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Studies on the unreadiness of educational stakeholders to face the abrupt
requirement of online learning amidst the pandemic were usually conducted
among the urban participants with highly available access to the internet and
well-developed online social habit. Such population tend to fall into
Westernized, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic (WEIRD) bias
population, even in Asian countries. Therefore, their results tend to report
problems faced by the aforementioned population. In this current study, we
attempt to fill in the population gap by exploring the transformational
leadership among school principals in rural area of Malang, East Java,
Indonesia. There were five leaders of schools’ setup by different religious
affiliations in the community interviewed. After the thematic analyses, the
results confirmed that the online learning policy exposed our participants to
different problems from the ones faced by the urban population, and
therefore they have taken different measures in order to sustain their
educational services. Actions such as interschool collaborations, interschool
students grouping, and interschool teacher-sharing were introduced to us by
these rural school principals, along with the spirit of unity in their diversity.
Further exploration and suggestions are discussed in the article.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Switching between offline and online social interaction has been a global issue amidst the
COVID-19 pandemic. The transition itself had brought the world enough prevalent problems due to the
change of the social interaction pattern [1]. Studies on the change of the social behavior related to this
transition have been conducted in South East Asian population, and the results yielded that the transition
affected us in many ways. For instance, it was reported that the reliance to social media amidst the pandemic
predicts the change of the sense of social inclusion [2], the way people gauge their life satisfaction [3], work
efficacy [4], and job satisfaction [5]. Furthermore, the transition from offline to online study in educational
setting had been reported to alter the way students evaluate their happiness related to their education [6], self-
acceptance [7], and coping mechanism towards stress or depression symptoms [8], [9]. Other than that, it was
also reported that reliance to online social interaction tend to develop certain fatigue among students [10]. It
might led to further depression and even suicide ideation [11] that called the need of online mental health
support [12]. The shift between offline and online teaching and learning activities also increased parental
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stress during the pandemic due to their children had to study online from home [13]. In the context of
Indonesia, Handarini and Wulandari [14] proposed that online learning, in the form of studying from home
(SFH) might improve students’ independence due to its student-centered nature, as long as it is well-
facilitated.

Nevertheless, the aforementioned studies in the previous paragraph have been conducted among
urban participants with highly available internet access and well-formed habits of social behavior, such as
effective use of social media and other online social interaction methods. This type of samples tend to drag
studies results into a bias caused by the Western(ized), Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic (WEIRD)
nature of the participants [15]. It is evident that there is a gap between urban and rural society, especially
among education stakeholders in dealing with the transition from offline to online study [16]. For instance,
students in non-WEIRD communities might have not developed online fatigue [10], mental-health issues
related to social media abuses [17], or online delinquent behaviors [18], [19], which might make it easier for
the educators to cater the students’ need of online education. However, further challenges, such as
participation in online studies [20] might exist due to the limited facilities.

Another visible challenge in our studied community was the ingroup-outgroup prejudice tendency
among the members of rural communities with different belief system, such as reported in Malaysia [21] and
in Thailand [22], that individuals from certain belief system would not comply to leaders from different
belief systems. Ng and Prihadi [23] explained that while religions of any kind promote peaceful social
interactions, the excessive levels of extrinsic spirituality might lead people into lower emotional intelligence;
where they would likely to take the superficial meanings of religious activities as being exclusive and that
others are considered less holier, therefore, should not be tolerated. While the latter study suggested that
when individuals approach their belief system through intrinsic spirituality mechanism, they would put
higher values in their relationship with the divine power, as well as with other members of the society, the
former two studies indicated that extrinsic spirituality approach is dominant in rural areas of South East Asia,
and therefore might hinder any attempt for interfaith leadership.

Thus, limited facilities and potential prejudice could be the main challenges in transforming the
leadership, apart from any other psychological and sociological construct that existed among the educational
stakeholders. Therefore, we aim to fill the aforementioned gap by studying the adaptation of the educational
stakeholders, especially school leaders, in the rural area of Indonesia.

School leaders were chosen to represent the educational stakeholders in our studied population for
some reasons. First of all, school leaders are responsible to sustain the mental states of their employees in
facing changes [24], [25]. It means that while students and their parents might not be ready to face such a
drastic change, the school leaders in rural area should make sure that their teachers remain confident. So, they
can do their job well by adapting to the changes. However, having been posted in rural area for some years
might have transformed the teachers to get used to their pre-pandemic daily lives and reluctant to accept the
change [1]. Facing such possibilities, school leaders should have been putting their teachers on the edge by
providing them regular updates of educational technology mastery [26]. A task that can be easier said than
done in Indonesian rural area situation. In our context, these school leaders were exposed to a twofold
problem; first, the readiness to deliver online study might not be distributed equally among teachers, some
teachers might have been significantly left behind by the current information technology (IT). Second,
similar situation occurred to their students, moreover in the rural terrain of Indonesia, some students might
not even have any access to reliable internet connection, let alone having developed any habit of online social
interaction.

It is understandable that previous studies suggested that transformational leadership should involve
the improvement of digital skills among educators in order to face challenges that came with the pandemic
[27], [28]. Moreover a meta-analysis study on technological acceptance model on mobile and e-learning
among students indicated that students and teachers tend to develop higher motivation when the education is
delivered in the form of mobile learning or e-learning [29]. Nevertheless, in the non-WEIRD population,
especially in the context of Indonesian rural area, technological gap might not be the only challenge faced by
the school leaders. Diversity of the students’ socio-economic status (SES), parental readiness, and their
proximity to the location where internet service is available posed further challenge. For instance, studies
have shown that educators tend to develop different expectancy between students with lower and higher SES
[30], they tend to see students from lower SES were likely to be academically weaker. In turn, this situation
tend to lead students to develop different levels of self-confidence and academic efficacy [30], [31].
Moreover, schools in our studied location were setup by different religious organizations; some studies
indicated that when it comes to belief system, individuals might have limited tolerance to share educational
sources with one another [21]-[23]. In this current study, we aim to explore the steps taken by the school
leaders in the studied community in facing the aforementioned challenges provided by the pandemic and the
online learning policy.
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2. RESEARCH METHOD

Semi-structured interviews conducted among principals of different types of schools (Islamic
Elementary School, Hindu Elementary School, Islamic Junior High School, Catholic Junior High School, and
Protestant Junior High School) in order to collect the data on how they managed to transform their schools to
comply with the online learning instructions from the government, as well as collaborating with each other to
serve their students well. School leaders were chosen among other educational stakeholders to be recruited as
participants in this current study because first, they play pivotal role in decision making related to the type
and direction of the transformation their schools head to [32]. Second, apart from leading schools, in rural
societies, school leaders also lead the community, which consisted of other educational stakeholders in their
society, and their involvement tend to also involve the inclusion of local cultural values [33]. In other words,
school leaders in this context need to know their way to make sure that the schools’ policy are in line with the
local values embraced by the society members, that sometimes plays more important role than the
government regulations [34].

Furthermore, data were transcribed and thematic analyses were conducted. Our major themes were
set to be the technological disadvantages among educators and students, availability of infrastructures, and
inter-school collaboration. Knowing that each school was erected by different religious bodies namely
Islamic, Protestant, Hinduism, and Catholicism, some frictions might be expected. Nevertheless, rural
Indonesians tend to promote tolerance and avoid conflicts [35], so extreme conflicts related to belief systems
are not expected to take place during such collaboration.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This section is arranged based on the following sequence, technological disadvantages and
availability of infrastructures, inter-school collaboration to solve common problems, followed by any
emerging theme during the data collection. Each participant was given a code in the form of school leaders
(SL) 1, SL2, up to SL 5, due to there were five schools in the studied community.

3.1. Technological disadvantages and availability of infrastructures
Questions related to the technological readiness among educational stakeholders were asked to the
participants, and the translated transcribe of their answers are:

“Most of the students in this society are not used to online learning and independent learning.”
(SL1)

“Our students were quite shocked and unready with SFH. I immediately discussed with another
principal (SL1) in order to solve this problem. We eventually agreed to form tutorial groups
consisted of the students from our school and their school, because none of our students are used
to independent learning.” (SL2)

“Some of our students live far away from the township, therefore some of them do not have any
access to any internet facility.” (SL3)

“We collaborate with each other to conduct IT workshops for our staff. Because most of our
teachers were not ready with this abrupt implementation of SFH. Many of them did not even
know how to use IT in designing and delivering education to the students” (SL5)

“Online classes can be done in the students’ homes. Many of them have their own internet
facilities, but we also subsidized some of them. Some of them also joined the online classes at the
community hall.” (SL4)

3.2. Inter-school collaboration to solve common problems
Questions related to the ways the principals collaborated with each other to solve their common
problems were asked to the participants, and the translated sample transcribe of their replies are:

“I discussed with SL2 because their school is very near to ours. Their students were distributed
across districts and therefore it would be more efficient for us to form tutorial groups consisted
of students from both schools, and catered by teachers from both schools who live near to the
students.” (SL1)

“We had a discussion (with SL4 and SL5) and agreed to delegate the tasks to teachers from all
the three schools to design and evaluate the modules we use in our group tutorials. One tutorial
group is consisted of 10-15 students from three of our schools. We also agreed to use the school
of SL4 as a center of online learning for all the three schools, because they have adequate
facilities and all the teachers take turns to teach online from there.” (SL3)
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“Our teachers will share their experience related to online teaching to each other in the
headquarter (the school of SL4). The principals also conducted continuous workshops in order to
improve the quality of our service.” (SL5)

“We provide the facilities in our school to be used by everyone to teach online. The principals
are agreed to take turns to supervise the tutorial groups when necessary, and we also collaborate
with each other to prepare the report to the education ministry office of the township.” (SL4)

3.3. Emerging themes: attitude towards interfaith collaboration in delivering the education

While interfaith collaboration in education might be sensitive to other countries in South East Asia,
our studied society offered a unique situation, where all schools were erected by different religious
organizations. Questions regarding the issue were answered by all of our participants, and the translated
transcriptions of their responses are:

“We don’t have any issue (with interfaith sensitivity). Before the pandemic, we used to invite
each other for religious celebrations, and our students had their sports and scout activities
together. We speak the same language, Javanese.” (SL1)

“Interfaith issues were never our problem here. I always attend to the invitation from the
neighbors and teachers from the Islamic elementary school (led by SL1), we communicate to one
another regarding education policy. We don’t have any prejudice (related to interfaith
sensitivity), and market-wise, we have our captive market: Hindu students will register to my
school, Muslim students to their school. It is common that we celebrate Dharma Shanty or Eid
Al-Fithr together with each other.” (SL2)

“We always come to each other’s celebration, and we have been collaborating professionally
since then.” (SL5)

3.4. Summary of the results

The results of our analyses can be summarized: The principal of all the schools in the area face the
same problems: their students were distributed in deeper and further locations within the same rural area,
therefore access to internet is a luxury for many of them. Most of their teachers are not ready to deliver the
teaching online, and not all of them are IT savvy in general. Last but not least, not all of their schools are
adequately equipped with internet and computer facilities to deliver the online education.

They collaborate well with other schools. Their collaborations came in the following forms: i)
Regrouping their students and teachers into different tutorial groups consisted of students and teachers from
different schools, based on the proximity of where they live; ii) Teachers from different schools were
grouped in order to design the online curricula and plan the online lessons together for students from all the
schools in the area; iii) Utilize one of the schools as a headquarter of online education delivery, where
teachers from all schools in the area take their turns to deliver the online teaching. Principals take their turns
to supervise the execution of the online education in this school; iv) The same school was also utilized to
deliver workshops for teachers in order to improve their mastery in online education; v) Students who live in
the deeper rural area with no access to internet are gathered in the community hall or nearby house with
Wi-Fi facilities (subsidized by the school) in order to receive the online education. This method was also
conducted to cater students with less ability to conduct individual learning. Interfaith issues are not
considered as problem for them to collaborate and serve their students, and even before the pandemic, they
have shared activities, either extracurricular, religious, or social, together.

3.5. Discussion

First of all, our results indicated the existence of the gap between the education stakeholders in our
studied community and the WEIRD-biased samples. None of our participants indicated any phenomenon
related to online social interaction reported in the studies among urban samples, such as online fatigue [10],
mental-health issues related to social media abuses [17], cyberbully [9], social media-related depression [11],
or online delinquent behaviors [18], [19]. Problems related with religious tolerance, as in detected in urban
samples [23] were also undetected. It can be concluded that this current study was free from the WEIRD-
bias, at least at the qualitative level.

While at some other rural areas diversity of the belief systems might be seen as a challenges [21],
[22], our findings indicated that it was not seen as a burden; all the school leaders were able to come to
mutual decisions, and all the teachers complied to the decisions without any meaningful ingroup-outgroup
behavior. The fact that the schools in our studied community were set by different religious organizations
supports the finding of Ng and Prihadi [23]; their levels of intrinsic spirituality might improve their
capabilities to value mutual understanding under such a transformational leadership.
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Contextually, our results suggested that the school leaders in the studied location showed their
maximum effort to serve their students. First of all, their initiative to retrain their teachers to adopt the
reliable technology was in line with the suggestion of Antonopolou et al. [27], that the transformational
leadership should involve the improvement of digital skills among educators. At the same time, they also
tolerate the teachers who need more time to master certain skills by asking more skillful teachers to design
and prepare the materials for online teaching, as well as asking teachers to share their experience with one
another. On the other hand, this also indicated that the leaders kept their teachers motivated and satisfied with
their job, because they were not pressurized to do things beyond their capacity. This fact is in line with what
was suggested by Jose and Serpa [28], that the leaders must keep their employees motivated and develop
high levels of job satisfaction, especially during a drastic change.

Motivations of the students to learn online, as well as of the teachers to teach online seem to be
high, which is in line with the study of Al-Emran et al. [29]. The difference is, while their study was
conducted in a high online-cultured society, our study was conducted among non-WEIRD community, which
confirmed another suggestion that the usage of online learning elevates the motivation of learning and
teaching among students and teachers, regardless of the accessibility of reliable facilities. As can be seen
from the interview results, teachers from schools without adequate facilities paid their effort to teach online
from another school with facilities; students without facilities also paid their effort to learn offline by going
to the community halls or other students’ residence with facilities.

The unique theme that emerged from our study that has not been reported by other previous studies
is the fact that the schools in the community collaborated with one another. They united as one entity to
deliver the online education to all of their students. Their teachers taught students from multiple schools due
to the proximity of their homes, and their students were grouped with students from other schools to study
online together. It can be concluded that this situation might have erased different expectancy due to
fundamental attribution errors such as reported in the previous studies [30], [31], [36] that educators would
predict that certain students would behave in certain ways, because all the teachers must collaborate to teach
all the students even from different schools. One school leader was even volunteered to open their school as a
headquarter for teachers from other schools to teach online and to develop new skills through workshops.
The leaders even took turns to supervise the online teaching activity in the ‘headquarter’ regardless which
teachers were teaching. The spirit of oneness among these leaders, teachers, and students, despite coming
from different religious affiliations, schools, and tribes, indicated that the Indonesian indigenous value of
unity in diversity is well-kept and proven useful to face the pandemic together.

4. CONCLUSION

Our study is not without limitation. First of all, despite our population might be free from the
WEIRD bias, this community might not represent all the non-WEIRD population across the nation, region or
the world. The uniqueness of the indigenous culture, religional diversity, and the rural terrain also contribute
to the ungeneralizability of the results of this study. Therefore, we would like to suggest for the future studies
to be focused more on the quantitative side of the phenomenon. The reason is because while everything was
reported as positive by the stakeholders, we could not be sure that the quality of the instruction given by the
teachers in our studied population is similar to those in the urban area due to the technological gap between
the educational stakeholders themselves, as well as the mastery of technology usage. From the side of the
students, quantitative studies should be conducted in the same population to gauge the difference of academic
achievements between online and offline studies among the same group of students. This study is also
expected to show the stakeholders of education at the national level to pay more attention to the teachers and
students in the rural area of the country.
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