argued that self-efficacy determines the goal 
setting and the actions taken to achieve them. Self-efficacy is not 
independent but is significantly affected by external 
environmental factors.

Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory identified four dimensions that are 
crucial in shaping self-efficacy. The first and most influential 
dimension is mastery experiences, which refers to the experiences that 
enhance confidence. The second dimension, vicarious experiences, 
involve observing other people’s performance and outcomes to 
develop self-assessments and confidence. Verbal persuasion refers to 
external encouragement or feedback that reinforces beliefs in task 
success. Finally, physiological and emotional states, such as stress, 
anxiety, confidence, or excitement, shape perceptions of capability 
through physical and emotional responses to tasks. These four 
dimensions interact dynamically and collectively shape efficacy 
beliefs. These dimensions are essential for understanding and 
strengthening teacher efficacy, providing theoretical foundation to 
enhance teachers’ confidence and effectiveness.

Teacher self-efficacy refers to teachers’ beliefs in their ability to 
impact students’ learning behaviours and academic outcomes 
throughout the teaching process. Tschannen-Moran et  al. (1998, 
p. 233) described teacher self-efficacy as “a teacher’s belief in his or her 
own ability to organise and execute courses of action essential to 
successfully achieving specific teaching tasks in specific situations.” 
This includes the belief in and capacity to plan, organise, and 
implement necessary actions to accomplish instructional goals 
(Bandura, 1977; Donohoo, 2018).

Teachers with high self-efficacy exhibit greater confidence and 
resilience in overcoming instructional challenges. They employ 
effective teaching strategies and classroom management skills, 
demonstrating adaptability to various teaching scenarios (Lazarides 
et  al., 2020; Ahn and Bowers, 2024). Furthermore, these teachers 
foster a positive classroom environment which enhances interactions 
with students. Studies indicated that teacher self-efficacy significantly 
influences teaching quality, school climate, and student outcomes 
(Soodak and Podell, 1993). Teachers with high self-efficacy are better 
equipped to manage challenging student behaviours, demonstrate 
higher empathy and persistence, and embrace innovative instructional 
methods (Klassen and Chiu, 2011; Mok and Moore, 2019). They also 
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display greater overall effectiveness in their teaching practices (Klassen 
and Tze, 2014; Wang and Pan, 2023).

Teacher self-efficacy comprises two dimensions: (1) instructional 
efficacy, which involves the ability to inspire and motivate students to 
learn, and overcoming external factors such as socioeconomic 
background; and (2) personal efficacy, which relates to teachers’ beliefs 
in their capacity to implement critical instructional behaviours that 
impact student learning (Ashton and Webb, 1986). Empirical studies 
(e.g., Bandura, 1997; Mok and Moore, 2019) highlighted the significant 
impact of teacher self-efficacy on instructional practices, classroom 
management, and student engagement. Teachers with high self-
efficacy are more likely to encourage student participation, enhancing 
learning motivation and outcomes (Wang and Pan, 2023). Conversely, 
teachers with low self-efficacy may exhibit anxiety and unease, leading 
to low classroom engagement (Zee and Koomen, 2016; Chen 
et al., 2024).

Effective classroom management is another essential aspect of 
successful teaching. Teachers with high self-efficacy demonstrated 
greater confidence in maintaining order, establishing positive teacher-
student relationships, and promoting peer collaboration. These 
teachers are better equipped to handle unforeseen situations, minimise 
disruptions and ensure smoother instructional activities (Bandura, 
1977; Shah, 2023; Duan et al., 2024). Hence, teacher self-efficacy is 
vital for teaching effectiveness and a key driver of educational 
improvements in creating a conducive learning environment and 
systemic progress.

Principal leadership on teacher 
self-efficacy

The role of principal leadership in enhancing teaching quality, 
promoting teacher professional growth, and shaping school culture 
has been widely recognised by many researchers (Bandura, 1993; Blase 
and Blase, 1999; Hallinger, 2008). Principal leadership aims to enhance 
educational outcomes by designing and implementing student-
centred teaching strategies. It focuses on the principal’s ability to 
establish relevant instructional goals tailored to the specific needs of 
the school and guide all staff towards achieving shared objectives 
(Leithwood and Sun, 2018). This perspective highlighted the 
importance of instructional leaders in creating supportive 
environments for educational development and student success.

Previous studies emphasised that principal leadership involves 
several key elements and behaviours. Hallinger (2011) examined the 
role of principals in implementing student-centred teaching strategies 
and highlighted the importance of their leadership in creating a 
conducive environment for educational growth and student success. 
He also emphasised the importance of establishing educational visions 
and concrete goals to guide teachers and students towards shared 
aspirations. Akram et al. (2017) and Murphy (1988) highlighted that 
principals play a vital role in providing essential resources and support 
to teachers and students to promote learning and development. Other 
studies highlighted the need for principals to continually refine 
teaching methods and curriculum content through regular evaluation 
and feedback (Sebastian and Allensworth, 2012; Husain et al., 2021). 
By integrating these elements, principals can effectively guide teachers 
and students towards optimal teaching and learning practices 
(Murphy et al., 2007; Moss and Brookhart, 2019).

Studies indicated that principal leadership can either strengthen 
or undermine teachers’ sense of efficacy. When principals effectively 
fulfilled their instructional leadership roles—such as creating 
favourable teaching conditions, providing clear instructional 
guidance, ensuring adequate resources, and offering positive 
feedback—they enhanced teachers’ self-esteem, motivation sense of 
efficacy, and instructional practices (Supovitz et al., 2010; Tschannen-
Moran and Gareis, 2015). Conversely, ineffective instructional 
leadership—such as unclear goals, inadequate resource allocation, or 
lack of meaningful feedback—lead teachers to doubt their teaching 
abilities and reduce their sense of efficacy (Hallinger and Heck, 1996; 
Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). For example, frequent changes in 
instructional requirements without sufficient training and support can 
leave teachers feeling lost and powerless, ultimately undermining their 
confidence in effective teaching.

Multidimensional nature of principal 
leadership

Principal leadership plays a crucial role in modern school 
management. Studies by Heck et al. (1990) and Sergiovanni (1984) 
suggested that instructional leadership is inherently multidimensional. 
These dimensions can be explored through leadership vision, teaching 
and learning management, environmental and resource management, 
and teacher engagement. Collectively, these dimensions form the 
comprehensive roles of principals in enhancing teaching quality and 
supporting teacher development. Based on the literature and 
theoretical frameworks, we  hypothesised a positive correlation 
between the four aspects of instructional leadership—leadership 
vision, teaching and learning management, environmental and 
resource management, and teacher engagement—and teacher efficacy.

Leadership vision

Leadership vision is the cornerstone of principal leadership, 
determining the strategic direction and values in school development. 
Sergiovanni (1990) and Leithwood et al. (2008) argued that principals 
need to establish clear school missions and goals to guide the 
collaborative efforts of teachers and students. For example, principals 
can ensure alignment between instructional activities and the school’s 
objectives by setting goals such as “student-centred learning” or 
“enhancing teacher professional development.” Leithwood and Sun 
(2018) emphasised that an effective leadership vision can subtly 
influence school culture through daily decisions and actions, 
promoting shared educational beliefs and goals among all members. 
A progressive leadership vision can drive innovation in teaching 
practices, motivating teachers to explore new methods and 
embrace change.

Teaching and learning management

Managing teaching and learning is a core responsibility of principal 
leadership. Effective instructional leadership enhances teachers’ 
professional development, strengthens teaching capabilities, and 
addresses learning challenges. Hallinger and Heck (1996) emphasised 
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that principals must establish educational goals and lead and support 
teachers to ensure their effective implementation. This involved 
regularly observing classroom teaching, providing feedback and 
suggestions to help teachers improve instructional strategies (Balyer 
and Özcan, 2020). Wayman and Stringfield (2006) demonstrated that 
principals can identify weak points in teaching and implement targeted 
measures by analysing data on students’ performance and classroom 
engagement. Additionally, Hallinger and Heck (1996) emphasised the 
principal’s role in curriculum design and resource support, ensuring 
the curriculum aligns with students’ needs while providing necessary 
instructional resources, such as organising school-based research 
activities and introducing educational technology.

Environmental and resource management

Principals influence teaching processes and outcomes by fostering 
supportive educational environments and optimising resource 
allocations (Spillane et al., 2001; Hallinger and Heck, 1996). According 
to Wang and Degol (2016), a safe, orderly, and motivating school 
environment enhances teacher job satisfaction and improve student 
learning outcomes. To support these goals, principals must effectively 
allocate resources—human, financial, and material—by prioritising 
initiatives like teacher training and updating teaching equipment to 
address instructional needs. Principals who foster a culture of trust and 
collaboration within the school significantly enhanced teachers’ sense 
of belonging and responsibility which increased their instructional 
commitment (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2005; Morris et al., 2020).

Teacher engagement

Teacher engagement is considered a fundamental element in 
achieving school educational goals and a key aspect of principal 
leadership. By involving teachers in school decision-making, 
principals enhanced their sense of ownership and improve their 
enthusiasm and work motivation (Hallinger and Heck, 1996; 
Leithwood and Sun, 2018). Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) 
further pointed out that such participation extends beyond routine 
teaching activities, encompassing broader domains like curriculum 
reform and school development planning. Principals should provide 
professional training and career development opportunities to help 
teachers consistently enhance their teaching skills and professional 
competencies to strengthen their self-efficacy and confidence. 
Moreover, principals can foster collaboration and shared purpose 
among teachers by organising team-based and interdisciplinary 
research activities that can enhance engagement and professional 
identity, such as teacher communities or instructional collaboration 
teams (Blase and Blase, 1999; Hallinger and Heck, 2010). In such 
environments, teachers can collaborate to refine teaching methods, 
share pedagogical experiences, and enhance teaching quality, 
ultimately achieving the school’s educational objectives.

Objectives of the study

This study aimed to examine the influence of principal leadership 
on teacher self-efficacy in student engagement and classroom 

management. The two main objectives of the study are: (1) to 
investigate the correlation between principal leadership (leadership 
vision, teaching and learning management, environmental and 
resource management, teacher engagement) and teacher self-efficacy 
(efficacy in student engagement and classroom management), and (2) 
to examine the influence of principal leadership (leadership vision, 
teaching and learning management, environmental and resource 
management, teacher engagement) on teacher self-efficacy.

Methodology

Research design and data analysis

The purpose of the study was to examine the relationship and 
impact of principal leadership on teacher self-efficacy in China’s 
primary and secondary schools. In this quantitative study, two sets of 
online survey instruments were utilised to collect the information 
from a total of 459 teachers. Participants represented both urban and 
rural areas and varied in years of teaching experience and grade levels 
taught. To enhance the representativeness of the sample, a random 
sampling method was employed to select in-service teachers from 
schools across Jiangxi Province. Data collection was conducted 
between March and April 2024. Data were collected through an 
anonymous online survey distributed via a secure digital platform 
(Wenjuanxing). The survey link was shared with school leaders, who 
voluntarily disseminated it to their teaching staff. The purpose of the 
study was indicated on the front page of the survey and the 
respondents were assured that the survey collected no identifying 
information. All participation were voluntary and there were no 
incentives offered to the respondents. To minimise missing data and 
ensure quality responses, the survey platform required completion of 
all items before submission. On average, respondents took 10–12 min 
to complete the questionnaire.

The collected data were then analysed using descriptive and 
inferential statistical methods. The descriptive analysis provided a 
summary of the data, while correlation and multi-regression analysis 
were conducted to examine the relationship between the variables and 
the domains, and determined the predictors and assessed the overall 
contribution of independent variables to the dependent variables. 
Additionally, variance inflation factor (VIF) scores were examined for 
multicollinearity, and all predictors reported acceptable VIF values, 
indicating no issues of multicollinearity and suggesting the model 
assumptions were met.

Respondents

The respondents of this study were 459 teachers from Jiangxi, 
China. This study selected Jiangxi as the research site because, as a 
central Chinese province, it represents the educational characteristics 
of moderately developed regions with urban–rural disparities and 
policy relevance, while ensuring data accessibility. If conducted in 
developed areas (e.g., Beijing), principals might emphasise innovative 
teaching with stronger resource support for teacher efficacy, whereas 
in underdeveloped western regions (e.g., Gansu), leadership impact 
could be constrained by systemic challenges. However, further multi-
regional studies are recommended to enhance generalizability. The 
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majority of the respondents were female (n = 326; 71%) and nearly 
half (n = 208; 45%) were aged 30 and below. In terms of educational 
level, most respondents held a Diploma/Foundation in Education 
(n = 313; 68.2%). Nevertheless, only 34.8% (n = 160) had more than 
15 years of teaching experience. Among the respondents, 59.75% 
(n = 274) were national primary school teachers, and 40.3% (n = 185) 
were national secondary school teachers. Table 1 presents the detailed 
summary of the respondents’ demographic information.

Instrumentation

Two sets of online survey instruments were used to measure 
principal leadership and teacher self-efficacy: the Educational 
Leadership Instrument and Teacher’s Sense of Efficacy Scale.

Educational leadership
The Educational Leadership Instrument (ELI) (Siaw et al., 2021) 

was used to measure principal leadership across four dimensions, 
encompassing eight aspects as outlined in Table 2. The instrument 
consisted of 70 items and employed a five-point Likert scale. The 
reliability coefficients reported ranged from 0.96 to 0.98, indicating a 
high level of reliability (Fimian and Fastenau, 1990). The CFA results 
reported composite reliability (CR) values ranging from 0.96 to 0.97 
and average variance extracted (AVE) values between 0.70 and 0.78, 
indicating excellent construct validity. Model fit indices (e.g., 
RMSEA = 0.083; CFI = 0.817; IFI = 0.817) confirmed the instrument’s 

suitability in measuring principal instructional leadership in 
Chinese schools.

Teacher self-efficacy
Teacher Self-Efficacy was assessed using Teachers’ Sense of 

Efficacy Scale (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2001). Teacher’ Sense of 
Efficacy Scale is an established instrument which Duffin et al. (2012) 
have examined the CFA and showed good fit, high inter-factor 
correlations. The instrument consisted of 21 items across two 
dimensions: efficacy in student engagement and efficacy in classroom 
management. Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale 
and the reliability coefficients, as reported in Table 3, were deemed 
acceptable (Fimian and Fastenau, 1990).

Prior to conducting regression analysis, all survey data were 
screened for missing values, outliers, and normality. The assumptions 
of linearity, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity were checked and 
met. The normality test was performed for all the variables. Results 
showed that the data collected was normally distributed, with the 
skewness ranged from 0.19 to 0.46 while the kurtosis values ware 
ranged from 0.16 to 0.55 (Witte and Witte, 2017). While, the VIF 
values are reported within 1.04 to 3.12, which are less than 5, 
indicating the collinearity are acceptable (Kiernan, 2014). This study 
opted for multiple linear regression due to its clarity in estimating the 
direct effect of each leadership dimension on specific self-efficacy 
outcomes, which aligns with the exploratory nature of this study.

Results

Principal leadership and teacher 
self-efficacy

The findings of the study indicated that majority of the 
respondents reported a high level of self-efficacy (n = 418; 91.1%) 
based in Pallant (2016) levels’ explanation. Additionally, most of the 
respondents stated that their principals demonstrated strong 
leadership, effective teaching and learning management, 
environmental and resource allocation, and engagement. The 
frequency and percentage for each dimension and level are reported 
in Table 4.

TABLE 1 Demographic information.

Item Frequency (%)

Gender

Male 133 (29.0%)

Female 326 (71.0%)

Education level

Diploma/Foundation 313 (68.2%)

Bachelor 132 (28.8%)

Master 10 (2.2%)

PhD 2 (0.4%)

Others 2 (0.4%)

Age

30 and below 208 (45.3%)

31–40 years old 114 (24.8%)

41–50 years old 95 (20.7%)

51–60 years old 41 (8.9%)

61 and above 1 (0.2%)

Teaching experience

5 years and below 189 (41.2%)

6–15 years 110 (24.0%)

16–25 years 85 (18.5%)

25 years and above 75 (16.3)

N = 459.

TABLE 2 Educational leadership instrument—dimensions, aspects and 
reliability.

Dimension Aspect Item(s) Cronbach’s 
Alpha

Leadership 

mindset

Mission goal 7 0.960

Behaviour and 

personality
9 0.974

Teaching and 

learning

Curriculum and teaching 8 0.979

Supervision and 

evaluation
10 0.984

Work 

environment

Learning and teaching 10 0.982

Resources plan 8 0.972

Teacher and 

student

Teacher-centred 8 0.973

Student-centred 10 0.982
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Correlation between job satisfaction and 
job stress

The Pearson product–moment correlation test was conducted to 
determine the relationship between principal leadership and teacher 
self-efficacy. As presented in Table 5, a significant positive correlation 
was observed between the two variables. Based on Guilford’s Rule of 
Thumb (Guilford, 1956), a correlation coefficient between 0.70 and 
0.89 indicates a high correlation or strong relationship.

Influence of principal leadership on 
teacher self-efficacy

Regression analysis was performed to determine which 
dimensions of principal leadership (leadership vision, teaching and 
learning management, environmental and resource management, 
teacher engagement) significantly predicted teacher self-efficacy.

The analysis of variance (ANOVA) results presented in Table 6 
indicated that the regression model was a good fit for the data, with a 
significance level of 0.000. The findings revealed a statistically 
significant relationship between principal leadership and teacher self-
efficacy [F(4,454) = 303.52, p < 0.000]. Principal leadership explained 
approximately 72.8% of the variance in teacher self-efficacy 
(R2 = 0.728), while the remaining 27.2% was attributed to external 
factors that were not included in this study.

Based on Table 6, the standardised beta values indicated that two 
dimensions of principal leadership significantly contributed to teacher 
self-efficacy: work environment (β = 0.488, t = 4.723; p = 0.000), and 
teacher and student engagement (β  = 0.518, t = 6.509; p = 0.000). 

Specifically, a one-unit increase in the standard deviation of work 
environment resulted in a 0.488-unit increase in the standard 
deviation of teacher self-efficacy. Similarly, a one-unit increase in 
standard deviation of teacher and student engagement led to a 0.518-
unit increase in the standard deviation of teacher self-efficacy. Overall, 
principal attitudes towards teacher and student engagement had the 
strongest influence on teacher self-efficacy.

Discussion

The findings of this study provided a profound understanding of 
the relationship between principal leadership and teacher self-efficacy 
in the domains of student engagement and classroom management. 
Focusing on teachers in China, the study highlighted key dimensions 
of principal leadership that significantly influence teacher self-efficacy, 
providing valuable insights for improving school environments.

High levels of teacher self-efficacy and 
principal leadership

Most respondents demonstrated high levels of self-efficacy, 
particularly in student engagement and classroom management. 
Similarly, the respondents rated principal leadership highly across all 
four dimensions: leadership mindset, teaching and learning, work 

TABLE 3 Teacher self-efficacy instrument—dimensions, aspects and 
reliability.

Dimension Item(s) Cronbach’s Alpha

Efficacy in student engagement 11 0.979

Efficacy in classroom management 10 0.976

TABLE 4 Level of principal leadership and teacher self-efficacy.

Instrument Dimension Level (frequency/
percentage)

Low Middle High

Principal 

leadership

Leadership 

mindset
13 (2.8%) 68 (14.8%) 378 (82.4%)

Teaching and 

learning
14 (3.1%) 64 (13.9%) 381 (83.0%)

Work 

environment
11 (2.4%) 56 (12.2%) 392 (85.4%)

Teacher and 

student
10 (2.2%) 67 (14.6%) 382 (83.2%)

Teacher self-

efficacy

Student 

engagement
4 (0.9%) 43 (9.4%) 412 (89.8%)

Classroom 

management
4 (0.9%) 35 (7.6%) 420 (91.5%)

1.00–2.33, Low; 2.34–3.66, Middle; 3.67–5.00 High (Pallant, 2016).

TABLE 5 Correlations between variables.

Variables 1 2 3 4

1. Leadership mindset

2. Teaching and learning 0.935**

3. Work environment 0.916** 0.948**

4. Teacher and student 0.876** 0.915** 0.950**

5. Teacher self-efficacy 0.754** 0.788** 0.837** 0.844**

**Correlation is significant at 0.01 (2-tailed).

TABLE 6 Relationship between principal leadership and self-efficacy.

ANOVA Sum of 
square

df Mean 
square

F Sig

Regression 146.51 4 36.628 303.52 0.000

Residual 54.78 454 0.121

Total 201.30 458

Model 
summary

R R square Adjusted 
R square

Std error of 
the estimate

Model 1 0.853 0.728 0.725 0.347

Coefficients B β t Sig t

Leadership mindset 0.048 0.058 0.815 0.416

Teaching and learning 0.073 0.094 1.03 0.303

Work environment 0.405 0.488 4.72 0.000

Teacher and student 0.420 0.518 6.51 0.000

Constant 1.404 14.72 0.000

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1589958
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Zhang et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1589958

Frontiers in Psychology 07 frontiersin.org

environment, and teacher-student engagement. These findings are 
consistent with previous studies indicating that supportive and 
effective leadership strengthens teacher self-efficacy. For example, 
Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2001) highlighted the significance of 
leader behaviours in enhancing teacher self-efficacy by providing 
supportive feedback and ensuring access to resources for effective 
teaching. Blase and Blase (1999) emphasised that principals who 
demonstrated instructional leadership qualities, such as promoting 
collaborations supporting professional development, significantly 
enhance teachers’ confidence in their instructional capabilities. 
Similarly, a systematic review by Leithwood et al. (2004) highlighted 
that effective school leadership enhances teachers’ commitment and 
strengthens their self-efficacy, leading to better student outcomes. 
Furthermore, the review highlighted that principals’ leadership 
practices are directly linked to teachers’ perceptions of their ability to 
promote student learning.

Correlation between principal leadership 
and teacher self-efficacy

The results of the correlation analysis indicated a strong positive 
relationship between principal leadership and teacher self-efficacy. 
This highlighted the significant role that effective leadership plays in 
enhancing teachers’ confidence and performance. Notably, the 
dimensions of “Work Environment” and “Teacher and Student 
Engagement” emerged as the strongest correlations with teacher self-
efficacy. These findings suggested that a supportive and resource-rich 
work environment, combined with a leadership style emphasising 
engagement and inclusivity, is essential in fostering higher levels of 
teacher self-efficacy. When principals cultivate an environment with 
adequate resources, collaborative practices, and meaningful 
engagement with both teachers and students, they empower teachers 
to feel valued and competent. Such an environment helps teachers 
navigate the complexities of modern educational challenges and 
motivates them to improve their instructional practices, ultimately 
enhancing overall student outcomes.

Studies consistently supported the assertion that principal 
leadership affects teacher self-efficacy, particularly through the 
dimensions identified in the present study. For example, Fackler and 
Malmberg (2016) indicated that a positive work environment 
significantly contributed to teachers’ sense of efficacy as it provides 
them with the necessary support and resources to perform effectively. 
Furthermore, Louis et  al. (2010) emphasised that collaborative 
leadership practices that foster strong teacher-student relationships 
can enhance teachers’ self-efficacy and instructional effectiveness. 
Additionally, the work of Hallinger (2003) stressed on the crucial role 
of principal leadership in shaping the teachers’ organisational context. 
Hallinger’s findings indicated that supportive leadership practices, 
including fostering an open, engaging environment, are directly 
correlated with increased teacher confidence.

Impact of principal leadership on teacher 
self-efficacy

The findings underscore the critical role of principal leadership in 
shaping teacher self-efficacy, particularly through the dimensions of 
work environment and teacher-student engagement. These two 
leadership practices appear to foster an environment where teachers 

feel supported, empowered, and professionally respected. Drawing on 
Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory, a well-structured work 
environment may serve simultaneously as social persuasion and 
vicarious experience, both of which are essential mechanisms in 
shaping individuals’ efficacy beliefs. When teachers operate in schools 
with clear instructional goals, collaborative cultures, and supportive 
leadership, they are more likely to believe in their ability to manage 
classrooms effectively and engage students meaningfully. Furthermore, 
the emphasis on teacher-student engagement reflects the cultural 
context of Chinese education, where harmonious relationships and 
moral authority are highly valued. This dimension may be particularly 
salient in Confucian-influenced educational systems, offering a 
culturally grounded explanation for its predictive strength. These 
findings build upon the work of Hallinger and Walker (2017) and Ma 
and Marion (2021) by demonstrating how leadership practices, when 
deeply embedded in specific cultural contexts, shape teachers’ self-
efficacy beliefs within non-Western educational environments.

Comparative analysis with existing studies

The results of the present study indicated a strong positive 
relationship between principal leadership and teacher self-efficacy, 
highlighting the critical role of supportive leadership in enhancing 
teacher performance. Among the dimensions assessed, “Work 
Environment” and “Teacher and Student Engagement” exhibited the 
strongest correlations with teacher self-efficacy. This underscores the 
importance of creating a resource-rich, inclusive work environment 
where teachers feel valued and supported. Such leadership practices 
enable teachers to perform effectively while addressing the challenges 
of modern teaching. These findings aligned with previous studies 
connecting supportive leadership to improved teacher outcomes. For 
example, Leithwood and Jantzi (2006) reported that principals who 
engage teachers in decision-making and promote a supportive work 
environment significantly enhance teacher efficacy and performance. 
Similarly, Louis et al. (2010) demonstrated that effective leadership 
practices, such as promoting collaboration and respectful working 
relationships, enhance teacher morale and effectiveness.

Furthermore, the study’s focus on “Teacher and Student 
Engagement” highlighted a culturally specific dimension of educational 
leadership. This aspect underscored the influence of Confucian values 
in Chinese education, which emphasised respect for hierarchical 
relationships and cultivation of harmonious interactions in professional 
settings. These cultural foundations implied that educational leadership 
in China must navigate the balance between traditional values and the 
adoption of modern practices that promote active participation and 
engagement from both teachers and students. Peng and Wang (2017) 
emphasised the critical role of Confucian values in shaping educational 
leadership practices in China. The study highlighted that respect for 
hierarchy and the prioritisation of relationships significantly influence 
the teacher-student and teacher-principal interactions, ultimately 
impacting teacher performance and self-efficacy.

Unexplored variance and external factors

The finding that 27.2% of the variance in teacher self-efficacy 
remains unexplained indicated that while principal leadership is a 
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significant factor, other variables also contribute to teachers’ self-
efficacy. These may include personal attributes, such as individual 
characteristics and experiences, peer support systems, professional 
development opportunities, and the impact of policy interventions on 
teaching practices. These factors can significantly influence how 
teachers perceive effectiveness in classroom and student engagement, 
warranting further investigation. Research consistently emphasised 
that factors beyond leadership also impact teacher self-efficacy. For 
example, Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2001) highlighted the role of 
personal characteristics and experiences in shaping self-efficacy 
beliefs. Their study indicated that teachers’ previous successes, 
emotional stability, and intrinsic motivation are factors that can 
enhance self-efficacy. Furthermore, Stone-Johnson (2016) highlighted 
the importance of peer support and collaboration in enhancing 
teacher confidence and reducing feelings of isolation. His research 
suggested that supportive peer relationships are key to enhancing 
teachers’ perceptions of their abilities and overall job satisfaction.

A comprehensive understanding of these additional variables is 
crucial for developing strategies that enhance teacher self-efficacy. 
Examining how personal attributes, such as intrinsic motivation and 
resilience, and external supports like peer collaboration and policy 
measures, contribute to teacher self-efficacy can help educational 
leaders and policymakers design more effective interventions for 
teacher development. These results align with Kunter et al. (2013), 
which demonstrated that structured professional development 
programmes and supportive school policies promote an environment 
that enhances teacher efficacy. The authors argued that systemic 
support, whether through leadership or policy frameworks, is critical 
to empowering teachers.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the results of this study affirmed the critical 
influence of school leadership on teacher self-efficacy within the 
context of student engagement and classroom management. The 
high prevalence of self-efficacy among the teachers highlighted the 
crucial role of effective leadership practices in shaping teachers’ 
confidence and enhancing instructional effectiveness. The findings 
suggested that principal leadership, particularly in the dimensions 
of work environment and teacher-student relations, is essential for 
enhancing teacher efficacy and improving educational outcomes. 
Therefore, school leaders should focus on developing these aspects 
alongside fostering a positive school culture that supports both 
teachers and students.

The study enriched the existing literature by providing evidence 
from the Chinese educational context, emphasising the cultural and 
contextual nuances in leadership practices and teacher self-efficacy. 
Unlike previous studies which focused on general efficacy or Western 
frameworks (Cansoy and Parlar, 2018; Hallinger and Kovačević, 2019; 
Ma and Marion, 2021). This study introduces differentiated efficacy 
outcomes and links them to school leadership practices deeply shaped 
by Confucian values. As pointed out that leadership does not operate 
in isolation, rather, it is embedded within the organizational culture 
and structure (Ma and Marion, 2021). Furthermore, the findings of 
this study provided valuable insights for educational policymakers and 
school leaders aiming to elevate teaching quality and student success 
more effectively in East Asian schooling systems.

This study offers practical implications for educational leadership 
development and school improvement. First, given the significant 
impact of “working environment” and “teacher-student interaction” 
on teachers’ self-efficacy, principal training programmes should 
prioritise enhancing school leaders’ capacity to foster a supportive 
school climate. This includes strengthening principals’ communication 
skills, teacher empowerment strategies, and emotional intelligence to 
build trust and collaboration among staff. Second, as teacher-student 
interaction plays a crucial role, leadership development should also 
focus on equipping principals with the skills to promote relational 
teaching practices and cultivate a school culture that values 
meaningful teacher-student engagement. This can involve modelling 
respectful relationships, supporting students’ social–emotional 
learning, and encouraging open dialogue across the school community.

In addition, the findings underscore the importance of integrating 
culturally responsive content into principal preparation. In the Chinese 
educational context, leadership approaches aligned with Confucian 
relational values may be  more effective in enhancing teachers’ 
confidence. Therefore, relevant modules should be incorporated to 
explore how cultural expectations shape leadership behaviours and 
influence teacher psychology. As noted above, by translating empirical 
insights into actionable strategies, leadership development initiatives 
can more effectively support school leaders in creating enabling work 
environments for teachers, ultimately contributing to improved 
instructional quality and student learning outcomes.

Future studies could employ longitudinal or mixed-method 
approaches to explore how principals’ instructional leadership impacts 
teacher efficacy over time. In addition, qualitative studies may offer 
deeper insights into the contextual and emotional factors underlying 
leadership-teacher dynamics, especially in diverse or rural settings. 
These approaches would enrich the current understanding of 
leadership’s influence on teaching practices and provide more nuanced 
evidence for designing targeted leadership interventions.
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