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AN EVALUATION OF TEACHERS’ VIEWS OF PRIMARY
SCHOOL PRINCIPALS’ PRACTICE OF DEMOCRATIC VALUES
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The purpose of the study was to evaluate teachers’ views about the level of practice of
democratic values by primary school principals. Participants were 300 primary school teachers
from four different regions of Turkey. The data were collected through a questionnaire,
and analyzed by using ¢ test and ANOVA tests. Results indicate that gender, educational
level, and membership of a union make a difference in terms of practicing democratic
values. Furthermore, some meaningful differences were noted in the subdimension of the
questionnaire depending on the teachers’ professional experience and on the present number
of students as variables.
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In the late 19th century and in the early 20th century many nations endeavored
to practice democracy and others still have that goal. As it is in many countries,
the process of being democratic has been continuing in Turkey. However, it is not
accurate to say that the level of democratic education is adequate. It is necessary
to train individuals who have democratic behaviors in order to see the effects of
democracy in every part of society in Turkey, as well as in other countries which
have been developing democratic societies. Democratic values can be taught only
through a democratic education.
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Values can form the behaviors of people. Besides, they are the leading
principles for people (Ryckman & Houston, 2003; Schwartz, 1992). It is very
difficult to change values, still, education is capable of authorizing values. For
this reason, schools have a crucial role in cultivating democracy (Branson, 2004;
Goodlad, 1996; Soder, 1996; Wood, 1992). Most authors agree on the idea that
democracy can also be taught to the younger generations (Dewey, 1916; Finkel,
2003; Goodlad, 1996; Parker, 1996; Soder, 1996; Wood, 1992). What is more, a
great deal of energy has been put into teaching these democratic values in schools
in recent years (Finkel, 2003).

The meaning of democracy in education differs from one culture to another
in terms of values, rights, system structures, school process, learning content,
balance, training and outcomes (Davies, 1999). In addition to this idea, Tarcov
(1996) explains democratic education as “actualization of such an understanding
of democracy” (p. 1).

Democratic life requires educational environments wherein all students
collaborate and are involved in debates and in making decisions (Harwood, 2001;
Wile, 2000). School must be, not only the place where the meaning of democracy
is taught, but also the place where democracy is applied to real life and where it
is taught to the students as a way of life, and this is possible only with education
(Barth, 1990). Without an education which is based on democratic values, it is
impossible to teach people to regard and apply democracy as a way of living.

For this reason, schools should not only teach democracy, but should also lead
students according to the principles of democracy (Barth, 1990). According to
Cookson (2001) a democratic education is needed — however, many schools
do not have an education system which is democratic. In a study carried out in
Turkey by Kincal (2000) with eighth grade students it was found that primary
school teachers do not give the necessary importance to teaching democratic
values to students.

However, democracy should form the centre of the processes which are
related to school. In democratic societies, the control and safety of schools and
preventing their being used for irrelevant aims is possible only with a democratic
education (Matusova, 1997; Wood, 1992). For this reason, schools can teach
people who have democratic values only with the help of education (Print,
Ornstrom, & Nielsen, 2002).

Cassel (1996) states, “a leader in a democratic society must possess certain
qualities” (p. 94). This is also a need for school administrators, and some of
these qualities can be described as democratic values. “Democratic values are
the glue that holds the school together” (Johnson, Johnson, Stevahn, & Hodne,
2002; p. 13).

To be able to play their roles effectively and efficiently, schools must have
democratic leadership and in order to be able to offer democratic education in
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schools, they must be administered according to democratic values and principles
(Kincal & Isik, 2005).

Kincal and Isik (2003) analyzed the literature so as to be able to list democratic
values. They found eleven democratic values cited most often in the literature,
namely, justice, equality, freedom, respect for life, cooperation, self-confidence,
honesty, tolerance, sensitivity, pursuit of happiness, and finally, responsibility.

Matusova (1997) also states that four fundamental elements influence the
existence of democratic education — namely the theory of education, teacher
education, teachers’ qualifications and system of school management. In
this study the author concentrated on the final element, the system of school
management.

The aim in the study was to evaluate the perceived practice of democratic
values by primary school principals according to teachers’ views. Therefore, the
following research questions were addressed:

Does the perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals
differ depending on teachers’ gender?

Does the perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals
differ depending on teachers’ school status?

Does the perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals
differ depending on whether or not teachers are members of a union?

Does the perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals
differ depending on teachers’ professional experience?

Does the perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals
differ depending on schools’ student population?

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

The participants in the study were teachers working in the primary schools
in the cities of Erzurum, Hatay, Kirsehir and Canakkale which lie in the east,
northwest, south and middle of Turkey. The inventory was applied to 400
teachers who volunteered, and who were randomly selected from the primary
schools in these cities. The number of participants was reduced to 300 teachers
after those who had answered the inventory wrongly and left incomplete answers
had been omitted.

The questionnaire was administered to 300 teachers (144 male, 156 female)
at 12 elementary state schools, with enrolment sizes ranging between 340 and
2,600. More than half of the teachers were members of a teachers’ union, and
149 of them were teaching grades 1-5 while the rest were teaching grades 6-8.
Between 12 and 40 teachers were included in the study from each school, and
years of teaching experience were similar. The plan was that equal numbers of
experienced teachers were to be included in the study but this was not achieved,
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due to the voluntary participation policy. Teachers are organized and evaluated
according to the same rules and regulations. The return rate of the instrument
was 75%.

INSTRUMENTS

A number of instruments were developed for measuring values (Schwartz,
1992) and democratic values (Kincal & Isik, 2003; Selvi, 2006). A questionnaire
developed by Kincal and Isik (2003) was adopted and used for data collection.
The aim in this questionnaire is to measure the level at which elementary school
principals are perceived to practice democratic values while they are leading
their schools, according to teachers. Values can shape the behavior of people
(Ryckman & Houston, 2003); for that reason, one can estimate someone’s values
by looking at his or her behaviors. For example, if someone has a high level of
sensitivity as a democratic value, he or she will likely have a low level of rude
behavior. This simple logic is the means for us to reach a conclusion. However,
this simplification is also one of the limitations of this study. Also, it is assumed
that teachers expressed their ideas freely.

The data were obtained via the inventory developed by Kincal and Isik (2005).
The reliability of the instrument (Cronbach alpha) was determined as 0.92. The
inventory was applied to the participants in October, 2005 and the data obtained
were analyzed by SPSS program. While analyzing the data, a ¢ test was applied
to find out the differences between means and whether or not the level of the
perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals depended
on the gender of the teachers, school status and whether or not the teachers were
union members. ANOVA tests were used to determine whether or not there was a
difference in perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals
depending on teachers’ length of service and schools’ student population, and a
Tukey test was applied to designate the difference within the groups.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

All the findings were divided into five categories and subtopics, which
had differences from others, and were carefully interpreted. Only the data in
comparison with teachers’ length of service and schools’ student population were
interpreted in tables.

Table 1 shows that the views of teachers related to subtopics such as
responsibility, sensitivity, and pursuit of happiness included in the inventory
differed in terms of the gender factor. The differences in subtopics such as
responsibility, sensitivity, and pursuit of happiness were in favor of female
teachers. The table shows that the means of the female teachers’ views about
the practice level of democratic values by primary school principals were higher
than the means of the male teachers’ views. In this sense, it may be concluded
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that the female teachers had opinions that were more positive than were those of
male teachers about the perceived practice level of democratic values by primary
school principals in relation to subtopics such as responsibility, sensitivity, and
pursuit of happiness.

TABLE 1
PERCEIVED PRACTICE OF DEMOCRATIC VALUES BY PRIMARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS BY
TEACHERS’ GENDER

Subdimension Gender n M SD af t p
Responsibility Male 144 6.50 2.56 298 -2.032  .043%
Female 156 7.13 2.81
Sensitivity Male 144 8.67 3.21 298 -2.459 0147

Female 156 9.63 3.52
Pursuit of happiness Male 144 13.06 4.77 298 -2.020 .044%

Female 156 14.26 5.50

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

Findings relating to whether or not the perceived practice of democratic values
by primary school principals differs depending on teachers’ school status are
shown in Table 2. The views of the primary school teachers differed from those
of the second level teachers in all subtopics in the inventory, except the subtopic
of honesty. The difference (except honesty) in the practice of democratic values
by primary school principals was in primary school teachers’ favor. From
this point of view, it can be said that the views of the primary school teachers
were more positive than those of the secondary school teachers in relation
to the perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals.
Conversely, primary school teachers and secondary school teachers had similar
thoughts about honesty among the democratic values. That is to say, teachers had
the same opinions about their principals’ behavior of being honest or not.

TABLE 2
PERCEIVED PRACTICE OF DEMOCRATIC VALUES BY PRIMARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS ACCORDING TO
TEACHERS’ SCHOOL LEVEL

Subdimension Teaching n M SD df t p
Level

Justice 1. Level 149 11.95 4.71 298 3.669 .000*
2. Level 151 10.98 3.26

Equality 1. Level 149 9.38 3.69 298 2.629 .009*
2. Level 151 8.41 2.57

Freedom (Liberty) 1. Level 149 9.84 3.56 298 3.950 .000*
2. Level 151 8.41 2.63

Respect for life 1. Level 149 12.37 4.82 298 4.605 .000*
2. Level 151 10.13 3.52
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Table 2 continued

Subdimension Teaching n M SD df t p
Level

Cooperation 1. Level 149 9.70 3.79 298 3.248 .001*
2. Level 151 8.45 2.82

Self-confidence 1. Level 149 14.82 5.29 298 3.595 .000*
2. Level 151 12.89 3.92

Tolerance 1. Level 149 17.44 5.67 298 3.955 .000*
2. Level 151 15.11 4.49

Responsibility 1. Level 149 7.38 2.96 298 3.613 .000*
2. Level 151 6.27 2.33

Sensitivity 1. Level 149 10.02 3.86 298 4.439 .000*
2. Level 151 8.33 2.64

Pursuit of happiness 1. Level 149 14.71 5.99 298 3.444 .001
2. Level 151 12.68 4.03

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

TABLE 3
PERCEIVED PRACTICE OF DEMOCRATIC VALUES BY PRIMARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS ACCORDING TO
MEMBERSHIP OF THE TEACHERS’ UNION

Subdimension Member of n M SD df t p
Teachers’ Union

Justice Yes 156 10.71 3.97 290 2.173  .031"
No 136 11.75 4.24

Equality Yes 156 8.52 2.88 290 2529  .012%
No 136 9.47 3.50

Freedom (Liberty) Yes 156 8.69 2.96 290 2.796  .006"
No 156 9.74 341

Respect for life Yes 136 10.61 3.88 290 3.102  .002*
No 156 12.17 4.70

Cooperation Yes 156 8.53 3.13 290 3.387 .001%
No 136 9.86 3.57

Self-confidence Yes 156 13.32 4.30 290 2.524  .012°
No 136 14.71 5.11

Honesty Yes 156 14.07 3.50 290 3435 .001"
No 136 15.48 3.48

Tolerance Yes 156 15.65 4.88 290 2400 .017*
No 136 17.12 5.58

Sensitivity Yes 156 8.60 3.14 290 3.559  .000*
No 136 10.00 3.53

Pursuit of happiness  Yes 156 12.89 4.72 290 3.268 .001
No 136 14.85 5.49

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.
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There was a significant difference at the level of 0.05 between the perceived
practice of the democratic values by primary school principals and being a member
of the teachers’ union or not in all subtopics except that of responsibility. When
the means were analyzed, it was clear that the means of the nonunion member
teachers were higher than those of the union members, except for the subtopic
of responsibility. Therefore, it can be alleged that the nonunion member teachers
had more constructive opinions than did the union member teachers about the
practice of democratic values by primary school principals. About the subtopic
of responsibility, nonunion member teachers and union member teachers felt the
same. In other words, their thoughts on this topic did not differ.

TABLE 4
PERCEIVED PRACTICE OF DEMOCRATIC VALUES BY PRIMARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS ACCORDING TO
TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE

Source of Variance Sum of Squares df Mean Square F 4
Between Groups 51980.999 4 9477.974 9.075 .000"
Within Groups 422445.500 295 1432.019

Total 474426.500 299

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

It was found that there was a significant difference at the level of 0.05 between
the teachers’ professional experience and the perceived practice of democratic
values by primary school principals. According to the results of the Tukey test
administered to highlight the differences among groups, teachers who had been
working for 11-15 years, 16-20 years and over 21 years had more positive views
than did the teachers who had experience of only 6 to 10 years. Those with 11-15
years, 16-20 years and over 21 years experience had more constructive opinions
when compared to teachers who had been working for only 6-10 years. Based
on these results, it can be concluded that the views of the inexperienced teachers
and experienced teachers differ.

TABLE 5
PERCEIVED PRACTICE OF DEMOCRATIC VALUES BY PRIMARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS
BY SCHOOL SIZE

Source of Variance Sum of Squares daf Mean Square F p
Between Groups 73419.340 5 9191.395 10.766  .000*
Within Groups 401007.200 294 1363.970

Total 474426.500 299

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.
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Table 5 shows the results of the comparison of whether the perceived practice
of democratic values by primary school principals differs depending on school
size. Here, the effects of the school size on the perceived practice of democratic
values by principals were investigated. It was revealed that there was a
significant difference at the level of 0.05 between the population of the school
and the perceived practice of democratic values by primary school principals.
According to the Tukey test result conducted to discover differences among
school populations, small sized schools in terms of student number (1-500) had
the most advantage when compared to schools which had 1500-2000 and 2501-
3000 students. When these schools were compared, it was shown that schools
with 501-1000 students benefited most and next in the comparison were the
schools which had 1001-1500 students and 1501-2000, 2001-2500, and 2501-
3000. Based on these results, it can be said that principals of the small-sized
schools were perceived to be more active in the practice of democratic values
and the results were more productive. Moreover, it could be concluded that
principals declined in perceived practice of democratic values when the number
of students increased.

CONCLUSIONS

Democratic education appears to be necessary for new generations and it can
be gained only through acquiring democratic values. However, it is not possible
to learn democracy in an antidemocratic environment. Therefore, the behaviors
of principals and teachers should be shaped according to democratic values in
an educational environment. At the same time, the principal should embrace
democratic values and initiate a democratic educational environment in order to
create a democratic school.

In line with the conclusions reached above, as Johnson et al. (2002)
mentioned, democratic values can be considered as the key to having systematic
and reliable schools. On the other hand, schools require principals who are
practicing democratic values and who put those values into action in order to
create a positive school climate. Consequently, principals, especially primary
school principals, should participate in seminars, panel discussions and so on
regarding democratic values in order to eliminate their shortcomings with regard
to the topic.
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