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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper summarizes the topic by reflecting on the experiences of the university faculty 
involved in the various programs. It draws on reflective processes and narrative inquiry arising 
from a cultural context which lends itself to oral tradition.  In order to explore the way in which 
people understand who they are and how they come to know and learn, a ‘storied’ approach is 
used to discuss key issues in the implementation of leadership programs including the bilingual 
context, knowledge of leadership theories versus developing leadership skills, variation in 
leadership skills and practices, the role of women, and ‘emiratization’. 
 
Introduction 
 
The previous papers in this symposium have highlighted specific aspects of educational 
leadership development in the UAE. This final paper summarizes the topic by reflecting on the 
experiences of the university faculty involved in the various programs. It draws on reflective 
processes and narrative inquiry arising from a cultural context which lends itself to oral tradition.  
In order to explore the way in which people understand who they are and how they come to 
know and learn, a ‘storied’ approach is used to discuss key issues in the implementation of 
leadership programs. 
 
In keeping with autoethnographic approaches, which encourage alternative forms of writing, we 
have used short snippets of conversation to promote the reader’s empathetic participation in the 
lived experiences shared within it (Saks, 1996).   These snippets aim to capture the complexity of 
our journeys as learners at distinct points in the project.  We found several key elements 
contributed to learning process including the bilingual context, knowledge of leadership theories 
versus developing leadership skills, variation in leadership skills and practices, the role of 
women, and ‘emiratization’.   As a result of our methodological approach we were able to better 
understand and analyse teacher professional learning; and develop and evaluate the effectiveness 
of an interdisciplinary framework that has a potential application in other contexts. 
 
Methodology 
 
In our research, the desire to make sense of our unique world requires a particular 
methodological framework. From our positions at the center of the design enterprise, we aimed 
to report directly from our experiences as facilitators of learning and practitioners, a perspective 
essential to the job of describing the tacit knowledge (Polyani, 1967) or knowing-in-action 
(Schön, 1987) involved in an analyses of issues surrounding the  implementation of leadership 
programs in this cross-cultural context. 
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Although autoethnographic reports are presented in the form of personal narratives, this 
research tradition does more than just tell stories. It provides reports that are scholarly 
and justifiable interpretations based on multiple sources of evidence. This means 
autoethnographic accounts do not consist solely of the researcher’s opinions but are also 
supported by other data that can confirm or triangulate those opinions (Duncan, 2004). 

 
Three university faculty and several ‘critical friends’ (Duncan, 2004) offered their comments and 
interpretation of the various university programs and their delivery.  They also gave initial 
feedback and interpretations of field texts.  Thus, their perceptions are interwoven with our 
perceptions to construct personal conversations of the self. 
 
Our methods of data collection included: 

x Participant observation of everyday social behaviour such as in workshop sessions, 
meetings and conversations in the environment.  These observations were recorded as 
field texts in an electronic journal, through free writing, self-introspection and stories 
(Ryan & Bernard, 2000; Smith, 1998). 

x Document analysis  (emails, reports and publications) including those we authored or 
those authored by the critical friends; as well as certain documents authored outside but 
addressed to and/or read by people in the professional development program. 

x Reflective writing, by facilitators, to reflect their personal experience of the professional 
learning approach 

x Discussions with the critical friends to explore emerging issues in depth. 
 

Data analysis 
 

In autoethnographic research, analysis is based on the subjective researcher’s identification of 
themes.  In order to do this, we constantly analysed data using narrative inquiry (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000; Connelly& Clandinin, 1997) and an inductive process in order to determine 
themes.  That is, the processes of data collection and analysis overlapped during the research 
period: each piece of data contributed to developing our analysis, and guided the focus of further 
data collection. 
 
This research strategy allows for analysis and interpretation based on questions of meaning and 
social significance as well as thematic categories constructed directly from the field texts.  In 
keeping with a qualitative approach the field text analysis technique involves impressionistic, 
informal pattern and thematic recognition.  We have adopted this narrative approach, rather than 
using grounded theory in its pure form, because we did not want the nature of the social setting 
and the lived experiences/stories to disappear with coding, indexing, cutting and splicing 
(Stephenson, 2004). 
 
Using an autoethnographic methodology 
 
Within the field of qualitative research, autoethnography has become more widely known as a 
useful and appropriate approach.   Autoethnography is composed from within a simultaneously 
personal and social space, a blending of autobiography and ethnography (Bochner, 1996; 
Bochner & Ellis, 1999, 2002; Ellis, 1997; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Ellis, & Ellingson, 2001).  It 
varies from traditional ethnographic methods because the writer is no longer an objective 
outsider in the texts.  Advocates of autoethnographic methods argue that to understand others 
one should understand the self (Bochner & Ellis, 1999; Ellis, 1997; Smith, 1998) 
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A valuable use of autoethnography is to allow others’ experiences to inspire critical self 
reflection (Sparkes, 2002a:221).  For Gough (1999), autoethnography seeks to reveal one’s 
experience to oneself and to understand the self and the environment of the self rather than to 
generalise.  In contrast to Gough’s (1999) views, we join Church (1995) and many others 
(Bochner & Ellis, 1999; Crawford, 1996; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Reed-Danahay, 1997; 
Richardson, 1999; Sparkes, 2002) in their belief that good autoethnographic research speaks 
beyond itself. 
 
Given that an autoethnographic perspective promotes analysis of the self through lived 
experiences in context, as a result it is possible to learn about the general from the particular 
(Church, 1995:5).  It can help readers understand the way concrete details of a specific situation 
can convey the more general (Bochner, 1996; Bochner & Ellis, 1999; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; 
Sparkes, 2002).  Thus, this methodology is an appropriate way to understand how we, as 
facilitators of undergraduate, graduate and professional learning, and the participants in the 
programs learn. 

 
The use of narratives of self 

 
As Richardson (1999) observes, narratives about the contexts in which ethnography is produced 
are about our workplaces, disciplines, friends, family and self.  For Krieger (1991, cited in Ellis, 
1995), this includes our own personalities, histories and relationships in the field, as much as our 
field research.  The self sees life from a different point of view at different points in life (Geertz, 
1995; Onley, 1980 in Smith, 1998), and the act of writing leads to self reflection, action and 
more reflection that may change the self and possibly the life (Gusdorf, 1980 in Smith, 1998).  
We too, used reflexive thinking and writing to understand the effects of the researcher. 
 
Narrativists believe that humans live out stories, are told stories and are story-telling beings. A 
goal of new forms of narrative inquiry is to explore the way in which people understand who 
they are and how they come to know and learn (Willis, 1998).  Narrative inquiry is a form of 
narrative experience that allows the complexities, challenges and ambiguities of our individual 
and organisational life experiences to be linked to experiential inquiry.  One form of narrative 
inquiry is the “narrative of the self.”  This type of writing is usually a revealing and highly 
personalised text in which the author invites the readers to relive experience and events with the 
writer (Richardson, 2000; Sparkes, 2002).  As Crawford (1996) suggests, this approach allowed 
us to frame our awareness to include some narrative account of ourselves.  In contrast to 
traditional ethnography texts, narratives of self tell specific stories of specific events but draw on 
writing techniques of fiction.  Using “imaginative renderings” such as exaggeration, these 
subjective texts largely remove the challenge of speaking for “the other” because the researchers 
are in fact “the other” in the text (Richardson, 1999:356). 
 
The conversation that follows in italics draws on significant events and describes our experiences 
and learning.   It was constructed out of field notes, reflections, first hand conversations with 
participants and secondary reports from project managers.  The conversation addresses thoughts 
and feelings the participants and university faculty had at the time of each event and later.   
These snippets are not intended to represent a final and/or comprehensive truth about this context 
but rather seek to highlight some significant and subjective events that occurred during the 
various programs.  The conversation exemplifies the complexity of individual and collective 
learning.  It attempts to establish the context by capturing snippets of significant events from 
which we learned and drew meaning.  These every day experiences impacted our learning and 
shaped the development of three specific leadership programs currently in use at Zayed 
University. 
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It’s 4 p.m. on a Thursday afternoon and most of the offices are empty. Barb wanders in looking 
somewhat harassed after having just got back from AUH where she has been taking a Grad 
Master class in leadership. 
 
BARB: “How’s it going Lauren The traffic on E road is just crazy. It’s taken me 2 hours to get 
back.” 
 
LAUREN: “Oh that’s right – you’ve been teaching the Masters class today. How are they 
doing?” 
 
BARB: “This is a really great group of students. They are so keen and ask a lot of questions.  
They were all pretty tired by the end of the session.” 
 
LAUREN: “Did we overdo the materials?” 
 
BARB: “Yes, I think that the PowerPoint we used had just a bit too much material.  You 
remember that we talked about giving information first to give them a framework and then 
dealing with the local contextual stuff.” 
 
LAUREN: “Mmm.” 
 
BARB: “I’d like to modify that for the next session and get them linking the local material 
throughout the session.” 
 
LAUREN: “Oh really?” 
 
B: “I did try that later in the session today and they were able to make good links between their 
own leadership practices and the theoretical ideas.  They were much more enthusiastic about 
that.” 
 
LAUREN: “Yeah, they probably felt relieved as well not to be focusing on yet another leadership 
model.” 
 
BARB: “Yes, I found that there was a bit of confusion over some of the leadership terminology.” 
 
LAUREN: “What were some of the issues there?” 
 
BARB: “There is variation in the English language competencies and while some of them can 
handle the material others are struggling a bit.  We need to look at some strategies for dealing 
with this.  Maybe a glossary for example could help…” 
 
LAUREN: “Yeah, or taking some time to discuss specific terms.” 
 
BARB: “Yeah, examples would be great too.  How did the workshop go with the Ministry 
Supervisors?” 
 
LAUREN: “Really well. I’ve loads to share with you.  Why don’t we go get ourselves a coffee to 
re-energize and we can talk some more there?  You poor thing – sitting in that traffic for so long.  
Did all the candidates get there on time today?” 
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BARB: “Well some of them had the map and managed to get there but the one that didn’t come 
last week got completely lost and as well as that there was a delay in the delivery of the food for 
breakfast and I couldn’t get an answer on the mobile.” 
 
LAUREN: “Oh, that’s not good. It was like that for me last week as well. So what happened?” 
 
BARB: “I managed to get a delivery and we stopped a little earlier for a refreshment break.” 
 
LAUREN: “Well, yes, you’d need to given that some of the students travel over two hours to get 
there.” 
 
BARB: “That initial time for refreshments is an important opportunity for group socialization 
and consolidation.” 
 
LAUREN: “Absolutely. I agree.” 
 
BARB: “What will you have Lauren?” 
 
LAUREN: “No, let me get these this time.  A latte again Barb?” 
 
BARB: “Sure, thanks.” 
 
Ken turns up at the Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf, just as we head to one of the tables in the Atrium. 
 
LAUREN: “Hi Ken, come and join us if you like.” 
 
KEN: “See you in a minute then.” 
 
LAUREN: “So the rest of the food turned up OK?” 
 
BARB: “Yes.  Lunchtimes are so interesting with the group aren’t they?” 
 
KEN: “Actually, I’ve never eaten with the Masters group.” 
 
BARB: “Well, you know of course that we have to have separate rooms for the men and women 
so that the women can relax and take their veils off.” 
 
LAUREN: “Yes, it’s a very different dynamic then.” 
 
KEN: “Yes, you get to see the women’s faces and I never do.” 
 
BARB: “It’s interesting for me that I can cross into both groups as a Western woman.  I find it 
interesting to relax and talk with the women, they are very open about cultural issues and today 
for example we had a fascinating discussion about the use of the veil.” 
 
LAUREN:  “Yes, I have found how much such open dialogue contributes to developing and 
improving our relationships with our student colleagues.” 
 
The conversation now turns to our undergraduates who are involved in Internships in a variety 
of government schools in Dubai. 
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BARB: “How was the first visit to your intern at Al Istiqlal school today Ken?” 
 
KEN: “Well the map she drew for me was not as easy to follow as I first thought. She said the 
school was about twenty k’s out of Dubai past a concrete works and behind a mosque. I found 
the concrete works okay but there were three mosques in the vicinity. Thank goodness for the 
mobile phone! 
 
BARB: I had a similar problem getting out with my practicum group last week. The driver didn’t 
really know where the school was and we circled the Investment Park community a couple of 
times before we finally located it. It’s difficult to communicate with the drivers because often 
they don’t speak English and my Urdu is not much. 
 
KEN: Maryam seems to have settled in to the school okay. Her teacher was expecting me today – 
that isn’t always the case .I got the usual great welcome to the school by the principal – spent 
half an hour in her office and had Arabic coffee, chai and pastries. I love the welcome 
ceremonies here but they’re not always good for my waistline. 
 
 
 
LAUREN: Yeah – that’s always an issue and those chocolate covered stuffed dates they bring 
out….. Anyway, how does the mentor seem? Does she speak English? 
KEN: Just a little. Maryam helped me out with the information today, but I’m going to need an 
Arabic faculty member to come out with me for the formal observation. 
 
LAUREN: Is Hanaa still available for that? 
 
BARB: I was talking with her the other day and her teaching load is very heavy this semester so 
I’m not sure if she will be available for all the visits. 
 
KEN: I’ll check with Robin (assistant dean). From what Maryam said I think I’m going to have 
to watch that she’s not getting a different message from the mentor teacher than from me .She’s 
one of the weaker students and is struggling a little with the transition. 
 
LAUREN: Do you mean messages in terms of classroom instruction? 
 
KEN: Actually it’s more the classroom management piece. There seems to be a bit of an 
emphasis on reward/punishment as the management strategy. You know – the typical sweets, 
toys and then the opposite - teacher shouting. 
 
BARB: I’m down to visit Ayesha tomorrow. She’s already been on the phone and called by my 
office. She’s really rapt at the mentor teacher she’s got – seems very progressive and willing to 
give Ayesha a lot of teaching opportunities. 
 
LAUREN: Ayesha’s the IT major isn’t she? 
 
BARB: Yes and the principal is really happy to have her at the school. Ayesha told me she’s been 
asked to do a workshop for the teachers. She’s a bit nervous but she’s got the skills that she can 
take a bit of a risk with something like this. 
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KEN: It’s great to see interns like her in action. I had a couple like that last semester in Math. 
You know, they are really demonstrating the ‘agents of change’ aspect. 
 
BARB: Yes I’ve noticed some changes overall in the practicum and internship in the last couple 
of years. There used to be a real mismatch between what we were doing and what was 
happening in the schools but slowly that’s improving. 
 
LAUREN: I think the schools we’re working in are getting used to our program. 
 
Finally, the conversation turns to CPD work. 
 
KEN: “Weren’t you giving another workshop at the Ministry today Lauren?” 
 
LAUREN:  “Yes, things are really coming along nicely with the Action Research model of 
professional development that we are using.  Initially the participants and MOE administrators 
had wanted us to act only in the role of experts but now as the program is unfolding they have 
commented on the value of our role as facilitators and can see how encouraging the Supervisors 
to take control of their own learning is motivating and developing collegiality amongst the group 
as a whole.  There are still a few that say ‘you tell us what to do’ and we’ll do it; you know, the 
same kind of issue that you strike with other professional development programs here.” 
 
KEN: “They’re quite a big group right?” 
 
Nodding, Lauren confirms there are over 65 in our meetings. 
 
LAUREN: “Naturally with such a number we struggle with several logistical issues such as time.  
I mean the travel time alone for some of them is over 2 hours.  And then there’s the time required 
to do the Action Research, meet together in their teams and so it goes.  And today I simply had to 
extend the lunch break to allow enough time for prayer.” 
 
BARB: “How’s it going with the pre workshop translation meetings?” 
 
LAUREN: “Not bad I must say.  It’s challenging to communicate our needs via email and so we 
end up having to speak several times on the mobiles and also meet up to be sure that materials 
have been translated and the day’s organization is clear to all the English Supervisors.  And 
several times now the English Supervisors have expressed their concerns about the payment they 
are receiving for their translation efforts.  I’ve had at least five different discussions about this in 
the last week.” 
 
BARB: “Mmm. I think there may be concern too about how much the MOE administration value 
their help on this.” 
 
LAUREN: “Yes, it seems like they have not been sufficiently recognized.  The other thing that 
Ahmed and Fareeda mentioned is their differing perceptions about our roles Barb.” 
 
KEN: “What do you mean?” 
 
LAUREN: “Well, I think they believe that they are actually running the program and that we are 
not really needed in the sessions because they are doing the presentation of the Power Points 
and translation of participant questions and comments and our responses.” 
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KEN: “Mmm. Yes, we’ve run into this before as well especially when we have used presenters or 
cannot also speak Arabic.” 
 
BARB: “Anyone for one of those biscottis they’ve got?” 
 
LAUREN: “Why not. Yes please.” 
 
KEN: “Not me thanks. I had a huge lunch as soon as I’d returned from the internship today.  For 
some reason Practicum days always make me really hungry, hey?” 
 
LAUREN: “Yeah, me too! Ken, I wanted to ask you how much statistics you think we should 
cover in the program.  Some members of the program want us to do detailed sessions on stats.  
Barb and I have talked about it and we think that we should keep it to a minimum but there are 
so many differing views and experiences about research in the room.  I mean there are novices 
through to very experienced researchers.” 
 
KEN: “I’d go with keeping it simple at this stage.  Statistical analysis to me belongs in a 
different program.” 
 
LAUREN: “Ok, good.  Well, I think the program’s in good shape overall.  Dr Athaba seems 
pleased and she has come to most of the sessions herself which speaks volumes.  Really, the 
MOE leadership have allowed the participants many opportunities to discuss the program with 
them and others in the group and they seem well informed about what we are trying to do and 
why”. 
 
Barb returns with our treats. 
 
KEN: “Just saying Barb, let’s hope the action research these Supervisors are engaging in will 
cascade further into the schools to help improve teaching practices and student learning. This 
sort of inquiry is badly needed in some schools.” 
 
We all nod, look at our watches and make moves to head off to face the Dubai traffic once again. 
 
LAUREN: “Which way are you going home tonight Ken?” 
 
KEN: Looking at his watch again, Ken ums and ahs for a minute and then says “I’ll try Emirates 
Road at this time but really your guess is as good as mine!” 
 
Our learnings 
Several issues influenced our learning including the bilingual context, knowledge of leadership 
theories versus developing leadership skills, variation in leadership skills and practices, the role 
of women, and ‘emiratization’. 
 
 
The bilingual/multi cultural context, 
 
Communication on each of the leadership programs has proved interesting and challenging.  
There are continual translation requirements such as getting resource material translated, cost of 
translations, quality and turn around time.  Misunderstandings can frequently occur across 
multilingual contexts so there is a need to think carefully about oral and written language forms. 
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We have sometimes assumed shared knowledge about concepts and practices only to find that in 
fact a different understanding is held by those we’re working with. 
 
We have developed some excellent interpersonal relationships through ongoing discussion, 
collaboration, cooperation and mutual support.  It has been important to understand, 
acknowledge and work within the framework of local cultural contexts.  Having done this and 
been accepted and trusted by our professional colleagues has opened many doors that otherwise 
would have remained closed and has allowed us to experience a rich and diverse array of 
meaningful interactions and experiences.  One important way that this collegiality and trust ahs 
been established is through the sharing of knowledge through conversations, workshops, sharing 
meals, teas, coffees and car rides. 
 
We have become aware that emotional issues around position and power can sometimes arise 
and lead to conflict if not handled sensitively.  Naturally levels of expertise vary in our different 
leadership programs and once again sensitively to these is essential in order to develop on going 
collegiality and communities of practice. 
 
Knowledge of leadership theories versus developing leadership skills, 
 
A key part of our role throughout these leadership programs was to introduce and develop 
theoretical perspectives for students.  We frequently heard the rhetoric of leadership but the 
reality did not always reflect this and made us pause to rethink program content and delivery.  
Sometimes we had to reconsider our own theoretical positions and practical knowledge in light 
of the different cultural backgrounds and leadership understandings of our participants.  They 
displayed differing readiness levels both within and across programs and it was important to 
ensure that our planning met their needs.   We sometimes felt a tension between our roles as 
facilitators, looking for critical analysis in situational leadership contexts, and the expectation 
that we would act as ‘experts’ in the programs. 
 
Variation in leadership skills and practices 
We were aware of the wide variation in leadership skills and practices within the various groups 
but as we worked through the programs and gained a deeper understanding of the local context, 
it seemed to lend itself to situational, shared and participatory models of leadership grounded in 
culture and religion. The process was a ‘learning journey’ for us as facilitators and the 
participants also. We encouraged and supported risk taking and participants were given 
‘permission to make mistakes’ and to use these as a learning opportunity. For some, this was 
difficult as they were more familiar with a rather hierarchical educational system with sometimes 
rigid decision making structures. We valued and encouraged a reflexive and reflective approach 
to teaching, learning and were continually reminded of the importance of time needed to build 
our own professional practice in this context. 
 
The role of women 
As ‘western’ women working in a society with clearly distinguished gender roles we 
were at once both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ From one perspective we positioned 
ourselves as  ‘outsiders’ (westerner, academic) but we were also  ‘professional insiders’ 
(teacher, colleague).  In the Middle Eastern Islamic context our gender was of direct 
benefit in terms of access to female contexts. Paradoxically, being non-Emirati and 
‘uncovered’ females meant that we could interact easily with our male Muslim 
colleagues. This is important in the mixed gender groupings for the CPD and graduate 
programs. We still had to be sensitive to gender roles and, for example, not require male 
and female participants to work closely together on tasks.  
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‘Emiratization and creating a UAE community’ 
Emirati society is developing at an incredible speed but there are still issues of unemployment 
among Emiratis themselves as the vast pool of expatriate labour has a strong foothold on the 
economy. We are always conscious of our position as ‘guest workers’ in the country and that we 
are expected to contribute to ‘emiratization’, i.e. providing opportunities for national colleagues 
to develop the skills and expertise that would enable them to move effectively into leadership 
positions in their own country. Thus the long term goal of each of the programs is to use a 
distributed leadership model to develop leadership expertise among the Emirati participants. At 
the undergraduate level we are concerned with developing basic understandings and skills 
through exposure to supported leadership situations. The graduate program is concerned with 
‘fine tuning’ practice and further development of particular leadership philosophies and skills.  
Participants are aspiring to leadership positions and hence require the scaffolding and support to 
take on greater leadership roles. Within the CPD program we are concerned with building 
capacity in the larger educational system. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Our work as university faculty on leadership programs in this Middle Eastern context has been 
an ongoing journey that has expanded our own professional learning in significant ways. We 
have been working in a cross-cultural context, with varying mixes of native speakers, second 
language speakers and differing cultural and institutional expectations. The process of leadership 
education is complex. During this process we have made assumptions, mistakes and errors of 
judgement, but throughout, our own learning has evolved and developed. 
 
Whilst acknowledging that there are many effective ways that leadership learning can be 
organized, we believe that our programs have much potential particularly in this environment.   
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