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Information sharing – decision-makers share information with other
stakeholders to facilitate collective or individual action. 
Consultation – decision-makers not only inform other stakeholders
but also seek their opinions on key issues, and a two-way flow of
information develops. 
Decision-making – involving stakeholders in one or more stages of a
policy process; defining policy objectives, project design,
implementation, or maintenance.
Initiating action - once stakeholders are empowered, they are more
likely to be proactive, to take initiative, and to display confidence in
undertaking other actions to solve problems beyond those defined by
the project. 

There are numerous definitions and conceptualizations of participation
(Dijkers, 2010) and given its popularity, stretchiness and omnipresence,
it is no surprise Van Deth (2001) said “The study of [political]
participation has become the study of everything”. Parry et al. (1992) for
instance broadly defined political participation as all actions by citizens
that are aimed at influencing decisions, which are, often, ultimately taken
by public representatives and officials. Durning (1993) contextualized
participation arguing that “participatory” means the greater involvement
of those who affect and are affected by a policy problem. The majority of
definitions and conceptualizations of participation include the notions of
contributing, influencing, sharing, or redistributing power and of control,
resources, benefits, knowledge, and skills to be gained through
beneficiary involvement in decision-making (World Bank, 1995). There is
also much debate among practitioners and in the literature about
whether participation is a means or an end, or both (ibid). For the
purpose of this paper, participation is understood not only as an end
itself but also as a tool that contributes to the end. 
Samuel Paul (1987) [1] usefully distinguishes among levels of
participation. The first two categories present ways to exercise influence;
the other two offer ways to exercise control.

Participatory policy-making includes using the principle of
inclusion of all relevant stakeholders in the process of making
decisions that refer to them. It is a norm and a practice and as
such can be learned and developed. In order to have a quality
participatory policy-making process, an institutional environment
should be enabling and inviting. Participatory policy-making
necessarily includes power sharing and even the renunciation of
power with the goal to create better, responsive, and adequate
decisions. In the context of education, participatory policy-making
includes joint actions by all school staff directed towards better
educational opportunities and humane working conditions.

[1] Taken from the Contribution of People's Participation: Evidence from 121 Rural Water
Supply Projects (World Bank, 1995) https://bit.ly/3VsvIWl 
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School principals’ needs analyses

The literature clearly shows that in both Croatia and North Macedonia
the democratic procedures and participation should be improved. In its
report for 2022, Freedom House also assesses that North Macedonia
belongs to the category of Partly Free countries with an overall score of
76/100, with the possibility of participation being rated 12 out of 16. As
seen, the institutional assumptions of social and political participation are
mostly present, however, there are still resistances in the political elite
towards encouraging citizen participation, as Croatia, according to the
same metric, belongs to the category of free countries with a score of
85/100, and participation is rated 14 out of 16. The Freedom House
suggests that the institutional framework for participation is solid, but
the institutions are still not sufficiently open for citizens. 
Taking into consideration the aim of the Erasmus+ project HEAD:
Empowering School Principals for Inclusive School Culture (in short: the
HEAD project) - to address the professionalization of school principals in
primary and secondary schools of Croatia and North Macedonia focusing
on inclusive education, the goal of this policy paper is to explore:
What is the potential of principals in Croatia and North Macedonia to
participate in the education policy-making process? 
Which factors do principals in Croatia and North Macedonia recognize as
those that influence their participation in the policy-making process?
This policy paper should be understood in the context of the other
outputs and activities of the Empowering School Principals for Inclusive
School Culture project and read accordingly. As such it is intended for
educational professionals, local government, and other policy-makers
wishing to contribute to the development of school principals'
professionalization and increase the participation of school principals in
the policy-making process.
For more info about other Project outputs see https://head.edupolicy.net

The project activities that contributed to answering the questions
regarding school principal participation in policy-making

1.
To inform the professional development program for school principals,
an analysis study was conducted that included 273 principals. The
questionnaire was used to gather information about the previous
professional development activity of principals in the area of inclusive
school culture, characteristics of professional development that had the
greatest positive impact on principals’ school leadership practices in the
last 12 months and the principals’ professional development needs in the
area of inclusive school culture.

Why explore the participation
of the school principals in the
policy-making process in
Croatia and the Republic of
North Macedonia?

https://head.edupolicy.net/


2. The Piloting of the Curriculum Framework for Empowering School
Leaders for Developing Inclusive School Culture
The piloting of the professional development programs based on the
Curriculum Framework was implemented in two groups in both Croatia
and North Macedonia with over 60 school principals. The primary school
and secondary school principals attended five two-day modules in the
period from October 2021 to September 2022. During the professional
development programs, principals reflected on the policy’s influence on
their role in developing an inclusive school culture as well as their own
role (possible and existing) in policy regarding school leadership.

3. Impact study of the piloting of the Curriculum Framework for
Empowering School Leaders for Developing Inclusive School Culture 
An impact was made upon the pilot implementation of the ‘Curriculum
Framework’ that has been developed within the HEAD project. A
comparison of the data from the pre-test and post-test evaluations of a
group of principals who were included in the program of professional
development and control group as well as focus groups was used (four
different programs for two countries and two school settings, namely,
Croatia and the Republic of North Macedonia, primary and secondary
schools).

4. Advocacy training (in Croatia)
In the implementation of the program with school principals, discussing
and reflecting on issues and challenges principals brought to the table,
the implementation partners realized that there is a general lack of
understanding and knowledge of the educational policies or the way
public policies in education are created. Therefore, a two-day training
event for all principals in the program on the topic of advocacy and
participation in the policy design and creation was organized before the
Policy Lab with the idea that it would prepare the principles for the
participatory process of deriving solutions for the national Policy road
map. Before the training, the principals were asked to fill in a survey. Out
of the 30 principals who attended the training 21 responded to the
survey. Although it was not a representative sample nor large enough to
make a general conclusion it does indicate the possible issues as this
was a group of active principles who responded to an open call.



5. Policy Lab
In both Croatia and North Macedonia, multi-stakeholder workshops
(Policy Labs) dedicated to discussing Policy recommendations and setting
the policy goals for the Policy road maps on how to support school
leaders in creating an inclusive school culture were organized. The Policy
Lab uses interactive methods with the goal to empower various
interested stakeholders to participate in public policies in order to come
up with possible ways of overcoming the obstacles and/or to find possible
solutions for the identified challenges in education through joint reflection
and analysis. The events gathered leaders of primary and secondary
schools and student dormitories as well as other experts in the field of
education (university professors employed in institutions dealing with the
initial training of educational staff; experts working in civil society
organizations dealing with the improvement of the field of education) and
policy-makers (representatives from ministries, state education agencies,
representatives of the education office in local and regional administration
and self-government units). The fundamental challenge presented to the
participants was aimed at finding elements missing in the educational
policies in order to support school leaders in creating an inclusive school
culture.

6. Literature and policy overview 
In order to become better acquainted with the situation related to
principals in Croatia and North Macedonia, we searched the literature on
the subject. The first conclusion is that there is noticeably less available
academic literature about principals of primary and secondary schools in
North Macedonia than in Croatia. First of all, this topic is dealt with by a
small number of reports from civil society organizations and, even less
often, by international organizations. The texts that deal with this topic
are predominantly focused on the competencies of principals and to a
lesser extent on educational management (Gocevski, 2003; Petkovski,
1998).
The literature about principals in Croatia is somewhat richer, but it is also
relatively limited in terms of topics. 

7. Consultations
Two focus groups were conducted with principals of Croatian and
Macedonian primary and secondary schools in July 2022. The research
endeavor respected the academic rules of ethics in social research. At the
end of the consultations, notes with comments were made that were later
used for the analysis and writing of this document. 



What is the potential of principals in Croatia and
North Macedonia to participate in the policy-
making process?

 "I only know it is done
from someone “above”

and we only have to
implement… the less we

think or explore the
usefulness of some

decision the better off
we are …” 

Learning points

School principals do not demonstrate a high level of conceptual
understanding of the policy processes nor do they know the policies
related to their field of work well. (Out of 21 respondents in the survey
conducted during the advocacy training, only three responded saying
that they understood the term “public policy” fully. While for the
question about how well they knew the policies related to their field of
work, only two stated they knew it very well while two said they had
poor knowledge and one even said that they had no knowledge at all).
The advocacy training in Croatia and Policy Labs in Croatia and North
Macedonia showed that the principals are not used to reading and
analyzing policy documents nor do they follow the policy processes in
their countries. When invited to participate they are not sure about
their role.
There is almost uniform animosity towards politics, which, according
to the school principals in both countries, has a great impact on their
work. They often mention they have trouble understanding different
changes at the political level that consequently affect their work.
Focus group participants from both countries described themselves as
implementers, not active participants in the policy-making process.
Although they are responsible for the operation of the school and the
outcomes of the pedagogical process, they do not feel accountable to
question the justification of the decisions communicated to them by
the decision-makers. Despite the hostile system, principals show that
when they are supported in their participation activities, they can and
want to participate. 
The answers from the principals suggest some school principals do
not feel competent or comfortable participating in decision-making
outside the school. The opinion prevails that they do not have
sufficient knowledge about the systems outside the school nor are
they supported in their participation. The process during the project
found that school principals are mostly not actively involved in the
policy-making process and when they are it is mostly at the
consultation level. 

The literature about leadership in a school context states that there are
four main levels, namely national, regional, local and institutional level
(Stančić, 2006). Each of these levels has authority for certain aspects of
education policy. Yet, not all actors equally participate in different polities.
School principals, as school managers and educational leaders, in today’s
practice are currently mostly concerned with the institutional (school) level.

 "I do participate in public
consultation, but so far I

have not noticed that
laws were changed

based on the comments
from public

consultations."
 



The first and most important factor that principals highlight is the
political affiliation of the principal. School principals who are politically
affiliated have access to decision-making and decision-makers. In both
countries, political affiliation with the political elites is unfortunately
seen as the most important factor for a higher level of participation. 
School principals recognize the principal's personal characteristics as a
factor of influence, if the school principal has a certain status,
reputation and/or prestige in the community, they will be involved in
decision-making processes outside the school more often. 
Another factor that influences the level of participation is the size of
the communities. School principals believe that principals in smaller
communities are more influential than those in larger ones. They
support this with a series of examples in which principals in smaller
communities were not only consulted but also involved in decision-
making processes.
The interview revealed that principals are relatively unable to
transpose their decision-making competencies in the school to
decision-making in policy processes. They see these two processes as
fundamentally different. 
School principals believe that further training in democratic and
participatory practices would improve their capacity for the policy-
making process.

The competence for participation is understood as a threefold system
consisting of three functional dimensions - knowledge about what
participation (and participatory policy-making in this case) is; positive
attitudes about participation and skills that enable participation and/or
create an enabling environment for participation. These three functional
dimensions of competence serve as the prerequisite for the behavioral
dimension and the final result – active participation. Empowering
principals for participation is however not going to produce the desired
outcome unless the policy setting is “opened up” and the policy-makers
understand participatory policy-making at a higher level than consultation
and provide spaces for the school principals to co-create policies. Through
the process several factors have been identified that influence the degree
of the school principals' active engagement in policy processes on one
hand while also revealing some factors that will enable them to implement
it at the school level as well:
 

Which factors do principals in Croatia and North
Macedonia recognize as those that influence
their participation in the policy-making process?



Empower school principals for active
participation in policy processes at the
national regional and local levels and for
implementing and ensuring participatory
leadership in their schools. 

Competencies regarding the topic of participation as well as
professional participation regarding policy processes at the national,
regional and local levels should be part of the preservice and inservice
professional development of school principals. 
Distributive leadership in education should be promoted, supported
and required by state institutions in order to promote the importance of
participation as a value in the school system. 
Developing competencies regarding analyses of education related
policy documents as well as following the policy processes in countries
should be part of the preservice and inservice professional
development of school principals.
School principals should be continually motivated and supported, to
join different kinds of policy-making participation activities.
Support building the professional identity of school principals as social
justice leaders and activists for children's rights. 

Recommendations 

Ensure an open policy environment that
supports the meaningful participation of
school principals 

When initiating public debate or a consultation process in education
the policy-makers must ensure that school principals are well
informed about it; are invited to the process; have sufficient time and
tools to meaningfully participate. 
The policy-makers should also ensure the structure of a public
debate or consultation process about the documents, by offering a
concrete framework for analyzing the documents, for example, if an
analysis framework directing the reader to find the inclusive
dimension of a policy is applied in advance, it is possible to ensure
the better quality of the analysis results. 
Apply different methodologies in the consultation process than the
most common online consultations i.e. organize workshops, public
gatherings, surveys etc.



Creating an inclusive school climate in societies where participation and
inclusion are often more of a rhetorical figure than a real modus operandi
is a challenging task. It is especially challenging when such a task is put
before people who have limited assistance from the system as well as
insufficient education in such topics. Principals are hence actors in a
specific situation. At the same time, they must create a participatory
environment for all actors to actively participate in the decision-making
process at the school level while at the same time learning about policy
processes and to actively seek opportunities to be involved in policy
processes concerning their profession and scope of work i.e. education.

Conclusions
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