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خلاصه
تضع الامارات العربية المتحدة التعليم في صميم مسارها للتحول الوطني، حيث تؤكد رؤية 2031 على الابتكار والمواطنة العالمية ومهارات القرن الحادي والعشرين. ومع ذلك، لا يزال هناك فجوة بين الطموحات السياسية والواقع الصفي، حيث تحدّ ممارسات القراءة التقليدية وضغوط التقييمات عالية المخاطر من فرص الابتكار. تتناول هذه الدراسة دور القيادة التعليمية في دمج مبادئ STEAM ومهارات الـ 6Cs— التفكير النقدي، الإبداع، التواصل، التعاون، المواطنة، والسمات الشخصية—ضمن تعليم مهارات القراءة والكتابة في المدارس الابتدائية في دولة الإمارات. وبالاستناد إلى نظريات القيادة التحويلية والموزعة والتعليمية والتكيفية والبيئية-الإنسانية والقيادة الرقمية-الأخلاقية، وإلى الأدبيات العالمية والإقليمية (فلان، ليثوود، مانسيلا، عباس، العلاوي)، تستكشف الدراسة كيفية تفسير القادة لأولويات الإصلاح الوطني وتنفيذها. استخدمت الدراسة منهج دراسة الحالة النوعية، بالاعتماد على المقابلات شبه المهيكلة، وتحليل الوثائق، والملاحظات الصفية لتحقيق التثليث البحثي في وجهات النظر وممارسات القيادة. ويستكشف سؤال البحث الرئيس كيف تؤثر ممارسات القيادة التعليمية في دمج مبادئ STEAM ومهارات القرن الحادي والعشرين ضمن تعليم مهارات القراءة والكتابة في المدارس الابتدائية الإماراتية. كما تتناول الأسئلة الفرعية فهم القادة لأدوارهم، والممارسات التي تسهِم أو تعيق عملية الدمج، والدعم المؤسسي المطلوب لربط الابتكار برؤية 2031. تشير النتائج إلى أن القادة يُظهرون التزامًا قويًا بالابتكار ومواءمة التوجهات الوطنية، إلا أن التطبيق لا يزال متفاوتًا. كما أن دافعية المعلمين وثقافة التعاون عوامل داعمة، لكنها مقيدة بأنظمة المساءلة المرتكزة على الامتحانات، وضعف الهياكل متعددة التخصصات، وغياب أطر واضحة لدمج STEAM في تعليم القراءة والكتابة. اتسمت ممارسات القيادة بطابع بنائي وداعم، لكنها كانت غالبًا غير رسمية وغير منهجية. وتخلص الدراسة إلى أن دمجًا فعّالًا بين STEAM وتعليم القراءة والكتابة يتطلب تعزيز قدرات القيادة، ووضع سياسات تقييم متسقة، وتوفير تعلم مهني مستمر، وإنشاء هياكل مدرسية داعمة مثل مجتمعات التعلم المهنية والتوجيه التعليمي. وتشمل حدود الدراسة صِغر حجم العينة واقتصارها على مدرسة واحدة. ويوصي البحث بدراسات مستقبلية تشمل مدارس متعددة وتتبع التغيرات طويلة المدى في ممارسات القيادة. 
الكلمات المفتاحية: القيادة التعليمية؛ دمج STEAM والقرائية؛ مهارات القرن الحادي والعشرين؛ الابتكار في المناهج؛ رؤية الإمارات 2031؛ تنفيذ السياسات
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[bookmark: _Toc220473241]1.1.1 Global Progress and Persistent Inequities 
Over the last century, education has been recognised as one of the most powerful tools with a significant impact on human development, and it has undergone remarkable expansion worldwide (Deshmane & Thombre, 2024). Today, almost nine out of ten children are enrolled in primary schools, a figure that surpasses any other point in history (UNESCO, 2021). This development marks an unprecedented achievement in reflecting the success of international efforts, such as the Education for All movement and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 4) (Reimers, 2024). However, despite this remarkable progress, access to high-quality education remains incomplete and inequitable. Around 250 million children remain out of primary education, particularly in low-income contexts, and among those enrolled, millions are failing to acquire even basic literacy and numeracy skills (UNESCO, 2021). According to the OECD (2019), results from the OECD Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) reveal that a large number of 15-year-old students struggle to comprehend texts beyond the most basic levels. 
This indicates that many young people, despite the years of schooling, leave the system without the demanding tools required for complex societies (Akour & Alenezi, 2022). Moreover, this challenge is not just for young children and adolescents, but it is also exacerbated by literacy gaps that persist into adulthood. Evidence shows that the literacy rates remain below 75% in lower-middle-income countries and just over 55% in the poorest nations (World Bank, 2022). These challenges are further compounded by gender disparities, especially for the poor. More than two in five women remain illiterate, and one in five children are excluded from primary schooling altogether. These figures demonstrate that the development in the education field is not literally translated into equitable access to meaningful learning; therefore, the promise of quality and inclusive education for all remains unfulfilled (UNESCO, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473242]1.1.2 Beyond Basic Literacies: Why the 21st Century Demands More
This challenge goes beyond literacy and foundational skills. International assessments reveal that many students are also failing to acquire the broader competencies required to navigate contemporary societies (Karimova et al., 2024). Cross-national studies conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) and the OECD highlight weaknesses in civic literacy, global competence, and socio-emotional learning (OECD, 2019). These competencies—Critical thinking, Collaboration, Creativity, Citizenship, Communication, and Character—are now regarded as essential for students (Novia et al., 2024). This is because they are required to analyse the problems critically, think analytically, collaborate effectively, and act with empathy and responsibility within knowledge-based economies. 
UNESCO’s Reimaging Our Future Together: A New Social Contract for Education (2021) emphasises that education must extend beyond traditional knowledge to promote human dignity, sustainability, and cooperation. Similarly, the OECD’s Learning Compass 2030 (2019) describes the competencies that the young need to thrive, such as creating new value, reconciling tensions and dilemmas, and taking responsibilities for their communities (OECD, 2019). Furthermore, these frameworks align closely with the 6Cs of 21st-century learning identified by Fullan (2014): critical thinking, creativity, character, citizenship, collaboration, and communication. Together, they underscore the importance of transforming education to reflect not only narrow academic outcomes but also to nurture the wider capabilities that enable the young to contribute meaningfully, adapt creatively, and thrive in contemporary societies (Swargiary, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473243]1.1.3 Teachers are the Heart of Quality Education 
Achieving this transformation requires more than frameworks; it depends on teachers, who are indispensable in turning the promise of access into the reality of quality learning (Kindy et al., 2024). Research by Rais and Wibowo (2025) shows that teachers are the most significant drivers who influence the students’ learning outcomes. According to UNESCO (2021), insufficient instructional quality is one of the key push factors that cause students to leave school before completion. Therefore, teachers can inspire and nurture learners not only through their individual skills and knowledge, but also when supported by structures of recognition, autonomy, and professional development provided to them (Han, 2021). This requires a continuum of support by selecting talented candidates and providing them with rigorous preparation, ensuring ongoing opportunities for professional growth, and recognising career pathways that honour both teaching expertise and leadership contributions (Lapcharoen, 2021). However, many educational systems fall short. In some contexts, teacher appointments are driven by politics rather than merit (Kapelela, 2025). Teacher education programmes may be unfunded or treated as revenue resources rather than engines of professional growth (Zeichner, 2017). These realities underscore the point that while teachers are the heart of education, they cannot transform the education system alone (UNESCO, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc220473244]1.1.4 Leadership as the Critical Lever
This is where leadership becomes significant. Strong leadership provides the bridge between the educational goals and the classroom practices (Pont, 2008). Leaders are the ones who set the vision, are responsible for the process, allocate resources, and encourage the teachers to implement new methods and practices in their classrooms (Nadeem, 2024). Without leadership, innovations such as STEAM integration or the embedding of 21st-century competencies remain an unauthentic initiative and are hardly translated into actual practices (Deák & Kumar, 2024). Flood (2021) pinpoints how educational leaders have been vocal about this. Michael Fullan (2012) stresses that meaningful deep learning depends on leaders who cultivate environments where collaboration is encouraged. Furthermore, Shirley et al. (2020) highlight the importance of sustainable leadership that not only imposes a quick fix but also builds long-term change. UNESCO’s Reimagining Our Future Together (2021) in Chapter 6 states that schools should maintain their role in promoting equity and inclusion, while also adapting environments that encourage innovation and creativity. This dual responsibility requires leadership that not only protects the school’s role as a safe environment but also drives forward new practices to ensure students are prepared for the complexities of the future (Nadeem, 2024). 	Comment by Damian Barnett: Year of publication required.	Comment by RaNiä Al-TâNNa: Done 	Comment by Damian Barnett [2]: Checked.
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To summarise, the global community has made significant strides in the field of education; however, the challenge of equity and quality remains as a barrier (Eden et al., 2024). According to Purwanto et al. (2023), students require more than basic literacy to thrive and to acquire the competencies necessary for the future. They must develop a broader set of skills, such as the 6Cs, to accomplish their goals and achieve success effectively. Teachers are essential in delivering these competencies, yet their effectiveness is contingent on systemic support, recognition, and preparation (Nouri et al., 2021). Leadership emerges as a pivotal element that transforms policy into practice and empowers educators to ensure such innovations are effectively implemented (Kamara & Burhanuddin, 2025). In the UAE context, as mentioned by Al Saadi and Atef (2024), where national visions demand the incorporation of global competencies, leadership plays a crucial role in ensuring that curriculum innovation in literacy, and particularly the integration of STEAM and 21st-century skills, offers one pathway to align classrooms with these overarching visions (Isabirye et al., 2025). However, the success of such innovations will only be achieved if leaders are adequately prepared to embed, sustain, and guide this substantial change (Kamara & Burhanuddin, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473246]1.2 STEAM–Literacy Integration: A Global Perspective 
Around the world, education systems are increasingly adopting interdisciplinary models; they are moving on from teaching reading and writing as isolated subjects (Warkentien et al., 2022). That is why the focus nowadays is on integrating literacy with science, technology, engineering, the arts, and mathematics—what we call STEAM (Park, 2021). This integration seeks not only to enhance student engagement but also to equip learners with the competencies necessary for development in the 21st century (González-Pérez & Ramírez-Montoya, 2022). Traditional literacy approaches have tended to focus on comprehension, which involves the decoding and interpretation of texts (Freebody, 2007). However, in contemporary contexts, literacy should be understood as the ability to analyse, interpret, synthesise, and communicate across diverse models of real-life challenges (Agustina & Ro'isatin, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473247]1.2.1 Finland: Phenomenon-Based Learning
According to Schaffar and Wolff (2024), Finland’s phenomenon-based learning (PhBL) exemplifies how literacy can be integrated across multiple disciplines. For example, in Finland, learners are not sitting in separate classes for each subject; instead, they are actively engaged through inquiry-driven projects that combine scientific data, historical narratives, and social issues, using literacy as a tool to interpret evidence and communicate solutions within these interdisciplinary contexts (Schaffar & Wolff, 2024). Through this approach, learners can extend beyond basic comprehension by interpreting, analysing, and articulating ideas across a range of subject areas, promoting a deeper and meaningful understanding of various contents (Qasserras, 2023). Nevertheless, the successful implementation of PhBL relies heavily on effective leadership. It is undeniable that school leaders play a pivotal role by organising timetables, guiding the integration process, and designing and creating assessment models that value the inquiry process over rote recall (Kennedy & Odell, 2024). This example reflects what the UAE Vision 2031 highlights. It resonates with the importance of innovation and interdisciplinary learning (Alowais & Suliman, 2025). However, in reality, classrooms frequently remain divided, with literacy taught independently from science or the arts (Relmasira et al., 2023). Strong leadership is needed to bridge the gap that makes real collaboration and interdisciplinary projects possible (Nwulu et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473248]1.2.2 Canada: Embedding the 6Cs
In Canada, the commitment to integrating 21st-century competencies is evident in the educational approaches of provinces such as Ontario and British Columbia (Amadi, 2023). These provinces have embedded Michael Fullan’s 6Cs—critical thinking, communication, collaboration, creativity, citizenship, and character—into their curricula. Literacy is reframed, as mentioned by Deveaux (2023), not only to focus on decoding words and grasping their literal meaning but to also include digital texts, ethical reasoning, and collaborative inquiry, all of which are designed to promote the ownership of their learning. According to Redhead (2023), leadership has been essential in this transformation. The leadership is not limited to the school leaders; it also extends to the provincial policymakers who have been responsible for implementing this overarching vision for education reform. By designing professional development, aligning resources, and promoting cultures, the integration of the 6Cs into literacy instruction has become an important element of Canadian education, ensuring that students are equipped with the necessary skills for contemporary society (Dong, 2022). For the UAE, this model aligns with what Centennial 2071 calls for, which represents the development of competencies, aligning with the 6Cs (Christensen, 2024). But, because of the pressure of the standardised exams, such as MAP or CAT4, teachers often return to traditional drills (Nava, 2021). To address this, leaders must ensure that preparing students for the future and maintaining academic standards are achieved. In this way, leaders balance multiple educational objectives (Leithwood, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473249]1.2.3 Singapore: Applied Literacy 
Singapore has an advanced model of applied literacy, where students are reading texts that are tied to real-world problem-solving contexts and challenges (Patel et al., 2024). According to Atkinson (2024), students, for example, might study sustainability by analysing the text, and then they use the design thinking process, especially the prototypes, to design a solution to reduce energy use. This approach succeeds because leadership happens at two levels: the ministry of education aligns the curriculum, teacher training, and assessment, while school leaders cultivate a school culture where teachers can feel safe to apply and try new things (Mizusawa, 2021). The UAE similarly promotes innovation, but effective leadership at the school is crucial for ensuring that these policies are not just words on paper, but rather translate policy frameworks into classroom practices that connect literacy and STEAM in meaningful ways (Dawood, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473250]1.2.4 What These Examples Tell Us About Leadership
Finland, Canada, and Singapore demonstrate that integrating literacy into STEAM is achievable (Rezaei et al., 2022), but that it only succeeds when the leaders make it possible. Policies set the vision, principals provide teachers with the time and resources they need, and teacher leaders inspire and motivate their colleagues (Oppi et al., 2023). If leadership is absent or fragmented, STEAM–literacy integration risks becoming isolated projects with limited impact (Barnes & Marlatt, 2024). For the UAE, the same is true. National strategies already emphasise innovation and future competencies, but it is the leaders who determine whether these initiatives become real practice or remain fragmented (Ahmed et al., 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473251]1.3 Leadership in Curriculum Innovation
[bookmark: _Toc220473252]1.3.1 The Centrality of Leadership 
While teachers play a vital role in influencing student learning, leaders are considered the second most significant factor affecting student outcomes (Leithwood et al., 2004). Leaders establish the conditions by setting the right vision, allocating resources effectively, and cultivating professional cultures. This enables teachers to feel supported when adopting new ideas (Sliwka et al., 2024). In STEAM–literacy integration, leadership ensures moving beyond isolated projects and guarantees that interdisciplinary approaches are embedded in the school routine (Alkhatib, 2025). Within the UAE context, the bridging role is critical: leaders must translate national initiatives such as UAE Vision 2031 and Centennial 2071 into practical realities in classrooms, even when standardised testing and traditional teaching methods remain dominant (Alwari, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc220473253]1.3.2 Leadership Approaches 
Scholarship identifies several forms of leadership that relate to curriculum innovation. Instructional leadership emphasises high-quality teaching, curriculum alignment, and assessment practices (Meng, 2023). Transformational leadership focuses on inspiring teachers and cultivating a shared vision for change (Sliwka, 2024). Distributed leadership involves collaborative decision-making and highlights the importance of shared responsibility among all stakeholders within the educational community (Nadeem, 2024). For STEAM–literacy integration, leaders need to combine more than one approach to achieve sustainable innovations (Syahmani et al.,2021). By blending these methods, leaders ensure and maintain literacy standards while enabling creativity, inquiry, and cross-curricular collaboration among staff and students (Isabirye et al., 2025). In the UAE, many school principals are primarily trained as administrators. As a result, developing these blended leadership approaches remains essential to achieve such ambitions of STEAM–literacy integration (Christensen, 2024). This ensures that while educational standards are maintained, there is also adequate space for collaborative practice within schools (Nadeem, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473254]1.3.3 Leadership for 21st-Century Competencies 
Ultimately, leadership determines whether schools remain tied to the conventional models or move forward to reflect and meet the demands of today’s challenges (Kezar, 2023). According to Fullan (2019), effective leaders build trust, collaboration, and professional autonomy that enable teachers to integrate competencies such as critical thinking, creativity, and citizenship into literacy. In the UAE, this requires a great shift from compliance management towards empowering leadership that allows teachers to innovate in ways that match the country’s vision for innovation and global competitiveness (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473255]1.4 The 6Cs in Reading Comprehension 
[bookmark: _Toc220473256]1.4.1 From Leadership to Literacy Competencies 
As highlighted in section 1.3, leaders are the cornerstones of the educational community; they are the ones who determine whether educational innovation remains nominal or becomes embedded in real practices (Alkhatib, 2025). One of the most effective frameworks for aligning literacy with 21st-century learning is Michael Fullan’s (2014) 6Cs: critical thinking, collaboration, character, creativity, citizenship, and communication. While the 6Cs were framed within the wider educational system, applying them to literacy, particularly reading comprehension, provides an opportunity to reshape how the students engage with the texts (Dong, 2022). By integrating the 6Cs, educators will offer a valuable approach to reading comprehension practices, which will promote analytical and reflective reading habits, and empower learners to connect what they read to the real-world situation, preparing them to meet the complexity of 21st-century challenges (Kapkır, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473257]1.4.2 Defining the 6Cs in a Literacy Context
According to Sulaiman and Mansyur (2023), each of the 6Cs enriches reading comprehension when it is embedded in curriculum design. Learners practice critical thinking when questioning assumptions and analysing arguments within texts (Chatfield, 2022); creativity encourages students to generate alternative endings; collaboration promotes peer inquiry and dialogic reading practices; communication develops clarity in expressing understanding and builds more confidence (Strobel, 2023); citizenship links text to social and ethical issues, so they are aware of the society’s challenges; and character builds perseverance and empathy through sustained engagement with diverse perspectives (Burieva, 2025). According to Allen (2023), leaders who entail these dimensions in reading instruction enable teachers to move beyond worksheets and design richer reading experiences. Therefore, learners can grow personally and academically. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473258]1.4.3 Connecting the 6Cs, STEAM, and Inquiry 
The implementation of the 6Cs perfectly aligns with STEAM-based inquiry (Cornwell, 2023). For instance, reading informational texts on planetary exploration requires critical thinking to evaluate evidence, collaboration to discuss in groups, and creativity to design a model or a poster. These practices reflect global innovations (Atkinson, 2024). Reading, as mentioned in Reading for Pleasure Practices in School by Oxley and McGeown (2023), stops being a silent or individual reading, but becomes part of the inquiry process. Countries such as Finland and Singapore are already applying these concepts to their educational system, and this is achieved because of the successful enactment of leadership (Al Thani, 2024). In the UAE, leaders must not only allow teachers to follow standards on papers but also actively encourage cross-disciplinary reading projects that connect literacy with scientific, technological, and ethical issues relevant to students’ lives (Alalawi, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc220473259]1.4.4 Towards Future-Ready Literacy 
At its best, embedding the 6Cs into reading comprehension requires leadership that shifts their mindset from procedural to purposeful literacy (Dong, 2022). By supporting teachers, leaders transform reading into a dynamic process that equips students for critical participation and lifelong learning (Allen, 2023). In the UAE, such leadership ensures that literacy instruction contributes directly to the national goals of innovation and global citizenship (Leonard, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473260]1.5 Linking the Global to the Local: The UAE Policy Context and Local Realities 
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has made education the cornerstone of its plans by integrating it into long-term strategies, such as Vision 2031 and the Centennial Plan 2071 (Alwari, 2024). These policies highlight innovation, sustainability, and global competencies as the central pillars for preparing students to succeed in a rapidly evolving, knowledge-based economy (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). At the policy level, the UAE’s initiatives align with global frameworks, such as UNESCO’s Reimagining our Futures Together: A New Social Contract for Education (2021), and the OECD’s Compass 2030, which emphasize the importance of skills like creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and global citizenship (Mansilla & Schleicher, 2022). However, according to Alalawi (2024), the transition of these policies into real practices remains rhetorical. Many UAE primary schools still depend on traditional approaches, such as vocabulary drills, memorisation, and teacher-led questioning (Setiawan, 2024). While these methods develop foundational skills, they do not fully prepare students for the complex demands of the 21st century and integrate literacy meaningfully with STEAM-based learning (Papadopoulou, 2024). The gap between vision and practice makes leadership more important than ever (Parker et al., 2022). Leaders are often described as the bridge between policy and practice. In the UAE, principals and school leaders need to create space for inquiry, encourage teamwork across disciplines, and design assessment practices that value creativity as well as foundational literacy (Al Shamsi, 2021). Yet, the reality is tough: pressures from standardised tests like MAP and CAT4 often push teachers back to rote learning (Gosnell, 2023). On top of that, many teachers have been trained in teaching subjects as an isolated discipline, not in blending literacy with STEAM (Boice et al., 2024).	Comment by Damian Barnett: Is this the complete title of the framework? If feels like the main part of the title is missing.	Comment by RaNiä Al-TâNNa: Done 
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While international scholarship has explored the benefits of STEAM integration (González-Pérez & Ramírez-Montoya, 2022), and the value of the 6Cs and their implications to promote 21st-century competencies (Fullan, 2014), there is limited research on how leadership enables these innovations in the UAE context (Agarwal & Gupta, 2021). Existing studies often focus on the teacher practices and students’ outcomes, but few studies examine how principals and curriculum leaders create the conditions for integrating STEAM and the 6Cs into literacy instruction (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). That is a significant gap, as leadership directly shapes whether national policies can be translated to become real implications for sustainable classroom practice (Leithwood, 2021). This study addresses that gap by investigating how leadership understanding, practices, and school contexts influence the integration of STEAM and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction (Abbas et al., 2024). By analysing interviews, observations, and school documents, the study provides a grounded account of how policy ambitions are interpreted and enacted in everyday school practices (Baroudi & Abi Haidar, 2025). 
The study is framed by five leadership theories, which together offer a comprehensive lens for understanding how leaders cultivate vision, distribute responsibility, support teaching, respond to contextual pressures, and promote ethical, human-centred innovation (Subrahmanyam, 2025). These frameworks make it possible to examine whether leadership practices in UAE schools support STEAM–literacy integration or whether they remain aspirational. 
The UAE provides a unique context for this investigation. Its rapid national development, ambitious educational reforms, and diverse school population create both opportunities and constraints for innovation-led leadership (Alseiari, 2024). While the policy environment strongly promotes creativity, collaboration, and global citizenship, school-level pressures such as inspection requirements, pacing guides, and high-stakes assessments often limit teachers’ autonomy (Lim, 2025). This tension makes the UAE an important site for understanding not just what the policies intend, but also how leadership translates or struggles to translate those intentions into authentic, future-oriented learning experiences (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473261]1.6 The Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions
The purpose of the study is to investigate how educational leadership influences the integration of STEAM principles and the 6Cs of 21st-century learning—critical thinking, communication, collaboration, citizenship, character, and creativity—within literacy instruction in UAE primary schools (Abbas et al., 2024). Specifically, the study aims to examine how principals and curriculum leaders design, support, and sustain curriculum innovation that aligns with the national education goals for innovation, equity, and global competence (Sliwka et al., 2024). 
To achieve this aim, the study will: 
· Explore how UAE school leaders view their role in promoting literacy innovation with STEAM and 21st-century skills (Abbas et al., 2024).
· Investigate the strategies and practices employed to embed STEAM and the 6Cs within literacy instruction (Park, 2021). 
· Identify the challenges and other factors that affect the implication of STEAM–literacy integration at the school level (Park, 2021). 
· Offer practical recommendations for how leadership can bridge the gap between UAE education policies and what actually happens in schools (Alwari, 2024). 
Building on these objectives, the study is guided by the following research questions:
1. How do school leaders in UAE primary schools understand their roles in integrating STEAM and 21st-century competencies into literacy instruction?
2. What leadership practices and strategies facilitate or hinder the integration of STEAM and the 6Cs into literacy teaching?
3. How can leaders be better supported to ensure these innovations align with the UAE’s national educational goals and global citizenship?
By addressing these questions, the study will contribute to a deeper understanding of how educational leadership can bridge the gap between policy and classroom practices, ensuring that literacy, STEAM, and 21st-century competencies are integrated within UAE schools (Abbas et al., 2024). Ultimately, the chapter has established the national and global rationale for this investigation, clarified why leadership is central to innovation, and outlined the aim and objectives of the study (Bolden, 2023). What becomes clear is that the UAE’s educational vision is ambitious, but its successful enactment depends on leaders’ capacity to transform these aspirations into meaningful learning experiences for young learners (Ahmed et al., 2024).
Having framed the purpose, significance, and research questions, the next step is to explore how existing scholarship has conceptualised educational leadership, STEAM integration, and 21st-century learning both globally and within the UAE. Chapter Two, therefore, reviews the theoretical and empirical literature that informs this study, identifies gaps in current knowledge, and develops the conceptual framework that guides the research.


[bookmark: _Toc220473262]Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter builds on the previous discussion by examining theoretical and empirical perspectives on educational leadership and curriculum innovation. It focuses on how leadership affects the integration of STEAM education and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction, translating the policies into authentic school practices. The chapter is organised into three main sections: the role of leadership, followed by key leadership models that are relevant to STEAM integration. It then synthesises the empirical evidence from both global and UAE contexts, concluding by presenting the theoretical and conceptual framework that guides the present study. Collectively, these sections build a strong foundation for understanding how leadership plays a pivotal role in linking education policy and innovative literacy practices. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473263]2.1 The Role of Educational Leadership in Curriculum Innovation 
Educational leadership is not just about managing people or following policies; it concerns creating purpose, inspiring teachers, and guiding innovation (Bush, 2020). Existing research has consistently identified leadership as the second most influential factor in schools affecting student outcomes and instructional practices (Leithwood et al., 2004). What makes a leader effective is not only authority, but it is also characterised by vision, trust, and the capacity to empower instructors and teachers to innovate confidently. As Christensen (2024) underscores, a strong leader transforms schools into ecosystems and cultures of creativity where inquiry and experimentation are encouraged, rather than feared, thereby promoting pedagogical innovation. 
As highlighted by the OECD (2008), leadership has evolved from the hierarchical model towards a shared and rational process. In such contexts, this emphasises that a school flourishes when leadership is distributed across school principals, teacher leaders, and curriculum teams who share collective responsibility for improving learning outcomes (Nadeem, 2024). Empirical evidence from Lee (2025) demonstrates that collaborative, values-driven leadership cultivates trust and teacher efficacy, essential for implementing cross-disciplinary innovations such as STEAM-integrated literacy instruction. 
Building on this perspective, empirical studies suggest that the effectiveness of distributed leadership depends on three interdependent dimensions: enabling a clear vision, building professional capacity, and adapting reforms to local contexts (Leithwood, 2021). In Finland, Qasserras (2023) observed that leaders designed flexible timetables to support phenomenon-based learning; and in Singapore, Atkinson (2024) found principals who aligned inquiry projects with real-world literacy tasks. Together, these studies show how successful leaders translate collaborative values into concrete strategies that connect innovation to everyday classroom practices. 
Beyond these structural and pedagogical strategies, emerging research suggests that effective innovation also requires a deeper moral and ecological dimension in their work. Deák and Kumar (2024) advance the concept of ecohumanist leadership, which integrates innovation with ethical and ecological consciousness. This approach moves beyond technical or performance-based views of school improvement by highlighting the moral, emotional, and environmental responsibilities of leaders (Harrison & Stevenson, 2024). According to Nolan et al. (2025), ecohumanist leaders act as ethical guides who promote creativity, sustainability, and empathy while assisting learners in developing character and global awareness. In this study, the ecohumanist perspective offers a useful way to understand leadership as both a driver of innovation and a guardian of human and ecological well-being (Pencarelli et al., 2023). This aligns closely with reform agendas like UAE Vision 2031, which calls for creativity, character, and global citizenship as educational outcomes (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). 
However, turning this moral and innovation into practice depends on how school leaders interpret and apply such ideas in their own contexts (Rai & Beresford-Dey, 2023). In the UAE, research shows that many school principals still focus on administrative and managerial tasks rather than teaching and learning (Hill, 2020; Alalawi, 2024). This limits their ability to promote creative and inquiry-based approaches such as STEAM–literacy integration. Isabirye et al. (2025) argue that for innovation to succeed, school leaders must act as instructional designers to empower teachers, encourage collaboration, and create an environment where experimentation and reflection are valued. In this sense, the UAE’s educational reforms will only achieve their full potential when leadership moves beyond compliance and embraces a more centred, learning-focused model (Hill, 2020). 
Achieving this transformation requires leaders who can reconcile external accountability with the cultivation of creativity, ethical responsibility, and collaborative learning. Parker et al. (2022) argue that leadership for future-ready education requires balancing accountability frameworks with creativity and ethical citizenship. This aligns with the OECD’s (2019) conceptualisation of leaders as learning architects who mediate between policy design and classroom enactment by designing systems where teachers can experiment, collaborate, and grow. 
Synthesising the reviewed literature, leadership emerges as the principal mechanism translating the theory into action (Weiner & Lamb, 2020). Studies demonstrate that leaders who design collaborative cultures empower teacher agency and sustain innovation, whereas compliance-driven approaches often limit meaningful change (Sangwa & Mutabazi, 2025). Within the UAE, cultivating pedagogical and adaptive leadership is essential for embedding STEAM and the 6Cs within literacy instruction and achieving national educational goals (Papadopoulou, 2024). However, despite strong global evidence linking leadership to educational innovation, limited empirical research examines how these dynamics unfold within the UAE (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). While national frameworks emphasise innovation, little is known about how school leaders translate these goals into literacy-based classroom practice (Freebody, 2007). This gap calls for exploring how principals nd curriculum teams bridge policy with authentic, future-ready learning (Swargiary, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473264]2.2 Leadership Practices Shaping STEAM and 21st-Century Literacy Integration
Building on the conceptual foundations outlined in the previous section, this section examines empirically documented leadership practices that facilitate or hinder the integration of STEAM and the 6Cs within literacy instruction (Papadopoulou, 2024). The reviewed scholarship shifts the focus from theoretical models of leadership to practical enactments, highlighting how principals and curriculum leaders translate policies into pedagogical actions (Weiner & Lamb, 2020). Educational innovation emerges not from policy documents but from leaders who create cultures of inquiry, reflection, and creativity that sustain curriculum innovation (Isabirye et al., 2025). Such a process often begins with strong instructional leadership where principals guide teachers’ professional growth, align classroom practice with goals, and model the habits of inquiry and reflection they wish to see (He et al., 2024). Instructional leadership forms the foundation of effective STEAM–literacy integration (Ng et al., 2022). Empirical work in the UAE, such as Rai and Beresford-Dey (2023) and Hill (2020), demonstrates that principals who mentor staff, conduct reflective observations, and engage in inquiry dialogues enable teachers to align the literacy objectives with STEAM initiatives. Similarly, Freebody (2007) found that leaders who model inquiry and establish feedback cycles reposition teachers as co-designers rather than implementers. This individualised mentoring extends into systemic collaboration through professional learning communities (PLCs) (Pashmforoosh, 2021). 
PLCs formalise collaborative inquiry and joint accountability for integrating literacy and STEAM practices (Armwood, 2023). Poltl (2024) shows that in schools where PLCs are nurtured, teachers co-plan lessons, test new STEAM–literacy strategies, and learn from each other’s experiences. Research on strategic leadership highlights that PLCs provide the structural and temporal conditions necessary for teachers to design, test, and refine STEAM-based literacy projects collaboratively (Ahmed et al., 2024), while Warkentien et al.’s (2022) study “Interdisciplinary Education Landscape Analysis” evidences leaders who formalise interdisciplinary PLCs; bringing together teachers from science, English, and technology; and promote coherence between the literacy objectives and 21st-century competencies. In this way, collaboration serves as the engine of sustainable innovation, ensuring that change goes beyond the lifespan of individual initiatives (González-Pérez & Ramírez-Montoya, 2022). 
Beyond structural collaboration, culturally responsive leadership broadens reform to encompass ethical and global dimensions. Leadership grounded in cultural responsiveness and global competence reframes literacy as a vehicle for ethical awareness, intercultural understanding, and sustainable thinking (Ruiz, 2023). Mansilla and Schleicher (2022) describe global competence as a “literacy for the twenty-first century”, enabling learners to understand global issues, value different perspectives, and act responsibly across cultures. The report emphasises that literacy extends beyond decoding to include empathy, intercultural dialogue, and responsibility through engagement with authentic global problems (Sun, 2023). When leaders bring such a vision into their schools, they empower the teachers to design lessons that link language learning to real-world challenges such as sustainability, migration, and social justice (Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2017). Similarly, Pencarelli et al. (2023) introduce the concept of eco-global leadership, which combines ethics, empathy, and environmental care. They describe these leaders as moral guides who combine creativity with sustainability. In this light, ecohumanist leadership builds emotional intelligence and social responsibility, shaping learners to think critically. This perspective aligns with the UAE Vision 2031, which prioritises creativity, character, and citizenship as central educational outcomes (Dawood, 2024). Within this reform agenda, culturally responsive and eco-global leadership offers a coherent framework for linking literacy instruction to the national goals, transforming schools into spaces where ethical imagination and innovation are mutually reinforced and connected (Dawood, 2024). 
As digital transformation accelerates, leadership must integrate ethical reflection into technological innovation (Suljic, 2025). Krystallis and Jasim (2023) conceptualise educational leaders as architects of innovation ecosystems, building environments where technology, pedagogy, and collaboration intersect to promote creativity and inclusion. Leaders who create such ecosystems enable teachers to experiment with digital tools that support inquiry-based literacy and STEAM instruction (Deák & Kumar, 2024). In this context, leadership shifts the role of technology to one that serves learning, creativity, and professional development rather than creating pressure or imposing procedural requirements (Fullan, 2007). Christensen (2024) echoes this view, asserting that reflective leadership transforms digital transformation into a collaborative process, encouraging professional inquiry and shared learning. In contrast, Krystallis and Jasim (2023) and Sangwa and Mutabazi (2025) warn that innovation without reflection can affect the process by burdening the teachers rather than empowering them. Therefore, the advances in the principles of innovation with integrity emphasise that technology integration must be rooted in ethical, inclusive, and humanistic values. By promoting ethical awareness alongside digital skills, leaders ensure that teachers and learners use innovation to build more compassionate, connected classrooms (Rebecchi et al., 2024). Within the UAE context, such reflective and ethically grounded digital leadership is critical. While national agendas promote digital transformation, their success depends on leaders who connect technological innovation with pedagogical depth and ethical awareness (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). By embedding reflection and collaboration within digital-STEAM practices, leaders enable teachers to align innovation with the UAE Vision 2031 that prioritises creativity, character, and global citizenship (Christensen, 2024). 
Despite these practices, structural and policy constraints continue to hinder innovation. Rai and Beresford-Dey (2023) and Hill (2020) highlight that inspection pressure and centralisation pull leaders back into paperwork and leave little room for creativity, mentoring, risk-taking, or pedagogical practices. Al Saadi and Atef (2024) found that many principals still act as administrators, while Abbas et al. (2024) highlight how rigid exam systems, language diversity, and accountability pressures make it difficult for teachers to implement integrated STEAM–literacy approaches. Collectively, these findings reveal that leadership innovation is not only a matter of vision but also of structural freedom (Sliwka et al., 2024). In other words, principals can lead creatively when the policy environments cultivate professional trust, flexibility, and distributed agency that guide the leaders in translating reform aspirations into classroom transformation (Nadeem, 2024). Nevertheless, leadership remains the determining force shaping whether reform truly takes root in classroom practice. Even within complex systems, it is leadership that decides whether innovation lives or fades (Fullan, 2012). 
In synthesis, the reviewed evidence portrays leadership not just as administrative coordination but as the engine of educational innovation, a dynamic process that integrates ethics, collaboration, and adaptability to balance accountability with creativity (Nadeem, 2024). Despite the global evidence, empirical understanding within the UAE remains limited (Alalawi, 2024). Future studies need to explore how leaders adopt adaptive and distributed approaches to make STEAM and the 6Cs’ integration sustainable within literacy teaching (Christensen, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473265]2.3 Supporting Leaders to Align Innovation With the UAE National Goals and Global Citizenship
The success of educational reform depends on the degree to which leaders are supported in translating the macro-level policy into micro-level practices, which focus on the meaningful pedagogical actions (Madhuri, 2025). Emerging research in the UAE demonstrates that leadership support must extend beyond managerial training through teamwork, mentoring, and professional learning, elements that ensure meaningful alignment with the UAE Vision 2031 (Aldabbas & Alzoukani, 2025). Collaborative and participatory leadership forms a critical dimension of reform alignment. Findings from Al Shamsi (2021) underscore that principals who involve teachers in shared decisions and promote teamwork establish collective efficacy within their school. This distributive model transforms teamwork into an organisational literacy that reforms sustainability and aligns classroom innovation with national educational priorities (Kamara & Burhanuddin, 2025). Further empirical evidence from Alalawi’s (2024) study, “The Implementation of STEAM in Mathematics Classrooms in Abu Dhabi”, reinforces the necessity of context-responsive leadership development. Principals who engage in coaching, collaborative planning, and reflective mentoring enable teachers to bridge national innovation competencies with literacy and moral education frameworks. The study calls for professional development that helps leaders integrate pedagogical design and curriculum translation to bridge macro policy with classroom practices (Alalawi, 2024).
While context-responsive leadership equips principals to bridge policy and practice, sustaining innovation requires equal attention to the well-being of teachers and the organisational climate (Neufeld, 2025). Without emotional and professional sustainability, even the most well-designed reforms risk losing their transformative potential (Neufeld, 2025). González-Pérez and Ramírez-Montoya (2022) and Shirley et al. (2020) both emphasise that the development of well-being literacy among leaders equips them to balance innovation with care, manage staff resilience, and cultivate safe professional cultures. When leaders feel mentally supported and ethically grounded, they are more capable of learning transformative practices that value creativity and care alongside performance (de Souza Sant’Anna, 2023). Leadership support also extends to ethical and global citizenship training. Evidence from Al Thani (2024) and Tang et al. (2025) demonstrates that leadership preparation programmes must blend eco-global awareness, digital ethics, and intercultural competence. These competencies mirror the UAE Vision 2031’s moral and civic dimensions, linking literacy and STEAM innovation with the cultivation of responsible global citizenship (Galindo Moreno, 2024). 
Finally, the reviewed evidence agrees that systemic support through policy coherence, trust, and inter-school networks is what maintains innovation (Brown et al., 2024). Leaders thrive when they are trusted as learning architects who design and adapt collaboratively rather than follow top-down mandates (James et al., 2007). Sustainable reform requires not just training individual principals but creating ecosystems where leadership, policy, and pedagogy interact to align innovation with both national reform and global citizenship values (Adeoye et al., 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473266]2.4 The Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework of this study integrates multiple leadership perspectives that demonstrate how principals and curriculum teams translate educational policies into sustained pedagogical practice (Nadeem, 2024). The frameworks of transformational, distributed, adaptive, context-responsive, instructional, collaborative and participatory, ecohumanist, ethical–global, and reflective digital leadership offer a comprehensive lens through which leadership innovation in the UAE can be examined (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024; Ahmed et al., 2024). Collectively, these perspectives depict leadership as visionary, rational, pedagogical, and ethically grounded qualities essential for embedding STEAM–literacy integration within national objectives for creativity and global citizenship (Leonard, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473267]2.4.1 Transformational Leadership 
As education systems have pursued large-scale reform, the concept of transformational leadership was initially recognised by Burns (1978) as a moral and motivational force that elevates others towards a higher moral purpose, rather than relying on control or compliance. This concept was later expanded by Bass and Avolio (1994) to include the four dimensions of transformational behaviour—idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration—thereby framing leadership as a balance between vision, innovation, and personal growth (Sliwka et al., 2024). Recent research has further advanced this paradigm; Adeoye et al. (2025) argue that transformational leadership in education must extend beyond this structural reform to include empathy, trust, and collective well-being. Similarly, de Souza Sant’Anna (2023) redefines transformation through ethics, emotional awareness, and justice-oriented decision-making. Together, these perspectives position transformational leadership as a catalyst for sustaining innovation and well-being in schools (Adeoye et al., 2025). In the UAE context, this aligns with UAE Vision 2031, which emphasises creativity, character, and responsibility as foundations for national educational transformation (Alwari, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473268]2.4.2 Distributed Leadership 
Distributed leadership reframes leadership as an interactive process. Spillane (2006) explains that leadership does not mean holding the power; it is something that happens through people working interdependently to achieve a common goal, and this extends across principals, teachers, and curriculum teams. Empirical evidence from Pashmforoosh (2021) found that in the UAE international schools, distributed leadership is used through mentoring and team-led inquiry. These practices turn leadership into a shared effort where teachers and learners learn from each other (Leithwood, 2021). However, the study notes that this works best when the school culture encourages trust and autonomy (Nadeem, 2024). Neufeld (2025) adds that distributed leadership also builds professional learning systems. When teachers and leaders reflect together, schools become learning communities (Leithwood et al., 2021). Collectively, these findings help schools move from the hierarchical policy to participatory reform that bridges between the teachers’ ideas and national goals. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473269]2.4.3 Collaborative and Participatory Leadership 
Collaborative and participatory leadership expands upon the distributed leadership model by emphasising not only the shared distribution of roles but also the moral and dialogic engagement among all the stakeholders (Modha, 2021). As Gunter (2005) explains, leadership emerges through meaning-making and relational trust, transforming schools into participatory communities of practice (Wilkins, 2023). Empirical evidence from Al Shamsi (2021) supports Gunter’s conception, demonstrating that principals who cultivate teamwork, dialogue, and shared decision-making promote trust and innovation. This approach aligns with the UAE’s policy emphasis on teamwork, innovation, and sustainable school improvement. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473270]2.4.4 Instructional Leadership 
Instructional leadership focuses on enhancing the quality of teaching and learning through goal setting, curriculum coordination, and continuous feedback (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). It emphasises moving from managerial tasks towards pedagogical and professional growth. Empirical evidence from Rai and Beresford-Dey (2023) indicates that in UAE schools, principals who engage in mentoring and dialogic feedback enable teachers to link literacy objectives with STEAM inquiry. Similarly, Hill (2020) reveals that such instructional guidance enhances teachers’ motivation and innovation. Effective instructional leadership also depends on relational trust and shared vision, allowing teachers to experiment with cross-disciplinary strategies and develop new approaches to literacy and STEAM integration. Together, these studies affirm that instructional leadership functions as a vehicle for translating reform into daily pedagogical practice (Gading, 2024). By giving time for feedback, reflection, and goal-setting, leaders nurture continuous improvement and innovation in everyday teaching habits. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473271]2.4.5 Adaptive and Context-Responsive Leadership 
Adaptive leadership, introduced by Heifetz et al. (2009), provides a framework for leading through complex challenges by emphasising reflection, experimentation, and collective learning. In education, it involves engaging teachers in a problem-solving process that guides teachers to evolve instructional and policy demands. Building on this, Ruiz (2023) and Alalawi (2024) expand the notion through context-responsive leadership development, calling for professional learning programmes that integrate cultural, institutional, and systemic contexts. The intersection of adaptive and context-responsive leadership enables the translation of macro-level policy reforms into meaningful classroom practices (Javed et al., 2025; Neufeld, 2025). This allows innovation to grow in ways that respect local identity while supporting the UAE national goals for modernisation and the citizenship objectives of Vision 2031 (Dawood, 2024). Together, these perspectives show that leadership in the UAE must balance flexibility with cultural awareness, adapting reform ideas to local needs while keeping the national priorities in sight. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473272]2.4.6 Ecohumanist and Ethical–Global Leadership
Ecohumanist leadership, as recognised by Deák and Kumar (2024), integrates moral empathy and ecological awareness into educational leadership, viewing schools as living ecosystems where empathy, sustainability, and ethical awareness guide decision-making. Pencarelli et al. (2023) expand this idea through planetary citizenship, encouraging leaders to link pedagogical practices with environmental and social responsibility, helping teachers and learners act as responsible global citizens. This idea complements the ethical and global citizenship training explored by Tichnor-Wagner et al. (2017), calling for the development of empathy, intercultural competence, and moral reasoning in leadership. The synthesis of the ecohumanist and global citizenship frameworks positions leadership as a moral and transformative initiative that nurtures compassion, sustainability, and civic responsibility, principles that resonate with the UAE Vision 2031 pillars. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473273]2.4.7 Reflective and Ethical–Digital Leadership 	
Reflective and ethical–digital leadership helps leaders use technology to enrich learning rather than administrative control. Rooted in Fullan’s (2007) idea of moral purpose, this leadership style turns digital reform into a reflective and inclusive process. Christensen (2024) describes reflection as the key that links innovation with creativity and collaboration, while Krystallis and Jasim (2023) and Sangwa and Mutabazi (2025) caution that innovation without reflection burdens teachers instead of empowering them. Krystallis and Jasim (2023) call for innovation with integrity, where technology supports empathy. Similarly, Ng et al. (2022) emphasise that effective STEAM integration requires ethical reflection and collaboration to connect digital tools with meaningful, inquiry-based learning. Within the UAE context, such leadership ensures that technological reform serves Vision 2031’s aims of creativity, character, and global citizenship. 
[bookmark: _Toc211667993][bookmark: _Ref211666211]Together, these leadership theories show that meaningful innovation arises through rational, reflective, and ethically grounded practices. Transformational, distributed, collective, instructional, adaptive, and reflective digital leadership highlight different ways to pave the way for creativity, trust, and moral purpose within reform processes (Boysen-Rotelli, 2025). Within the UAE, these perspectives offer a multidimensional lens tied to Vision 2031; combining these approaches enables principals and leaders to guide teachers towards ethical, innovative, and globally minded learning (see Figure 1).
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[bookmark: _Toc220473274]Note. The framework illustrates how transformative and ethical, collaborative and instructional, and adaptive and reflective digital leadership converge to translate reform policy into pedagogical action and support STEAM–literacy curriculum innovation aligned with UAE Vision 2031 outcomes (creativity, character, and global citizenship).
2.5 Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework illustrates the relationship between educational leadership practices, curriculum innovation, and the UAE Vision 2031 outcomes (see Figure 2). It explains how leadership functions as a driving force that translates the national goals into classroom innovation through mediating organisational and pedagogical processes (Habeeb & Eyupoglu, 2024). This relationship is clarified through the following components: 
1. Educational Leadership Practices (Independent Variable): This dimension includes transformational and ethical, collaborative and instructional, and adaptive and reflective digital leadership. These leadership approaches emphasise vision, empathy, moral purpose, shared decision-making, and innovation with integrity. Together, they establish the foundation for sustainable school reform (Nadeem, 2025; Tsarkos, 2024). 
2. Mediating Factors: Leadership influences curriculum innovation through certain factors, such as teacher agency and collaboration, professional learning communities, and ethical decision-making (Pashmforoosh, 2023). These factors enable distributed responsibility and reflection, ensuring that innovation is both participatory and contextually relevant.
3. Curriculum Innovation (Dependent Variable): Curriculum innovation is represented through STEAM–literacy integration and the 6Cs of 21st-century learning (critical thinking, creativity, communication, character, collaboration, and citizenship) (Papadopoulou, 2024). These elements illuminate how a leadership-driven approach promotes future-ready and inquiry-based classroom practices. 
4. [bookmark: _Toc211667994][bookmark: _Ref211665848][bookmark: _Ref211671060][bookmark: _Toc220473612]UAE Vision 2031 Outcomes: The final component connects innovation to the UAE Vision 2031 goals of creativity, character, and citizenship. When leadership, collaboration, and curriculum design align, schools become ecosystems that cultivate ethical, innovative, and competent learners (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). 
[image: ]Figure 2
Conceptual Framework: Leadership Practices Influencing STEAM–Literacy Curriculum Innovation and UAE Vision 2031 Outcomes
Note. The figure illustrates the proposed relationships in the study. Educational leadership practices (independent variable) influence curriculum innovation through STEAM–literacy integration (dependent variable), mediated by professional learning communities, teacher agency and collaboration, and ethical decision-making. Innovation outcomes align with the UAE Vision 2031 priorities, including creativity, character, and global citizenship.
[bookmark: _Toc220473275]2.6 Synthesis and Research Gap 
The literature review reveals a strong global consensus that educational leadership is the central driver of curriculum innovation, especially in complex, cross-disciplinary areas such as STEAM and the 6Cs of 21st-century learning. Across transformational, distributed, instructional, adaptive, ecohumanist, and reflective digital leadership theories, researchers highlight that innovation thrives when leaders cultivate cultures of trust, shared agency, ethical purpose, and collaborative inquiry (Leithwood, 2021; Deák & Kumar, 2024; Ng et al., 2022). Global studies from Finland, Singapore, Canada, and the United States show that leaders who design flexible structures, sustain PLCs, and promote coaching and reflective dialogue empower teachers to integrate STEAM and literacy in meaningful ways that elevate creativity, character, and global citizenship (Qasserras, 2023; Atkinson, 2024; Armwood, 2023). At the same time, scholars caution that visionary leadership alone is insufficient: innovation requires systemic coherence, professional trust, and ethical responsiveness that balance accountability with creativity (Ruiz, 2023). Ecohumanist and ethical–global leadership perspectives further expand this by positioning innovation within broader commitments to well-being, sustainability, and moral citizenship priorities that resonate strongly with the UAE Vision 2031 (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). 
Yet, despite these rich global insights, the UAE literature reveals important gaps. While national policies strongly promote innovation, STEAM integration, and global citizenship, school-level enactment remains inconsistent and frequently constrained by administrative pressures, exam systems, and limited interdisciplinary collaboration (Abbas et al., 2024; Rai & Beresford-Dey, 2023). Existing UAE studies predominantly focus on STEM, digital learning, or general leadership reform, leaving a notable absence of empirical work examining how school leaders integrate STEAM and 21st-century competencies, especially within literacy instruction, an area central to the nation’s reform agenda (Alalawi, 2024). Furthermore, while global research increasingly explores blended leadership models, UAE studies tend to examine transformational, distributed, or instructional leadership in isolation, offering little understanding of how multiple approaches interact in real school environments (Nusairi, 2021; Krystallis & Jasim, 2023). Another gap concerns policy enactment: although Vision 2031 outlines clear aspirations for creativity, character, and citizenship, little is known about how principals and curriculum leaders mediate these expectations into daily classroom literacy practices (Alalawi, 2024). Structural mechanisms such as PLCs, coaching models, and interdisciplinary teams, globally documented as drivers of STEAM–literacy innovation, are underexplored in the UAE context (Pashmforoosh, 2021). Finally, most studies rely on self-reported data; few triangulate leadership perspectives with school documents, classroom observations, or curriculum artefacts, limiting understanding of how leadership is enacted in practice (Isabirye et al., 2025). 
Together, these gaps reveal a clear need for research that examines how UAE school leaders interpret, adapt, and operationalise national goals for innovation through literacy-based STEAM practices, and how leadership cultures, structures, and pedagogical conditions shape the process. This study responds directly to these gaps by investigating how principals and curriculum leaders bridge policy aspirations with real classroom practices through integrated leadership approaches (Rai & Beresford-Dey, 2023). 
In conclusion, this chapter outlined theoretical and empirical insights to establish a foundation for understanding how integrated leadership influences curriculum innovation within the UAE’s context (Christensen, 2024). The theoretical framework drew on transformational, distributed, adaptive, context-responsive, instructional, collaborative and participatory, ecohumanist, ethical–global, and reflective digital leadership theories, illustrating how these perspectives collectively shape pedagogical and organisational change, while the conceptual framework connected these leadership dimensions to curriculum innovation and the UAE Vision 2031 goals (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024; Halabi, 2024; Massouti et al., 2024). Building on these insights, the following chapter outlines the methodological approach employed to investigate these relationships empirically. 


[bookmark: _Toc220473276]Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter outlines the methodological framework adopted to investigate how educational leadership influences the integration of STEAM principles and the 6Cs of 21st-century learning competencies within literacy instruction in UAE primary schools (Alalawi, 2024). Rather than simply describing existing practices, the study aims to interpret and analyse how educational leadership practices shape the design and implementation of curriculum innovation (Sliwka et al., 2024). 
Guided by the research aim and objectives, the methodology employs a triangulated qualitative approach, integrating document analysis, semi-structured interviews, and classroom observations (Chand, 2025). This design enables a comprehensive understanding of how educational leadership, pedagogy, and policy interact in shaping innovation (Sliwka et al., 2024). The chapter proceeds by outlining the research design, followed by the research setting, participants, data collection methods, and ethical considerations. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473277]3.1 Research Design 
The study adopts a qualitative single embedded case study design (Yin, 2018), underpinned by the interpretivist paradigm, which seeks to understand human experiences and social meanings within their natural contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This approach aligns with the study’s aim to explore leadership as a contextualised process rather than a measurable variable (Bryman et al., 1996). The bounded case is a UAE private school, while embedded units of analysis include (a) school leadership roles such as principals and curriculum coordinators, (b) classroom teachers, and (c) instructional practices observed in literacy lessons. This structure allows the examination of leadership influence across interconnected layers from policy to classroom practices within a single institutional setting. 
Triangulation is achieved through the integration of three qualitative methods: document analysis, semi-structured interviews, and classroom observations (Chand, 2025). Each method serves a distinct purpose: document analysis establishes the institutional framework, interviews provide insight into leaders’ and teachers’ perspectives, and observations reveal the classroom level of innovation (Wang et al., 2024). This design strengthens the validity of the findings because it is built to address the research questions, whereby RQ1 explores role understandings (interviews and documents), RQ2 examines practices that enable or hinder integration (interviews, observations, and documents), and RQ3 considers the support leaders need to align innovation with the UAE goals (all three sources, with documents anchoring macro–meso alignment) (William, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc220473278]3.2 Research Setting and Participants 
The research was conducted in a private international school in Dubai, referred to under the pseudonym FH School to ensure anonymity. The institution follows the American curriculum from Kindergarten to Grade 12 and emphasises 21st-century competencies such as innovation, character, and global citizenship. It operates under the regulatory framework of the Knowledge and Human Development Authority (KHDA) and aligns with national educational reforms that include the UAE Vision 2031 and Centennial 2071, emphasising innovation, sustainability, and global competencies. 
Despite its emphasis on innovation in its mission and inspection documents, document analysis revealed the absence of a formal innovation or leadership policy, providing a suitable context for exploring how such practices are utilised informally through leadership. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473279]3.3 Sampling 
A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select participants who possessed relevant experience and involvement in literacy and innovation practices (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). The sample consisted of one school principal, two curriculum leaders, and five classroom teachers at the primary level. All participants had a minimum of five years of professional experience and voluntarily consented to participate in interviews and classroom observations.
This configuration of the participants involves multiple layers of leadership and practice, from strategic decision-making to classroom implementation (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). The small-scale qualitative case study design prioritises depth over breadth, consistent with Merriam’s (2015) view that qualitative inquiry aims to capture complexity and context. The mixed roles also allow data translation: leaders articulate the vision, coordinators reveal the translation process, and teachers demonstrate classroom implementation (Riveros et al., 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc220473280]3.4 Data Collection Methods 
[bookmark: _Toc220473281]3.4.1 Document Analysis 
The first phase of data collection involved document analysis, which aimed to establish the policy and institutional context within which educational leadership operates in alignment with the curriculum innovation at the school level (Cardno, 2018). This phase also aimed to identify whether these formal frameworks exist to guide such integration to innovation, STEAM principles, and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction. This process helped in determining how the school’s values and practices connect or sometimes fail to connect with the UAE’s wider educational vision for creativity, global citizenship, and excellence. 
Document analysis was chosen because it provides a systematic and objective foundation for understanding how leadership and innovation are represented within institutional structures (Cardno, 2018). It also enabled the researcher to examine how the national reform is translated or left unaddressed within the school-level documentation. 
From all the documents available at the school, two institutional documents were selected for detailed analysis: (1) a KHDA School Inspection Report (2023–2024), representing the external evaluation framework that is responsible for leadership effectiveness, innovation, and educational quality; and (2) a Positive Elementary Learning Environment Policy (2021–2022), representing the internal institutional framework that guides the school culture, relationships, and engagement practices. These documents provide insights into how leadership and innovation are externally assessed by national regulators, and how these expectations function within the school’s everyday environment. 
After reviewing other policies, such as the Teaching and Learning, Assessment and Reporting, Moderation, and Curriculum Review Policies, they were excluded because they do not explicitly address innovation, leadership development, or STEAM–literacy integration; they mainly focus on procedures and standards rather than on leadership.
Focusing on these two documents was considered most relevant to the study’s aim of exploring how leadership shapes the innovation in literacy teaching through a STEAM and 21st-century learning lens. It also provided a meaningful comparison between policy reform and institutional practice, establishing a foundation for the triangulation of the findings with the interviews and observation data.
[bookmark: _Toc220473282]3.4.2 Class Observation 
The second phase of data collection involved classroom observation, designed to explore how educational leadership influences teachers’ instructional practices related to innovation (Mirhosseini, 2020). The goal was not to focus on student performance or the lesson outcomes, but on the invisible demonstration of leadership influence to understand how teachers interpret leadership directions, support, and culture around STEAM and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction (Ceven McNally, 2016). 
The observation examined teachers’ instructional practices as indicators of leadership influence. The focus was given to how teachers incorporated elements of inquiry, creativity, technology, and collaboration. These elements reveal how school leaders’ expectations and professional development efforts shape classroom practices, even in the absence of a formal innovation policy (O’Leary, 2020). 
A non-participant observation approach was adopted, researching to document the instructional process without interfering with the teaching. Field notes were taken to capture how teachers planned and delivered literacy activities that encouraged critical and creative thinking, and how they modelled or supported innovation. 
Observations were conducted over one week in upper-elementary literacy lessons. Each session lasted about 40–45 minutes. Five teachers were observed, whose lessons were known to incorporate inquiry or project-based literacy tasks. Field notes consisted of descriptive observations of what occurred and reflective notes about how these practices connected to leadership influences identified earlier in the document analysis (Deggs & Hernandez, 2018). 
This observation phase provided vital evidence of how leadership shapes innovation from the top down, and how teachers bring it to life in their own classrooms. This step strengthened data triangulation by connecting policy analysis with lived instructional practices, building a foundation for the next phase, understanding leaders’ own perspectives through interviews. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473283]3.4.3 Semi-Structured Interviews 
The third phase of data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews with educational leaders to gain deeper insights into the conceptual, strategic, and operational dimensions of leadership in promoting innovation (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). This method uncovered how leaders think about innovation, how they support teachers, and what challenges they face in making STEAM and 21st-century learning part of everyday literacy instruction. Semi-structured interviews allowed the participants to elaborate on leadership experiences, perceptions, and challenges (Klenke, 2016). Guiding questions explored how leaders interpret innovation in their school, what strategies they use to encourage teachers, and how they balance national policy expectations with the classroom realities. 
A purposive sampling approach was adopted to select three participants occupying key leadership roles: the school principal, the vice principal, and the English curriculum coordinator (Campbell et al., 2020). These participants were selected because they represent different layers of leadership influence, from the overall vision to daily curriculum implementation. The interviews were conducted in person in the school premises and lasted around 20 minutes. With the participants’ consent, all sessions were audio-recorded to ensure accuracy. Field notes were taken to document contextual details and non-verbal cues relevant to the analysis. 
The interview guide had three main themes that relate to the research questions: (1) leaders’ conceptualisation of innovation and STEAM–literacy integration (Hammad, 2025), (2) leadership strategies that facilitate or hinder innovative practice (Hoang et al., 2021), and (3) challenges and support needs (Leithwood & Prestine, 2002). This structure facilitated the comparison of leaders’ views with what was observed in classrooms and what was reflected in the school policies (see Appendix A: Interview Questions). 
These interviews provided crucial insight into the alignment or misalignment between leadership discourse, policy documentation, and classroom practices. Together with the observations and document analysis, the interviews completed the triangulation process of the study’s methodological design (Spillane & Jennings, 1997). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473284]3.5 Data Analysis Strategies 
The data analysis process was designed to interpret how educational leadership influences the integration of STEAM and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction (Abbas et al., 2024). By adopting an interpretivist lens, the analysis combined deductive and inductive thematic approaches, enabling both theoretically guided and emergent insights (Qaissi, 2024). Three analytical phases were undertaken—document analysis, classroom observation, and semi-structured interviews—each contributing distinct yet complementary perspectives to the overall understanding of the embedded case (Prevett et al., 2021). 
Data analysis was conducted through an iterative and interpretive process to identify patterns, themes, and relationships across the three data sources: documents, classroom observations, and interviews. Each phase of analysis contributed to a deeper understanding of how educational leadership supports or hinders the integration of STEAM and 21st-century learning with literacy instruction (Papadopoulou, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473285]3.5.1 Document Analysis 
The document analysis followed Bowen’s (2009) method, consisting of three iterative steps: (1) skimming to identify references to leadership, innovation, literacy, and STEAM; (2) reading and interpretation to examine the policy discourse surrounding leadership roles and innovation processes; and (3) coding and thematic categorisation to align key ideas with the study’s research questions. The systematic process supported the identification of recurring ideas and policy discourses, which were then categorised into preliminary analytical themes such as leadership vision, innovation framework, literacy and the 6Cs’ integration, and policy gaps. The focus remained on how leadership and innovation were represented in school documents rather than evaluating their adequacy. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473286]3.5.2 Classroom Observation Analysis 
The observation data were analysed using a qualitative thematic approach (Lochmiller, 2021). Descriptive field notes were first collected during a literacy lesson, focusing on instructional strategies that demonstrated leadership in innovation practices (Minor, 2023). These were then coded to identify repetitive actions or themes such as teacher autonomy, innovation modelling, STEAM adaptation, and leadership presence (Boice et al., 2024). Then, codes were grouped into broader themes aligned with the research questions, emphasising leadership as a facilitator in teachers’ innovation literacy practices. This process emphasised teacher practice as evidence of leadership influence, rather than as a performance measure of students (Silwka et al., 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473287]3.5.3 Interview Data Analysis 
The interview data were analysed thematically following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model:
1. Familiarisation: Repeated reading of the transcripts to identify emerging meanings related to innovation and leadership. 
2. Generating Initial Codes: Coding statements that reflected perceptions, strategies, and challenges in STEAM–literacy integration (Ng et al., 2022). 
3. Searching for Themes: Grouping related codes under three guiding dimensions: the conceptualisation of innovation, leadership strategies, and contextual challenges (Hoang et al., 2021). 
4. Reviewing Themes: Cross-checking themes against research questions and data from the document and observation phases (Mwita & Mwilongo, 2025). 
5. Defining and Naming Themes: Refining theme labels to represent the participants’ perspectives accurately (Ahmed et al., 2025). 
6. Producing the Narrative: Integrating thematic insights into a coherent account that connects leadership roles, innovation culture, and instructional practice (Nadeem, 2024).
This structured process allowed for a systematic yet flexible analysis, ensuring that the participants’ voices were represented while maintaining alignment with the study’s conceptual framework. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473288]3.6 Creditability and Trustworthiness 
Ensuring the trustworthiness of the findings was one of the main priorities throughout the research process (Enworo, 2023). The analysis aimed to reflect the real experiences of the participants, not just the assumptions of a teacher–researcher. Guided by the trustworthiness framework proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1986), four key criteria were applied to strengthen the quality of the study (Krefting, 1991). Credibility was enhanced through a prolonged time spent in reading and revisiting the transcripts, field notes, and documents multiple times to make sure themes emerged naturally rather than being imposed (Wood et al., 2020). Dependability was supported by keeping detailed records of coding stages, theme development, and interpretive decisions, ensuring transparency in the analytical journey (Ahmed, 2024). To enhance confirmability, reflexive notes were maintained to recognise potential bias and maintain objectivity during the interpretation (Ahmed, 2024). Finally, transferability was achieved by presenting rich, contextual descriptions of the school environment and participants, allowing readers to judge the findings in other educational contexts (Stalmeijer, 2024). Together, these practices ensured that the findings represent the realities and perspectives within the school setting. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473289]3.7 Ethical Considerations 
Ethical responsibility guided every phase of this study to ensure respect, fairness, and the protection of all participants involved (Ajuwon, 2020). The research process was designed to uphold confidentiality and voluntary participation in alignment with institutional and international ethical standards for educational research (Ramrathan et al., 2017). Participants were fully informed about the purpose of the study, the nature of the involvement, and the right to withdraw at any stage without consequence (Edwards, 2005). Informed consent forms were shared and signed before the data collection. To protect identities, pseudonyms were used for both the school and participants, and all identifying information was removed from the transcripts and reports (Subedi, 2025). Data were stored securely on password-protected devices, accessible only to the researcher (Barnhill & Barnhill, 2014). Throughout the process, care was taken to ensure that the study posed no psychological or professional risk to the participants, and that the tone of all interactions was respectful and collaborative (O’Grady, 2016). Ethical awareness was maintained not only as a procedural requirement but also as a guiding value throughout the research journey. 
This chapter outlined the methodological foundation of the study, showing how the design, data collection, and analysis were guided by ethical integrity and a commitment to authentic representation (Mutai, 2024). By documenting all data sources, the research sought to capture how educational leadership shapes the integration of innovation, STEAM principles, and 21st-century learning within literacy instruction (Papadopoulou, 2024). The following chapter presents the findings, highlighting key themes that reveal how leadership practices connect national education goals to the classroom realities. 


[bookmark: _Toc220473290]Chapter 4: Findings
[bookmark: _Toc220473291]4.1 Document Analysis Findings 
This section presents the findings from the document analysis, the first phase of the data collection. The purpose was to explore how the school formally represents leadership, innovation, STEAM integration, and 21st-century competencies, with particular attention to literacy instruction. Examining policy and institutional documents established the contextual foundation for understanding how leadership practices and innovation expectations are positioned within the school environment. This phase also serves as a reference point for later triangulation with the interview and observation findings. Although several policies were reviewed, the analysis focused on two documents most directly relevant to leadership and learning culture: 
· KHDA School Inspection Report (2023–2024): representing the external accountability framework, evaluating leadership, innovation, and learning quality. 
· Positive Elementary Learning Environment Policy (2021–2022): outlining the school’s internal expectations for classroom climate, well-being, and student engagement. 
Other procedural documents were excluded because they did not explicitly address leadership, innovation, or STEAM–literacy alignment, focusing instead on operational processes and standards. 
The document analysis followed Bowen’s (2009) qualitative document analysis approach. Initial skimming identified references to leadership, innovation, STEAM, and literacy. Subsequent detailed reading enabled the interpretation of explicit statements and implicit assumptions. Finally, recurring patterns were coded and organised into emerging analytical themes. This process ensured that documents were examined as strategic and cultural artefacts rather than compliance-driven texts. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473292]4.1.1 Theme 1: Leadership Vision and Direction 
The leadership vision in the school context refers to how school leaders articulate purpose, drive instructional priorities, and shape expectations for learning and innovation. Analysis of the institutional documentation revealed that leadership is portrayed as caring, supportive, collaborative, and focused on student well-being and positive leadership; however, the vision is not explicitly tied to structured innovation agendas or STEAM-integrated literacy development. Instead, leadership language emphasises relational culture, well-being, and general school improvement rather than strategic educational innovation.
· Evidence From the KHDA Report (2023–2024)
The report notes that “leaders promote a culture of care and respect, and provide supportive learning environments … and improvement plans focus on overall learning quality.” (KHDA, 2023–24, p. 4). 
The KHDA report positions leadership as supportive and relationship-centred, highlighting pastoral strengths and teacher collaboration. However, the focus on overall learning quality rather than specific innovative instructional outcomes suggests an absence of explicit strategic direction towards STEAM-aligned literacy or deeper 21st-century skill development. 


· Evidence From the Positive Learning Policy (2021–2022)
“Leaders ensure a positive learning environment where students feel safe, respected, and encouraged to engage in learning.” (Positive Learning Policy, 2021–22, p. 2)
The policy reinforces a wellbeing-centred vision, emphasising a safe and encouraging environment as the foundation of learning. While cultural focus aligns with collaboration, communication, and character (components of the 6Cs), it does not articulate a leadership vision that positions innovation, creativity, or STEAM–literacy integration as explicit priorities. 
Together, these sources portray leadership as warm, relational, and improvement-driven, prioritising the school culture and student well-being. However, neither document frames leadership as a driver of systematic innovation, nor do they outline structured expectations for integrating STEAM or the 6Cs into literacy instruction. Leadership vision appears to support climate, yet lacks explicit strategic clarity connecting instructional practice to innovation policy or national reform agendas. 
This theme directly informs Research Question 1: How do school leaders understand their roles in integrating STEAM and 21st-century competencies? The documents suggest leaders value a supportive environment but do not articulate a clear innovation vision, indicating a gap between national UAE aspirations for future-ready, innovation-driven schools and the institutional articulation of leadership purpose. This reinforces the study’s assumption that leadership influence may be implicit rather than structured, requiring further exploration through interviews and observations (see Table 1). 

[bookmark: _Toc212831646][bookmark: _Toc212876302][bookmark: _Ref212831674][bookmark: _Toc220473477]Table 1
Document Analysis Findings: Leadership Vision and the Identified Innovation Gap 
	Research Question Focus
	Connection

	Leadership role in innovation
	Leadership is supportive but not strategically driving innovation

	STEAM–literacy integration
	No leadership reference to STEAM-aligned literacy practices

	Identified gap
	Vision exists, but not is translated into a structured instructional innovation strategy


Note. This table summarises key patterns from the document analysis of the KHDA School Inspection Report (2023–2024) and the Positive Elementary Learning Environment Policy (2021–2022), highlighting how leadership is represented and the extent to which STEAM–literacy integration is explicitly articulated. 
From an educator–researcher perspective, the emphasis on well-being and support feels encouraging and aligned with the UAE school culture; however, it also highlights an opportunity for school leaders to more deliberately articulate academic innovation, especially for literacy tied to STEAM and the 6Cs. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473293]4.1.2 Theme 2: Innovation Framework and Instructional Orientation 
Innovation within a school context includes how educational institutions conceptualise, operationalise, and support creative and future-focused teaching and learning practices. Document analysis shows that innovation is acknowledged as a desirable practice but is framed primarily around digital tool usage and general project-based learning opportunities. There is no articulated innovation model, no reference to pedagogical frameworks for STEAM, and no mention of structured professional development to advance innovation-aligned literacy instruction. The school’s innovation stance appears operational rather than strategic, reflecting practice-level engagement rather than a defined institutional innovation pathway. 
· Evidence From the KHDA Report (2023–2024) 
“Innovation is evident in the use of digital platforms and student project work that enhances learning experiences.” (KHDA, 2023–24, p. 5)
While the inspection notes innovation, it is described through visible activities and technology options, not via a leadership-driven innovation agenda or alignment with UAE reform expectations. This indicates that innovation is treated as a classroom practice rather than a system-aligned learning philosophy. 
· Evidence From the Positive Learning Policy (2021–2022)
“Students are encouraged to express ideas creatively and engage in meaningful learning activities.” (Positive Learning Policy, 2021–22, p. 3)
The language promotes creativity and engagement, yet provides no explicit guidance, expectations, or structures for innovation-aligned instruction or STEAM integration. The absence of measurable innovation indicators or teacher support frameworks suggests that innovation relies largely on teacher initiative. 
Across both documents, innovation is present but not defined. The emphasis on digital engagement and project activities reflects innovation as a surface-level pedagogical practice, not a strategic instructional vision. Without a documented innovation model or implementation strategy, innovation may remain inconsistent across classrooms. This theme responds to Research Question 2: What leadership practices and strategies facilitate or hinder the integration of STEAM and the 6Cs into literacy learning?
The findings indicate that while innovation exists as a value, no formal leadership strategies, frameworks, or capacity-building structures are articulated to support STEAM-based literacy practices. Innovation is visible at the activity level, such as digital tools and projects, rather than a strategic leadership initiative. This indicates a leadership gap where innovation is encouraged rhetorically, yet leaders do not provide the formal guidance, professional development, or policy direction needed to embed STEAM and the 6Cs’ integration into the literacy instruction. Thus, leadership currently supports innovation culture indirectly through environment and encouragement, but hinders it structurally by lacking explicit instructional leadership systems and strategic frameworks. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473294]4.1.3 Theme 3: Literacy and 21st-Century Competencies’ Alignment 
A future-oriented literacy vision should integrate communication, creativity, critical thinking, and collaboration, core elements of 21st-century learning and the 6Cs model. The document analysis shows that literacy is primarily framed through a well-being and engagement lens, emphasising respectful communication and student participation. While communication and collaboration appear implicitly supported, creativity, critical thinking, and global citizenship are either minimally referenced or absent. Literacy is positioned as a behavioural and social construct more than an innovation-aligned academic and cognitive competency. 
· Evidence From the KHDA Report (2023–2024) 
“Students communicate confidently and show positive interactions with peers and teachers.” (KHDA, 2023–24, p. 6)
The report highlights communication and interpersonal development, yet provides no evidence of structured critical thinking, creativity, or inquiry-based literacy development tied to STEAM competencies. 
· Evidence From the Positive Learning Policy (2021–2022)
“Students are encouraged to collaborate and support one another in learning activities.” (Positive Learning Policy, 2021–22, p. 4)
Collaboration is clearly valued; however, there is no mention of how literacy should cultivate higher-order thinking, problem-solving, or creativity within a STEAM context. The policy aims at social engagement rather than cognitive literacy innovation. 
The school culture supports communication and collaboration, aligning with two elements of the 6Cs. Yet, cognitive and creative competencies remain underrepresented, suggesting an imbalance between emotional–social skills and academic innovation competencies. Literacy vision is social–emotional tone, not innovation-centred, limiting alignment with UAE expectations for future-ready learners. This aligns with Research Question 3: How do school structures support 21st-century literacy development?
The findings reveal the partial integration of 21st-century competencies, while significant gaps exist in creative and critical literacy development. This demonstrates a clear policy–practice gap between the national vision and the school-level articulation of literacy innovation. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473295]4.1.4 Theme 4: Institutional Policy Gaps and Alignment Challenges 
Effective innovation implementation requires formal policy structures, leadership systems, and procedural frameworks. Document analysis shows that while the school promotes a positive culture and general improvement, there is no documented innovation leadership model, no policy framework connecting STEAM and literacy, and no instructional guidance for teachers to operationalise innovation goals. The absence of explicit innovation pedagogy policies suggests misalignment between the national reform direction and school-level documentation. 
· Evidence From the KHDA Report (2023–2024) 
“Leaders maintain a positive school culture and improvement ethos.” 
(KHDA, 2023–24, p. 4)
While an improvement ethos is recognised, improvement is not defined through a STEAM or innovation lens, reinforcing a traditional school improvement model. 
· Evidence From the Positive Learning Policy (2021–2022)
The policy outlines behavioural and well-being expectations, but does not reference curriculum innovation, teacher capacity-building, or leadership-driven instructional transformation. 
Neither document contains a roadmap for innovation-driven literacy or instructional transformation. This absence indicates that innovation may depend on teacher discretion rather than institutional mandate. The lack of leadership and policy architecture risks inconsistency and slows systemic capacity for future-focused educational development. This directly supports the study’s overarching research argument, whereby there is no formalised policy infrastructure guiding innovation-aligned literacy leadership. It confirms a strategic and operational gap, showing that the school values positive culture but lacks the policy and leadership systems to translate national innovation priorities into daily literacy practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473296]4.2 Classroom Observation Findings 
The observation focused on how literacy instruction is enacted in practice and the extent to which innovative approaches, including STEAM principles and the 6Cs of 21st-century learning, are visible. Rather than evaluating the teacher performance or students’ outcomes, the aim was to understand how leadership priorities translate into classroom practice. The lesson was observed as a lower primary English literacy session. Field notes captured the instructional strategies, learning interactions, and any evidence of creativity, collaboration, critical thinking, or cross-disciplinary integration. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473297]4.2.1 Theme 1: Teacher-Led Instruction and Limited Innovation Integration 
Instruction primarily followed a traditional, teacher-directed lesson with emphasis on vocabulary, decoding, and comprehension tasks. Although the lesson was organised and supportive, innovation elements (STEAM links, inquiry-based tasks, creativity, or collaboration) were not explicit. This approach reflects strong classroom management, and clarity, but limited instructional innovation, suggesting that the leadership influence is more focused on stability and core literacy routines than on STEAM-aligned pedagogy. 
· Field-Notes Evidence 
The teacher explains the vocabulary on the board, and students listen quietly.
She asks, “If you know the answer, raise your hand”.
Whole-class choral reading of the vocabulary and teacher modelling.
An individual worksheet was given, and students work independently. 
[bookmark: _Toc212876303][bookmark: _Ref212876267]These notes indicate that the lesson design prioritises accuracy, structure, and routine. Teachers act as the primary knowledge source. Student engaged, but the interaction patterns showed passive participation. There were no observed activities requiring creativity, problem-solving, or collaborative work. This suggests that the classrooms are academically safe but innovation-light, reflecting leadership emphasis on control, consistency, and outcomes rather than experimental or inquiry-based literacy approaches (see Table 2).
[bookmark: _Toc220473478]Table 2
Classroom Observation Patterns: Leadership-Related Instructional Practices Linked to Research Questions 2 and 3
	Research Question Link
	Interpretation

	RQ2: Leadership practices facilitating/hindering STEAM & 6Cs
	Leadership promotes solid core literacy routines but does not actively drive innovation, resulting in traditional practice dominating daily lessons

	RQ3: School context enabling innovation
	The school culture values stability and structured literacy routines; innovation appears dependent on individual teacher initiative rather than systematic leadership support.


Note. This table summarises the dominant instructional patterns identified through classroom observation field notes. It highlights how the classroom routine reflects leadership priorities, particularly in relation to STEAM integration and the development of the 6Cs within literacy teaching.
While observing, it became clear that the teachers work hard to maintain a calm, productive classroom, an environment aligned with the school policy. However, without leadership-driven guidance, tools, or PD, teachers naturally default to familiar routines rather than integrating inquiry-based learning or STEAM methods. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473298]4.2.2 Theme 2: Emerging But Fragmented Innovation Practices 
Evidence from the classroom observation indicated that instruction exists in pockets, driven mainly by individual teacher effort, rather than school-wide strategic direction. Teachers incorporated interactive learning moments such as paired reading, student questioning, and moments of creative expression, yet there was no consistent or planned STEAM–literacy integration framework guiding these practices. Innovation appeared as small-scale and spontaneous pedagogical choices rather than a systematic curriculum approach. This suggests an emerging culture of innovation, but one that lacks coordinated leadership support, planning tools, or professional development to embed STEAM and the 6Cs meaningfully. 
· Field-Notes Evidence 
“Teacher used a digit read-aloud slide, students responded orally, creative voices encouraged, students engaged.” 
“Students asked questions about the character’s feelings; the teacher promoted peer-sharing briefly, but moved on quickly.”
“Lesson objective focused on grammar skill (prefixes); no STEAM links, although technology was used for presentation.” 
These observations suggest that while the teachers value active participation and creative learning, innovation remains inconsistent and teacher-initiated. The presence of isolated creative elements without inquiry cycles, problem-solving routines, or cross-disciplinary links indicates that STEAM principles are not yet systematically embedded into literacy instruction. Instead, innovation is mainly interpreted as engagement or digital enhancement, rather than as a curriculum philosophy supported by leadership. This reinforces that innovation capacity exists among teachers, but without strategic direction, collaborative planning, or professional development, such practices remain fragmented and limited in scope (see Table 3). 
[bookmark: _Ref212877650][bookmark: _Toc220473479]Table 3
Analytical Synthesis of Classroom Observations: Leadership Support and Contextual Barriers to STEAM–Literacy Innovation
	Research Question Link
	Insight

	RQ2: Leadership practices facilitating/hindering STEAM literacy
	Innovation occurs without structured leadership support, indicating that leadership influence is indirect or not strongly enacted in practice.

	RQ3: Contextual challenges affecting innovation
	The absence of shared instructional frameworks, inquiry routines, and sustained professional development contributes to fragmented, teacher-dependent innovation, limiting scalability and consistency across classrooms.


Note. This table synthesises observation-based insights aligned with Research Questions 2 and 3. It highlights how the presence or absence of leadership scaffolding and contextual support influences the consistency and depth of STEAM–literacy innovation. 
Observing genuine teacher effort reinforced that innovation is not absent; rather, it is emerging in isolated practices. However, for innovation to flourish sustainably and consistently, it requires coordinated leadership scaffolding, professional learning structures, and shared curricular direction. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473299]4.2.3 Theme 3: Leadership Presence Is Indirect in Classroom Practice 
Leadership influence in the classrooms appeared primarily through general expectations for engagement, structure, and the use of digital tools. While these practices demonstrate alignment with contemporary teaching environments, there was no visible indication that leadership directives, modelling, or support specifically shaped innovative literacy instruction or STEAM integration. Lessons followed traditional pacing and instructional sequencing, suggesting that the teachers draw more from established routines and curriculum pacing expectations than from explicit innovation-focused leadership strategies. 
· Field-Notes Evidence 
“Lesson followed standard literacy structure: direct teaching → guided practice → independent task.”
“Consistent use of digital slides—likely school norm rather than innovation model.”
“The teacher mentioned needing to “fit the weekly literacy targets”.” 
The absence of active leadership presence in instructional innovation processes suggests that leadership’s primary influence lies in maintaining classroom consistency and accountability, not in driving pedagogical transformation. Teachers operate within predictable structures that emphasise curriculum coverage and pacing over exploration or interdisciplinary inquiry. As a result, while the classrooms reflect order and a positive climate, leadership’s role appears passive in promoting innovative practice. This aligns with a compliance-focused culture rather than a transformational leadership approach where innovation is purposefully guided, supported, and monitored (see Table 4). 
[bookmark: _Ref212878721][bookmark: _Toc220473480]Table 4
Classroom Observation Synthesis: Indirect Leadership Influence and System Constraints on STEAM–Literacy Innovation
	Research Question Link
	Insight

	RQ2: Leadership practices facilitating/hindering STEAM–literacy integration
	Leadership influence is primarily evident in maintaining classroom climate, structure, and engagement expectations rather than in guiding instructional innovation or STEAM integration.

	RQ3: Conditions affecting implementation
	Administrative demands, curriculum pacing pressures, and target-driven expectations constrain experimentation, limiting opportunities for inquiry-based or interdisciplinary literacy practices.


Note. This table synthesises classroom observation evidence related to Theme 3, highlighting how leadership presence is indirectly experienced through routines and accountability structures rather than via explicit instructional guidance or innovation-focused support. 
Observing the structured routine and pacing pressures deepened understanding of the systemic constraints teachers face. Innovation requires not only vision, but also time, direction, and support structures, elements currently understated in practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473300]4.3 Semi-Structured Interview Findings
This section presents the findings from the semi-structured interviews conducted with school leaders and teachers. These interviews aimed to capture the participants’ understandings, beliefs, and experiences regarding the integration of innovation, STEAM principles, and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction. The interviews provided insight into the leadership vision, school-level practices, and contextual constraints shaping innovation culture, complementing the document and observation findings. The analysis used a hybrid (deductive–inductive) approach, aligned with Braun and Clarke’s thematic approach. A deductive lens mapped responses to the study’s three research questions (RQ1–RQ3), while inductive coding allowed new patterns to surface (e.g., “permission-giving”, “micro-wins”, and “alignment tools”). Codes are grouped into broader categories and aligned to the study’s research questions. The themes reflect patterns across participants and illustrate both shared perceptions and contextual challenges. 
The coding followed three cycles: 
· Open coding: initial meaning units
· Axial coding: grouping patterns
· Selective coding: generating final themes linked to the RQs
The analysis below presents three themes, each with an academic narrative, illustrative quotes, interpretation, and an explicit link to the relevant RQ. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473301]4.3.1 Theme 1: Leadership Understanding of Innovation & STEAM Literacy 
Across the interviews, innovation was framed as student-centred, real-world, and technology-enabled learning that heightens engagement and deepens understanding. Innovation was described as a classroom-driven effort, shaped by teacher choice and passion rather than strategic leadership direction. STEAM-based literacy was viewed as an integration rather than an add-on: reading, writing, speaking, and listening are woven into inquiry, design, and problem-solving. Participants articulated a clear ethos (creativity, relevance, and agency), yet this vision is not consistently translated into shared structures (e.g., school-wide scope and sequence, common planning tools, or assessment rubrics for STEAM literacy). STEAM integration was perceived as aspirational but not yet operationalised, which aligns with the gap between UAE policy aspirations and school-level enactment. Teachers referenced limited tools, frameworks, or systematic instructional expectations. This suggests innovation exists more as a pedagogical mindset than as an institutional strategy, aligning with the document analysis findings and reinforcing the study’s identified gap between national policy and school-level operationalisation. 
· Illustrative Quotes 
“Innovation means trying new ideas that make learning more engaging and meaningful. It’s about using creative methods, technology, and real-life connections to help students think deeper and enjoy learning.”
“For me, innovation is really about thinking outside the box and finding ways to make learning come alive for students. It’s when we give students the space to think critically, be creative, and connect what they are learning to real life. I see innovation when students walk into a classroom feeling curious, involved, and able to take part in their own learning, not just listen and repeat. It’s about creating lessons that allow students to explore, question, and use their skills in meaningful ways.”
“Innovation in teaching and learning is the intentional design and implementation of novel ideas, methods, or technologies that improve educational outcomes, engagement, and inclusivity. It involves rethinking traditional practices to create more effective, student-centred, and future-oriented learning experiences.”
“STEAM-based literacy instruction means integrating reading, writing, and communication skills into meaningful projects that connect to science, technology, engineering, art, and math. It encourages students to think critically, solve problems, and express their ideas clearly while exploring real-world concepts across subjects.”
“STEAM-based literacy is not a separate “extra” lesson, but something that naturally fits into what we already teach.”
“We try to bring creativity into reading and writing, but we don’t have a specific STEAM literacy plan.”
· Interpretation 
These responses show that the staff share a progressive vision of innovation and STEAM literacy aligned with UAE reform priorities and global competencies. Educators value creativity, critical thinking, and student agency. 
Yet, the absence of common structures, planning tools, and assessment frameworks limits systematic adoption. Innovation depends on individual teacher motivation rather than strategic leadership coherence, creating uneven implementation. 
This reinforces the study’s identified gap: 
 National vision → strong
 School conceptual awareness → emerging
 Operational systems → limited/inconsistent
Thus, conceptual understanding does not translate into structured STEAM–literacy practice. 
This theme addresses RQ1: How do school leaders understand their roles in integrating STEAM and 21st-century competencies into literacy learning? It indicates that leaders and teachers understand the innovation conceptually but not as strategically defined or scaffolded, reflecting a leadership opportunity to move from vision to structured implementation.
As a practitioner–researcher in the same context, I recognised the enthusiasm around innovation and STEAM literacy, yet also sensed hesitation and inconsistency. Participants’ language echoed my own early assumptions, valuing creativity and agency, but their comments about lacking plans and systems sharpened my awareness of how vision can exist without tactical structure. This reflection helped me avoid the assumption that shared values automatically lead to shared practice. 
To maintain analytical transparency and demonstrate how this theme was constructed, the table below outlines the progression from initial open codes to final selective coding (see Table 5).
[bookmark: _Toc220473481]Table 5
Development of Theme 1 Through the Coding Process: Leadership Understanding of Innovation and STEAM–Literacy Integration
	Open Codes (in vivo)
	Axial Category
	Selective Theme
	Exemplar Quotes

	“new ideas”, “student-centred”, “real-life connections”, “technology”, “make learning come alive”, & “space to think critically and be creative”
	Vision of innovation (future-ready pedagogy)
	Leadership understanding of innovation
	“Innovation means trying new ideas … real-life connections … technology to help students think deeper.”

	“not a separate extra”, “naturally fits”, & “read–design–present”
	STEAM–literacy as integration
	Leadership understanding of STEAM literacy
	“STEAM-based literacy is not a separate “extra” lesson … students read, design, and present.”

	“intentional design”, “novel ideas, methods, technologies”, & “engagement and inclusivity”
	Purpose of innovation
	Leadership understanding of innovation
	“Innovation … intentional design and implementation of novel ideas … to improve engagement and inclusivity.”


Note. This table illustrates how Theme 1 was constructed through thematic coding, showing the progression from in vivo open codes to axial categories and the final selective theme, supported by exemplar quotations from the participants’ interviews. 
The coding reflects a strong conceptual culture of innovation, but highlights a structural gap between the vision and systematisation. Innovation exists more as a personal philosophy than a formalised leadership strategy. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473302]4.3.2 Theme 2: Leadership Practices That Enable/Constrain Integration 
Participants described school leadership as encouraging innovation through permission-giving and encouragement, modelling, and collaborative planning, showcasing practice and project weeks as enabling practices. Yet the practices are variably applied and often teacher-initiated, not system-led (no school-wide STEAM literacy map, coaching cycle, or assessment alignment), which limits coherence and continuity across grades. Leadership behaviour reflected a supportive climate model more than strategic instructional innovation. Thus, there is no evidence of a formalised innovation roadmap or STEAM literacy policy, aligning with the document analysis. 
· Illustrative Quotes (Facilitators/Hindrances)
“I have encouraged innovation and STEAM in literacy by providing collaborative planning opportunities, modelling creative instructional strategies, and supporting teachers through coaching and resource sharing. I also create a safe space for experimentation, where teachers can try new STEAM-based literacy activities, reflect on results, and celebrate successes.”
“Leadership provides vision, support, and resources that encourage teachers to try new strategies and create an innovative learning environment.”
“We run “Design for Change” and our STEAM Fair, where students identify a problem, research it, and design a solution. This allows them to use literacy skills to communicate their ideas clearly through writing, presenting, and reflecting.”
 “Across the school, students work on performance tasks … read, research, plan, solve, and present … apply the 6Cs in a meaningful context. I share ideas, model lessons, and help them plan step by step … give feedback and encourage them to reflect and try again.”
“There is no specific STEAM literacy policy yet, but we do projects.”
“Teachers are at different levels of readiness … time is tight … pacing and assessment deadlines make trying something new overwhelming.”
 “Limited time, varying teacher readiness, inconsistent resources, and balancing curriculum requirements with innovative practices.”
 “Standardised testing pressures and lack of flexible policies to support experimentation.”
· Interpretation 
These responses reveal strong relational leadership: trust-building, modelling, celebration, and collaborative planning are emphasised. Yet innovation remains informal and uneven. Thus, leadership encourages innovation but does not institutionalise it, limiting coherence and sustainability across grade levels. This reinforces the study’s gap: UAE innovation goals are aspirational at the policy level but not fully enacted at the school-level instructional design. 
This theme addresses RQ2: What leadership practices and strategies facilitate or hinder the integration of STEAM and the 6Cs into literacy teaching? The findings show that while leaders promote innovation, a lack of system-level infrastructure hinders consistent enactment. 
As a teacher–researcher in the same context, I initially expected leadership behaviours to be more structurally aligned with the innovation goals, but engaging with the data highlighted the difference between visible events and sustained instructional systems. 
[bookmark: _Ref212979482]The table below presents how the raw interview data were transformed into this theme (see Table 6).


[bookmark: _Toc220473482]Table 6
Coding Progression for Theme 2: Leadership Practices Enabling and Constraining STEAM–Literacy Integration
	Open Codes (in vivo)
	Axial Category
	Selective Theme
	Exemplar Quotes

	“collaborative planning”, “modelling lessons”, “coaching”, “resource sharing”, “showcase”, “STEAM Fair”, “project week”, & “performance tasks”
	Enablers: culture, modelling, & structured events
	Leadership practices enable/constrain
	“Innovation means trying new ideas … real-life connections … technology to help students think deeper.”

	“no specific STEAM literacy policy”, “different levels of readiness”, “pacing and deadlines”, “standardised testing pressures”, & “limited time/resources”
	Inhibitors: structure gaps & system pressures
	Leadership practices enable/constrain
	“STEAM-based literacy is not a separate “extra” lesson … students read, design, and present.”

	“align with standards”, “small steps”, & “document progress”
	Practical alignment strategies
	Leadership practices enable/constrain
	“Align innovative practices with standards … and document progress.”


Note. This table presents the thematic coding process for Theme 2, showing how open the interview codes were grouped into axial categories and refined into the selective theme of leadership practicing enabling/constraining. It illustrates how participants described both facilitating leadership actions (e.g., modelling, collaborative planning, and STEAM events) and constraining conditions (e.g., lack of STEAM literacy policy, pacing demands, and testing pressures). 
This theme reinforces the central gap: policy and school culture support innovation, but there is no strategic leadership framework to operationalise STEAM–literacy integration. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473303]4.3.3 Theme 3: Constraints, Capacity, and Support to Align With UAE Vision 2031 
Participants highlighted that teachers are motivated to innovate but require sustained professional learning, structured guidance, and policy space to meaningfully integrate STEAM and the 6Cs into literacy. The most consistent requests included ongoing coaching, hands-on PD, collaborative planning time, and partnerships with innovative schools and community stakeholders. They also emphasised tension between innovation aspirations and curriculum and inspection demands, especially accelerated pacing and standardised testing expectations. While digital resources are present, educators noted gaps in structured STEAM–literacy programmes and assessment frameworks. This reflects a disconnect between the UAE Vision 2031 goals and today’s classroom implementation structures. Furthermore, participants articulated a readiness mindset, but they require system-level scaffolds to programmes from practice towards sustained innovation. 
· Illustrative Quotes 
 “Workshops that show real examples, hands-on training, and time to share ideas would help a lot.”
“Ongoing coaching or mentorship, rather than one-off sessions, would help teachers build confidence over time.”
“Partnerships with parents, community organisations, and industry provide real-world connections.”
“Leadership training focused on innovation, STEAM integration, and change management … platforms where leaders can collaborate and share practices.”
“Align innovative practices with standards, use creative methods to meet objectives, document progress to satisfy accountability while encouraging experimentation.”
“Rigid curriculum requirements, controlled pacing … standardised testing pressures, and lack of flexible policies to support experimentation.”
“It can be tricky to balance innovation with inspection requirements … try small steps that still support learning goals.”
“We have devices but not a STEAM program.”
· Interpretation 
The data reveal a positive teacher mindset and willingness to innovate; however, systemic and structural supports are not yet fully developed. This theme addresses RQ3: How can leaders be better supported to make sure these innovations align with the UAE national educational goals and global citizenship? The findings demonstrate that educators require sustained coaching, collaboration time, policy flexibility, and STEAM-aligned curriculum tools to implement innovation aligned to the UAE Vision 2031. System pressures currently constrain innovation capacity, confirming this as a key enabling condition. 
As a teacher–researcher in the UAE context, I anticipated that teachers would request resources, but I did not expect such emphasis on policy flexibility and inspection pressures. This reflection helped me understand innovation adoption as not only a pedagogical shift but also a policy negotiation process. 
The table below shows how the coding progressed from the raw data to the final thematic construction (see Table 7).
[bookmark: _Ref212979495][bookmark: _Toc220473483]Table 7
Interviewing Coding Progression: Support and Constraints Influencing Alignment With UAE Vision 2031
	Open Codes (in vivo)
	Axial Category
	Selective Theme
	Exemplar Quotes

	“hands-on training”, “ongoing coaching/mentoring”, “time to share ideas”, “platforms for leaders”, & “partnerships with industry/universities”
	Capacity-building supports
	Support to align with UAE Vision
	“Workshops that show real examples … ongoing coaching … platforms where leaders can collaborate.”

	“rigid curriculum”, “controlled pacing”, “standardised testing pressures”, & “lack of flexible policies”
	Policy/system constraints
	Support to align with UAE Vision
	“Rigid curriculum requirements … testing pressures … lack of flexible policies.”

	“align innovation to standards”, “document progress”, & “balance accountability”
	Accountability alignment tools
	Support to align with UAE Vision
	“Align creative teaching with standards … document progress to satisfy accountability.”


Note. This table illustrates how the interview responses were coded across three stages (open, axial, and selective coding) to construct Theme 3. It highlights the participants’ perceived support (e.g., coaching and collaborative platforms) and constraints (e.g., rigid pacing and assessment pressures) affecting the integration of STEAM and the 6Cs into literacy instruction, aligned with Research Question 3. 
This theme reinforces the study’s argument: UAE innovation ambitions are strong, but structural systems, PD, and policy conditions lag behind. Schools possess technology and motivation, yet lack programmatic STEAM–literacy systems, coaching pipelines, and flexible curricular frameworks. Therefore, although innovation readiness exists, innovation capacity and policy space must follow. 
In summary, the findings across the three data sources revealed a consistent pattern: the school promotes a positive, collaborative culture and encourages teacher-driven creativity, yet lacks a structured system to guide STEAM-aligned literacy innovation. Thus, a clear vision exists, but strategic mechanisms to ensure consistent and sustainable innovation across classrooms remain emergent. These findings set the foundation for deeper reflection in the following chapter that connects the findings to existing literature and examines how leadership, policy enactment, and school systems influence STEAM–literacy integration. 


[bookmark: _Toc220473304]Chapter 5: Discussion
This chapter interprets the findings through the study’s theoretical lenses—transformational, distributed, instructional, adaptive, and ecohumanist leadership—and situates them within UAE policy ambitions for innovation, STEAM integration, and global citizenship (Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). Drawing on interviews, observations, and document analysis, the discussion critically examines how leadership understanding, practices, and contextual enablers shape the integration of STEAM and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction (Cornwell, 2023; Papadopoulou, 2024). The analysis considers both alignment and disconnects between policy intention and school-level enactment, reflecting the wider international and UAE literature on instructional reform and innovation culture (Al-Khadra et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Ref213092779]To visually frame this analytical approach, the figure below maps the relationship between the study’s theoretical foundations, empirical findings, and UAE Vision 2031 priorities (see Figure 3).
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Linking Leadership Theory, the Empirical Findings, and UAE Vision 2031 Priorities
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Note. This figure provides a conceptual map showing how the study’s theoretical leadership perspectives informed the interpretation of the findings, and how these findings align with the UAE Vision 2031 priorities. It highlights the relationship between leadership approaches, observed school-level innovation patterns, and national reform ambitions. 
The following sections now discuss each research question in turn.
[bookmark: _Toc220473305]5.1 RQ1: Leadership Understanding of Their Role
The findings indicate that school leaders understand their role in innovation as vision-building, empowerment, and relational support; they position themselves as encouragers of creativity and inquiry. The interviews revealed language consistent with transformational leadership (Burns, 1978; Bass & Avolio, 1994), particularly in the emphasis on psychological safety, inspiration, and teacher autonomy. This echoed a culture of permission-giving and emotional encouragement, consistent with Christensen’s (2024) framing of leaders as catalysts for creative ecosystems and the UAE’s Vision 2031 emphasis on curiosity, creativity, and ethical citizenship. However, across data sources, this philosophical commitment did not consistently translate into structured mechanisms for implementing STEAM-based literacy (Sunzuma et al., 2025). While leaders articulated alignment with innovation values, documents lacked a school-wide STEAM–literacy framework, and observations illustrated isolated teacher-driven efforts rather than cohesive strategic design. Thus, leadership understanding aligned more closely with vision-oriented and distributed leadership ideals (Spillane, 2006; Al Shamsi, 2021) than with instructional leadership, which emphasises intentional curriculum coordination and feedback cycles (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). 
This echoes the findings from Hill (2020) and Al Saadi and Atef (2024), who reported that many UAE schools demonstrate strong innovation in language but limited instructional systems to sustain it. The coherence challenge also resonates with global evidence, emphasising that leadership aspirations must be supported by systematic structures (Weiner & Lamb, 2020). In this case, innovation emerged as teacher-driven rather than leadership-engineered, suggesting a gap between the transformational vision and operational planning. Observation and document review confirmed the following pattern: classrooms reflected creativity and engagement yet lacked consistent literacy–STEAM alignment tools or progression maps. Thus, while leadership understanding aligned with the values embedded in the literature and UAE Vision 2031, enactment remained aspirational and relational rather than strategic, structured, and instructional (Andi, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473306]5.2 RQ2: Practices Facilitating or Hindering Integration
The study also revealed that leadership practices supported innovation through collaboration, modelling, and emotional encouragement, which aligns with the distributed and participatory leadership literature (Wilkins, 2023; Pashmforoosh, 2021). Interviews highlighted coaching conversations, celebration of teacher experimentation, and project events (e.g., the STEAM Fair and Design for Change) that amplified students’ voice and creative literacy application. Observations confirmed that teachers were implementing inquiry tasks that required reading, research, and presentation, reflecting an ethos aligned with learning-centred leadership and professional trust (Darling-Hammond, 2020; Freebody, 2007). However, across all sources, innovation efforts appeared isolated and episodic rather than systemic and embedded across the school system (Javed et al., 2025). Without structured PLC cycles, STEAM–literacy rubrics, or shared assessment frameworks, practices remained uneven and difficult to scale. This reflects Rai and Beresford-Dey’s (2023) observation that innovation in UAE schools often emerges in pockets where individual teachers’ enthusiasm compensates for the absence of systemic support, echoing Timperley’s (2014) argument that meaningful instructional change requires intentional, sustained professional learning structures rather than occasional attempts. Documents and observations further highlighted time constraints, curriculum pacing demands, and assessment pressures and hindrances, which are structural barriers frequently cited in UAE school reform research (Abbas et al., 2024; Al Saadi & Atef, 2024). While professional collaboration was present, its informal nature prevented the formation of a shared innovation pedagogy, supporting González-Pérez and Ramírez-Montoya’s (2022) argument that innovation only becomes enduring when embedded in collaborative learning systems. Thus, leadership practices promoted creativity and relational trust but lacked the systemic instructional architecture necessary to sustain integrated STEAM literacy. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473307]5.3 RQ3: Contextual Conditions Shaping Capacity 
Finally, the contextual analysis revealed a supportive yet constrained environment. Leaders and teachers demonstrated high motivation, alignment with national innovation discourse, and access to digital tools; conditions that reflect ecohumanist and ethical–digital leadership values prioritising agency and global citizenship (Deák & Kumar, 2024; Krystallis & Jasim, 2023). Participants expressed a clear desire for ongoing coaching, collaboration across schools, and greater policy flexibility, consistent with the adaptive and context-responsive leadership literature (Heifetz et al., 2009; Alalawi, 2024). At the same time, data from the interviews, documents, and classroom observations revealed structural constraints. Pacing guides, standardised testing, and inspection requirements restricted experimentation, supporting the findings by Hill (2020) and Rai and Beresford-Dey (2023) that UAE leaders often negotiate a tension between innovation rhetoric and accountability demands. As Ball’s (1993) policy enactment theory suggests, policy ambition alone cannot drive practice without concrete tools, time, and flexibility for translation. Although teachers showed willingness and creativity, the absence of a formal STEAM–literacy roadmap, progression framework, and sustained professional learning structures limited coherence and implementation, echoing calls for professional learning ecosystems that balance innovation with accountability (Brown et al., 2024; Shirley et al., 2020). 
Thus, while values aligned strongly with UAE Vision 2031 and global innovation frameworks, the school context illustrates a well-intentioned but emerging implementation culture, where the enthusiasm exceeds the structural readiness (Kaddoura, 2025). 
Taken together, the findings illustrate leadership that is vision-aligned, relational, and ethically grounded, consistent with emergent global models emphasising creativity, well-being, and citizenship. However, the absence of systematic instructional infrastructure, shared tools, coaching systems, assessment alignment, and collaboration time limits full enactment of STEAM–literacy innovation. This gap reflects broader UAE and global patterns in terms of bridging reform policy and daily pedagogical practice. 


[bookmark: _Toc220473308]Chapter 6: Conclusion
This study examined how school leadership understands and supports the integration of STEAM and 21st-century competencies within literacy instruction in a private K-12 school in the UAE. By conducting interviews, document analysis, and classroom observations, the research illuminated the complex relationship between the leadership vision, everyday instructional practice, and policy expectations. Findings indicated that while there is a strong relational and values-driven leadership culture that promotes well-being, collaboration, and a safe climate for experimentation, the strategic embedding of STEAM–literacy remains emergent rather than fully institutionalised. 
Leadership articulated innovation as student-centred and inquiry-driven, consistent with the transformational and ecohumanist leadership values described in the literature (Fullan, 2007; Deák & Kumar, 2024). However, this vision lacked operational mechanisms such as STEAM–literacy progression maps, shared rubrics, or systematised professional learning cycles. Innovation practices were present but episodic, relying on teacher passion more than structured school-wide frameworks. This reflects distributed leadership tendencies (Spillane, 2006) yet highlights gaps in instructional leadership’s capacity to translate the vision into consistent practice (Hallinger, 2011). Across the findings, teachers and leaders demonstrated alignment with the UAE Vision 2031 goals for creativity, character, ethical citizenship, and innovation; however, policy enactment remains hindered by pacing demands, standardised assessment pressures, and limited time for professional collaboration. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473309]6.1 Key Contributions 
This study contributes three core insights: 
1. Leadership vision is relational rather than strategic: leaders prioritise well-being, positive culture, and teacher encouragement, but explicit mechanisms for STEAM–literacy integration are not yet operationalised. 
2. Innovation culture is supportive but teacher-driven: creativity, inquiry, and student agency are encouraged; however, structured coaching systems, common planning tools, and assessment frameworks are underdeveloped (Sum, 2024). 
3. The policy–practice gap persists: UAE reform agendas strongly emphasise STEAM and 21st-century skills, yet accountability systems and curriculum pacing limit risk-taking and innovation depth, reflecting the global challenges of educational policy enactment (Hill, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc220473310]6.2 Implications for Practice 
To advance STEAM–literacy integration, schools may consider:
· Developing a STEAM–literacy vision and pathway aligned with UAE frameworks (Mynbayeva, 2025). 
· Establishing structured professional learning communities and coaching cycles (Ng et al., 2022).
· Creating STEAM–literacy rubrics, project templates, and reflection tools (Rodrigues-Silva & Alsina, 2022).
· Allocating timetabled collaboration time and flexible pacing within innovation weeks (Mittermeier & Benade, 2024).
· Strengthening instructional leadership training for literacy-aligned innovation.
These steps align with both international research (Darling-Hammond, 2020; Timperley, 2014) and the UAE mandates for innovation, inclusion, and global citizenship. 
[bookmark: _Toc220473311]6.3 Recommendations for Future Research 
Future studies may build on this work by:
· Examining multiple UAE schools to compare implementation cultures (Rai & Beresford-Dey, 2023).
· Investigating student outcomes linked to STEAM–literacy instruction (Park, 2021).
· Exploring teacher identity and agency in innovation contexts (Suarez, 2022).
· Developing and testing a UAE-specific STEAM–literacy leadership model.
· Studying long-term professional learning structures to support pedagogical innovation (Blackmore & O’Mara, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc220473312]6.4 Concluding Reflection 
This study reinforces the view that innovation in education is not just a technical reform but a cultural and relational endeavour (Fuad et al., 2022). Leadership matters not only in articulating a vision but also in designing systems, structures, and collaborative cultures that enable teachers to enact it confidently and consistently (Nadeem, 2024). The school in this study demonstrated the foundation beliefs, motivation, and relational culture needed for future-ready education (Swargiary, 2025). The next step is strengthening strategic and instructional leadership practices so that innovation evolves from enthusiastic pockets into coherent, sustainable, and equitable learning for all students (Riddel & Zulfikar, 2024). 
Ultimately, realising the UAE Vision 2031’s aspiration for creative, ethical, and globally competent learners depends on leadership that bridges policy and practice, inspires through purpose, and builds the structural capacity for innovation to thrive. 
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	Research Question
	Thematic Dimension
	Sample Semi-Structured Interview Questions

	RQ1. How do school leaders in UAE primary schools understand their roles in integrating STEAM and 21st-century competencies into literacy instruction?
	Conceptualization of Innovation and STEAM-Literacy Integration
	1. How do you define innovation in teaching and learning within your school?
2. What does STEAM-based literacy instruction mean to you?
3. How do you see 21st-century competencies (6Cs) fitting within your literacy program?
4. In what ways do you think leadership contributes to integrating innovation in literacy learning?
5. • How do national education goals (e.g., UAE Vision 2031) influence your understanding of innovation and STEAM integration?

	RQ2. What leadership practices and strategies facilitate or hinder the integration of STEAM and 6Cs in literacy teaching?
	Leadership Strategies that Facilitate or Constrain Innovative Practice
	• What leadership practices have you implemented to encourage innovation or STEAM-based approaches in literacy lessons?
• Can you describe any school-wide initiatives or projects aimed at integrating STEAM or 21st-century skills?
• How do you support teachers to adopt innovative or interdisciplinary teaching methods?
• What challenges do you face in sustaining innovation across different grade levels?
• How do you monitor or evaluate innovative literacy practices among teachers?

	RQ3. How can leaders be better supported to make sure these innovations align with UAE national educational goals and global citizenship?
	Contextual Challenges and Capacity-Building Needs
	• What forms of professional development or external support would help you strengthen innovation in literacy and STEAM integration?
• What systemic or policy-level challenges limit innovation in your school context?
• How do you balance accountability requirements (e.g., inspection frameworks) with innovation goals?
• In your opinion, what kind of school culture or partnerships are needed to sustain innovation aligned with UAE’s vision?
• What recommendations would you offer policymakers or school networks to enhance leadership capacity for innovation?
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	Data Source / Phase
	Purpose in the Study
	Analysis Method Used
	Connection to Research Aim
	Key Output / Insight

	Document Analysis (KHDA Report 2023–24 & Positive Learning Environment Policy 2021–22)
	To establish the institutional and policy context of leadership and innovation within the school. To identify whether formal frameworks exist for integrating STEAM and 21st-century skills into literacy.
	Bowen’s (2009) Three-Stage Analysis: 1. Skimming 2. Reading & Interpretation 3. Coding & Thematic Categorization
	Aligns with RQ1 — 
How do school leaders understand their role in integrating STEAM and 21st-century competencies? Provides a foundation for identifying policy-practice gaps.
	Revealed no formal innovation or leadership policy; innovation exists as a value, not a strategy. Helped justify the need for leadership-driven innovation.

	Classroom Observation
	To explore how leadership decisions and guidance are reflected in literacy teaching practices. Focused on how teachers enact or support innovation (STEAM + 6Cs) during lessons.
	Thematic Observation Analysis: - Descriptive field notes - Inductive coding - Pattern identification - Theme grouping
	Aligns with RQ2 — What leadership practices and strategies facilitate or hinder STEAM integration in literacy teaching?
	Showed that teachers apply some 21st-century skills (collaboration, communication) but limited STEAM integration — innovation appears ad hoc, not systemic.

	Semi-Structured Interviews
	To capture leaders’ perspectives on innovation, leadership strategies, and challenges in promoting STEAM-literacy integration.
	Braun & Clarke’s (2006) Six-Phase Thematic Analysis: 1. Familiarization 2. Initial coding 3. Theme searching 4. Reviewing 5. Defining 6. Reporting
	Addresses RQ1–RQ3 — provides direct insight into leaders’ conceptualization, strategies, and support needs.
	Identified three major themes: • Conceptualization of Innovation • Leadership Strategies • Contextual Challenges. Revealed strong leadership vision but limited structural support.
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