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Sustainable leadership practices ensure that the mission and vision of a
school continue despite changes and challenges. Such a practice can build
the capacity of the organization based on the environment, especially in
shaping a better school climate. Past studies have found a significant link
between school leadership practices and the school climate. However, there
has been little discussion about the phenomenal relationship the in rural
national secondary school (SMK) context. Hence, this study aimed to
identify the level of sustainable leadership practices of principals and their
relationship with the school climate in rural SMK in Malaysia. A total of 450
teachers were selected to participate in the study using proportionate random
sampling and questionnaires were adopted as the research method. Due to
the COVID-19 pandemic and the research population located in rural areas,
data were collected through the mail. The findings showed that the level of
sustainable leadership practices of the principals was high (M=4.18,
SD=0.52), along with a high level of the school climate (M=4.14, SD=0.51).
Sustainable leadership practices were also positively associated with school
climate (r=0.607, p<0.05). These findings can be used by the Ministry of
Education Malaysia to enhance sustainable leadership practices in the
national education leaders professional qualifications designed specifically
for future school leaders in Malaysia. In this regard, it is hoped that these
findings will enrich the literature on sustainable leadership practices and the
school climate.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The United Nations has set a goal that by 2030, educated and skilled students from low-, middle-,
and high-income nations will be educated and skilled in sustainable development. It may be accomplished
through education, as shown in the fourth sustainable development goals (SDG) of the global agenda. The
goal of the SDG is to provide quality education for all in order to create a peaceful and prosperous world [1].
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused negative consequences around the world, which had never
been expected to occur in the past three years. The impact can be seen directly in individuals, society, the
economy, and also in education globally. Schools in the United States and all around the world had to be
closed as teaching and learning (TnL) had to be implemented in a virtual space during the pandemic [2].
Significant learning losses were apparent across Asia and the Pacific Region countries, requiring immediate
recovery efforts to prevent adverse long-term effects on student learning progression, wellbeing, future
wages, and economy-wide productivity [3]. The challenge was even worse when the society’s economy was
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affected to the extent that it caused a decline in the income of the head of the household, especially people
living in rural areas [4].

The main challenge of education worldwide lies in the adaptation of the education system to the
environment so that the objectives of the system can be achieved [5]. Therefore, the education system needs
to remain sustainable for its goals to be achieved. The impact of change on the current world of education has
led to school organizations becoming more complex where there is a cumulative response to the growing
demand for diversity: diversity towards stakeholders, diversity of organizational structure and culture,
diversity in the way in which information is processed and transmitted, diversity towards the number of
people contributing to the tasks set, and diversity towards develop the goals of the organization in a
sustainable direction [6]. This situation emphasizes the need for school leaders to have a great responsibility
in ensuring that educational goals and agendas can continue to be preserved. Applying sustainable leadership
practices is believed to have the potential to change organizational practices through reorienting and
oversight missions to strengthen stakeholder commitments [7]. Sustainable leadership also has the potential
to create a positive impact on performance targets, contributing to improvements in institutions and
communities over a longer period of time.

The impact of changes and challenges in education are more significant in schools in rural areas.
According to Rahaman et al. [8], rural schools are still far behind in terms of infrastructure and this problem
is compounded by a lack of self-motivation among students who view education as less important. The
findings of these studies are similar on the relationship between motivation and achievement of students in
rural schools [9], which reported that the motivational level of rural students is at a moderate level and hence
requires attention from both the school and the Ministry of Education Malaysia (MOE). In fact, the Ministry
of Education acknowledged a digital gap among rural students, especially during the movement control order
(MCO) in Malaysia. According to the Ministry of Education’s online student readiness survey conducted
between 28 March 2020 and 2 April 2020, a total of 670,118 respondents were parents to 893,331 students,
of whom 6% had a personal computer, 9.3% owned a laptop, 5.8% possessed tablets, and 46.5% had
smartphones. However, 36.9% of the students lacked devices to participate in online learning [10].

According to United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), innovation in education is not only geared
towards the utilization of the latest technology in classrooms but also towards solving problems to increase
students’ interest and improve their learning so that they will not drop out [11]. In 2020, the MOE announced
the achievement of Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) year 2019. The results were especially encouraging for
schools in rural areas. This is evidenced by the analysis of average grades by location which showed that the
achievement of SPM candidates in rural areas had increased significantly compared to candidates who
attended schools in urban areas. This has caused the attainment gap between the urban and rural areas to
reduce to 0.38 in 2020 compared to 0.44 in 2019 [12].

Although Malaysia experienced the COVID-19 pandemic and MCO, the commitment of rural
school organizations remains high in carrying out their responsibilities in delivering education for the success
of students living in rural areas. In order to ensure that the sustainability of education can be continued, the
leadership of a leader, which is based on sustainable leadership, serves as an opportunity to influence the
lives of individuals for the better and to lead the organization towards the direction to be achieved [13].
Moreover, incompetent leaders develop weak organizations because the organizations are not built based on
the appropriate work culture to maintain the sustainability of the organization. Past studies around the world
also have proven that excellent and effective leaders will successfully manage all administrative matters,
creating a positive environment that can improve student achievement and outcomes [14].

In the Malaysia Education Development Plan 2013-2025, MOE has targeted that by 2025 all
schools’ leaders in Malaysia need to practice instructional leadership and act as agents of change [14]. The
issue is whether a new leader can sustain or improve his organization in a school with the culture and climate
of the school formed by the previous leader. Sustainable leadership is the mainstay in the development of an
organization since it is based on the importance of continuous learning [15]. By adopting sustainable
leadership, an organization can become more innovative by making continuous improvements to gain
continuous competitive advantage and create and sustain success [16]. This is because leaders who practice
sustainable leadership implement a proactive approach by also building good relationships between internal
and external stakeholders so that they are always sensitive to the changes that take place around them [17].

In conducting the current study, the researchers adapted seven basic principles of sustainable
leadership in the world of education: i) depth in sustainable leadership matters; ii) length in sustainable
leadership to last; iii) breadth in sustainable leadership to spread; iv) justice in sustainable leadership does not
harm or improve its surrounding environment; v) diversity in sustainable leadership promotes cohesive
diversity; vi) resourcefulness in sustainable leadership does not deplete human resources; and vii) conservation
in sustainable leadership honors and learns from the best of the past to create an even better future [18]. These
principles shape leaders through the various factors involved in creating a better quality and sustainable
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working environment. Through sustainable leadership practices, leaders can lead an organization more clearly
and effectively, allowing planning and actions to be made not only for short-term solutions but also for a
longer period. Therefore, the continuity of sustainable leadership practices must be maintained to ensure that
the sustainability of an organization can continue despite the changes in the school climate.

According to UNICEEF [19], as a result of school closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic, students
missed more than half of their schooling over the past two years and a total of 2 trillion hours of learning
were lost. In the efforts to re-engage students to return to school and continue their education, school climate
plays an important role. This is because school climate is a key factor in identifying the level of TnL delivery
in schools to ensure that student achievement can be improved. Not only that a school climate affects
students, but it also affects work culture. A school climate influences its organizational work culture,
therefore positive school climate with sustainable leadership practices can form a better quality and
competitive human capital. On the other hand, poor school climate results in a lack of focus and momentum
to continue working [20], which ultimately results in unstable work delivery and inefficiency. This has raised
concerns as school climate significantly affects the quality of teachers” work delivery [21].

However, the exploration of teacher perceptions of the impact of the school climate experience still
raises questions to date [22]. There has been a tremendous need for educators, policymakers, and scholars to
identify school climate as one of the main thrusts that can be used to improve the education system [23]. The
school climate is formed based on the relationships between the school principal and teachers, the teacher
and the teacher, the teacher and the staff, the teacher and the student, and the relationship between the
students of a school [24]. Fisher and Frase [25] discovered eight individual psychosocial dimensions of
school climate based on the perspectives of school teachers and develop the school-level environment
questionnaire (SLEQ). Further, Johnson et al. [26] reviewed the SLEQ and develop a revised SLEQ that
works equally well for all samples. The exploratory and validation factors of the school climate in this study
were using five dimensions [26]: i) innovation in teaching; ii) collaboration; iii) decision-making
participation; iv) school facilities; and v) student relations. Meanwhile, the three dimensions of professional
interest, staff freedom, and work pressure are dropped. The revised SLEQ has produced a better model for
studying the school climate and the experience of teachers in schools. It has become a reference and has been
used by foreign and domestic researchers [27]-[29]. However, the revised SLEQ [26] limits the dimension of
the school facilities to the facilities provided in the school’s library. In this regard, to adapt this study to the
current research which was conducted in rural areas in Malaysia, the questionnaires were improved by adding
the list of school facilities and elements such as financial resources. This is also in line with the importance of
school facilities, such as classrooms, laboratories, libraries, health facilities, and recreational facilities,
besides TnL materials in improving the academic achievement of the students [30].

A school climate is an ideological pattern of life experience in schools that represents the norms,
goal, value, relationship, TnL practice, and facilities, which also serve to support organizational involvement
in achieving the organizational visions and missions [26]. In fact, schools are a place where students gain
knowledge and hone their talents, hence poor school climate will affect their learning interest, thereby
contributing to the issue of students dropping out of school. Leaders who practice sustainable leadership will
work continuously to ensure that the school climate is in the best condition so that the sustainability of the
school can be maintained and continued despite the challenges or crises that occur. Therefore, sustainable
leadership practices are a must for school leaders to ensure that the spirit and philosophy of education are
strictly adhered to in order to further enhance the achievement and success of their schools.

Sustainable leadership practice studies are not new in Malaysia. However, previous studies have
only focused on primary and high-performing schools [31]-[35], despite the fact the leadership of the leaders
in national secondary school (SMK) can be challenging as school leaders have to deal with students in
difficult age groups who will eventually be the future leaders in the development of the country. Because
there have been few studies on schools in rural areas, the current study examined SMK in rural areas. With
that, three research questions on sustainable leadership practices among school leaders and their relationship
to school climate were developed in the current study: i) what is the level of sustainable leadership practices
among leaders in rural SMK?; ii) what is the level of school climate in rural SMK?; and iii) is there any
relationship between sustainable leadership practices and school climate in rural SMK?

2. RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

To carry out this study, a conceptual framework was adapted from existing theories. The findings of
past studies were referred to in building the conceptual framework of the study, as shown in Figure 1. The
framework demonstrated the relationship between sustainable leadership practices among schools’ principal
variables theories [18] and the school climate variables model [26].
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Sustainable leadership practices
. Depth — Sustainable leadership matters

. Length — Sustainable leadership lasts
. Breadth — Sustainable leadership spreads
. Justice — Sustainable leadership does not harm

School climate
1. Innovation in teaching
2. Collaboration
_ 3. Decision-making involvement
4. School facilities
5. Student relations

AW N~

or improve its surrounding environment

5. Diversity — Sustainable leadership promotes
cohesive diversity

6. Resourcefulness — Sustainable leadership does
not deplete human resources

7. Conservation — Sustainable leadership honors
and learns from the best of the past to create an
even better future

Figure 1. Conceptual framework

3. RESEARCH METHOD

This quantitative study identified the level of teachers’ perception of principals’ sustainable
leadership practices and their relationship with the school climate in rural SMK in Malaysia. In this regard,
the objectives of this study were to identify: i) the level of sustainable leadership practices among leaders in
rural SMK; ii) the level of school climate in rural SMK; and iii) the relationship between sustainable
leadership practices and the school climate in rural SMK. A quantitative method was employed because the
empirical research provides accurate and generalized measurements of a population [36], [37]. A quantitative
method is also suitable for researchers to know the cause-effect relationship between two variables based on
mathematics, calculations, and statistics. In this regard, the use of the quantitative method was in line with
the purpose of this study, which was to identify the perception of teachers on their principals’ sustainable
leadership practices in rural SMK in Malaysia.

The research population involved teachers from rural SMK in Johor, Melaka, Negeri Sembilan,
Selangor, Perak, Kedah, Perlis, Pahang, Terengganu, Kelantan, Sabah, and Sarawak. However, the Federal
Territory of Kuala Lumpur, the Federal Territory of Putrajaya, and the Federal Territory of Labuan were not
involved in the study since the states do not have rural SMK. The total population size in this study was
35,528 teachers from 585 rural SMK [38]. Based on the recommendations, a sample size should consist of at
least 390 respondents and not more than 500 respondents [39]-[42]. Because the number of participating
schools was determined based on proportionate random sampling, the required sample size of 470 teachers
was needed. There was an inclusion of a 20% increase in the required sample size to accommodate
respondents who may withdraw and to supplement in the event of damage to the questionnaire instrument
[43], [44]. Furthermore, the 470 teachers involved in this study were selected using a random number
generator. To ensure that the data obtained is valid and reliable, the data screening process was done by
removing the patently answered data sets and issuing data sets of extreme value based on outlier tests using
SPSS. As a result, three data sets were removed for answering on a patent basis and seventeen questionnaires
were also removed for having a high outlier value. Overall, 450 data sets were accepted and analyzed in this
study. The summary of the research population and sample of the current study is shown in Table 1.

Questionnaires were utilized as an instrument of the study to obtain key information from
respondents. The distributed questionnaires consisted of three parts, namely part A related to the
demographics, part B related to sustainable leadership practices, and part C related to the school climate.
Part A comprised respondents’ information, namely gender, age, length of service, length of service in the
current school, top academic, position grade, and position held at school. Part B followed with seven
dimensions represented by 60 items adapted from the sustainable leadership practices model [18], as well as
from other literatures [31], [32]. Meanwhile, part C consisted of 62 items representing the five dimensions of
the school climate model based on the SLEQ (environmental questionnaire). The SLEQ has been used by
past researchers to measure individual psychosocial constructs in school environments based on the
perspectives of teachers in schools [25], [26]. Therefore, to adapt the school climate to the present situation,
the present study adapted from the SLEQ reviewed [26] and utilized literature reviews [29], [30], [45]. In
addition, improvements were made to the dimension of school facilities by including appropriate and
adequate facilities in schools such as classrooms, laboratories, libraries, recreational facilities, financial
resources, and TnL equipment and materials in the dimension [30].
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Table 1. Research population and sample for SMK in rural area
Region  State in Malaysia  Ratio calculation  Total school sample  Total teacher samples

North Perak 42:x47°/585¢ 3 3x10¢=30
Pulau Pinang 12x47°/585¢ 1 1x104=10
Kedah 142x47°/585¢ 1 1x104=10
Perlis 82x47v/585¢ 1 1x10¢=10
South Negeri Sembilan 272x47°/585¢ 2 2x10¢=20
Melaka 72x47°/585¢ 1 1x104=10
Johor 672x47°/585¢ 5 5x10¢=50
Middle  Selangor 82x475/585¢ 1 1x104=10
East Pahang 982x474/585¢ 8 8x10¢=80
Kelantan 172x47°/585 ¢ 1 1x104=10
Terengganu 402x47°/585¢ 3 3x10¢=30
Borneo  Sabah 1412x47°/585¢ 11 11x10¢=110
Sarawak 1152x47°/585¢ 9 9x10¢=90
Total 47 470

a. Number of school population in rural areas by the state in Malaysia
b. Number of schools samples in rural areas in Malaysia

¢. Number of population of schools in rural areas in Malaysia

d. Number of samples per school

To ensure that the data collection procedures were complied with, permission to conduct research
was obtained from the Education Policy Planning and Research Division of the MOE, the State Education
Department (SED), the State Education Office (SEO), and the schools involved. The distribution and
collection of the survey forms were carried out by post due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the spread of
influenza outbreaks. Also, the method of using the post was chosen, instead of other forms of
communication, due to the schools involved in this study were located in rural areas, which may have
internet access problems.

The respondents’ responded to the questionnaire items to show their level of consent based on a 5-
point Likert scale (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=less agree, 4=agree, and 5=very agree). The process of
validity and reliability in conducting quantitative studies is of paramount importance in identifying the degree
of reliability of the instruments produced in order to ensure that the questionnaire items can be replicated and
that their validity can accurately measure the variables [37]-[46]. To test the validity of the developed
instruments, the Item Specification Table was developed to facilitate the process of setting the content of the
fields studied to be more structured and systematic for evaluation by three experts in the field of research.
Their views were also taken into account in improving the items to suit the Malaysian context.

The quantitative data for expert consensus were analyzed by obtaining the consensus mean score for
each item evaluated by the expert using SPSS version 26 software. The mean score between 4.00 and 5.00
was maintained since the score indicated a high consent level, while the mean score between 3.00 and 3.99
was modified since the score indicated a moderate level. Items with low mean levels, particularly between
1.00 and 2.99, were eliminated [47]. In order to implement content validity, improvements to the
questionnaire were done as suggested by the experts. Overall, all items had a high mean score of between
4.00 and 5.00, while two items in the sustainable leadership dimension received a moderate mean score of
between 3.00 and 3.99. The two items were improved as suggested by the experts.

According to Sekaran [48], reliability refers to the accuracy of a measuring tool in evaluating a
concept to be studied. Creswell [49] explained that reliability refers to the stability and internal consistency
of an instrument. The reliability of the constructed items can be evaluated by using the coefficient correlation
through Cronbach’s alpha [50]. Based on Pallant [51] and Konting [52], the value of Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient at <0.9 is deemed very high, followed by <0.70 to <0.89 at a high level, and <0.31 to <0.69 at a
medium level, while Cronbach’s alpha coefficient at <0.30 is considered at a low level. Overall, both
variables were at high coefficient levels where out of 105 items, 77 items obtained a very high Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient value of <0.9 and 28 items scored a high Cronbach’s alpha coefticient of <0.70 to <0.89.

SPSS version 26 software was used for descriptive and inferential analyses. Descriptive analysis was
performed to generate the frequency, percentage, mean score, and standard deviation of the responses in
order to answer the first and second research questions. The levels of sustainable leadership practices among
school leaders and the school climate were determined by the mean score interpretation as proposed by
Mutalib [53] and Yusoff [54], depicted in Table 2. To answer the third question, a correlation analysis using
Pearson’s inference was used to conclude the link between school principals’ sustainable leadership and
school climate. The conventional approach to interpreting the correlation coefficients based on Senthilnathan
[55] was employed, as depicted in Table 3.
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Table 2. Mean score interpretation

Mean score  Interpretation
4.21-5.00 Very high

3.41-4.20 High
2.61-3.40 Moderate
1.81-2.60 Low

1.00-1.80 Very low

Table 3. Correlation coefficient interpretation
Magnitude observed Interpretation
-0.70>r>-1.00 or +0.70<r<+1.00  Very strong correlation
-0.50>r>-0.70 or +0.50<r<+0.70 _ Strong correlation

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The demographics of the teacher respondents in rural SMK in Malaysia were structured based on
their gender, age, years of service, and educational background as shown in Figure 2. The mean scores,
frequencies, and percentages of the responses for the dimensions of sustainable leadership of school
principals and the dimensions of school climate in the survey are shown in Figures 3 and 4. Meanwhile, the
correlation between sustainable leadership and school climate is shown in Table 4.

4.1. Profile of respondents

Figures 2-4 displays the demographic profiles of the 450 respondents in term of their gender,
education background and age. The respondents were 450 teachers from SMK in rural areas in the state of
Johor, Melaka, Negeri Sembilan, Selangor, Perak, Kedah, Perlis, Pahang, Terengganu, Kelantan, Sabah, and
Sarawak. According to the data, 268 (59.6%) of the respondents are female teachers, while 182 (40.4%) are
male teachers. Furthermore, 355 teachers (78.9%) hold a Bachelor's Degree as their highest degree of
education. The data also reveals that most of participants had less than a Master degree, with 84 (18.7%)
teachers. When it comes to age groups, the 41-45 age group has the highest number, with 102 teachers, at
22.7%.

182
Male (40.4%) 268
Female (59.6%)
0 50 100 150 200 250 300

Frequency (%)

Figure 2. Respondents’ gender

8
Certificate/Diploma ™ 70,

Bachelor's Degree I —— 355

(78.9%)
Master's D | 84
aster's Degree (18.7%)
. 1 3
Doctor of Philosophy 0.7%)
0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400

Frequency (%)

Figure 3. Respondents’ highest education
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51> years old 66 (14.7%)
46-50 years old 82 (18.2%)
41-45 years old 102 (22.7%)
36-40 years old 78 (17.3%)
31-35 years old 77 (17.1%)
26-30 years old 31 (6.9%)

20 -25 years old =——— 14 (3.1%)

0 20 40 60 80 100 120
Frequency (%)

Figure 4. Respondents’ age

4.2. Sustainable leadership

The first objective of this study was to identify the level of sustainable leadership practices of school
principals of rural SMK in Malaysia. The findings showed that the mean value of sustainable leadership
practices among school principals was at a high level of 4.18 (SD=0.52), as shown in Table 4. Based on the
mean score range interpretation [53], [54], the mean score range of 3.41-4.20 is considered high (Table 2).
This demonstrates that the principals of rural SMK practiced sustainable leadership in their school climate.
The dimension of depth in sustainable leadership had the highest mean value of 4.31 (SD=0.44). Meanwhile,
the mean value for the dimension of length in sustainable leadership was 4.17 (SD=0.53), followed by
breadth in sustainable leadership with 4.14 (SD=0.54), justice in sustainable leadership with 4.18 (SD=0.51),
diversity in sustainable leadership with 4.16 (SD=0.56), resourcefulness in sustainable leadership with 4.19
(SD=0.52), and finally conservation in sustainable leadership with 4.16 (SD=0.57). In conclusion, all
dimensions were at a high mean score level.

The overall level of sustainable leadership practices of principals identified in this study is in line
with previous findings [33]-[35] which indicate that school principals consistently practice sustainable
leadership consciously or otherwise. However, strong and effective school principals or leaders who
implement responsive leadership do not engage in such a work culture in an instant. According to Williams
[56], leadership practices are formed from several factors such as their environmental experience and the
effectiveness of future school leader preparation programs organized by their organizations. Nevertheless, it
is evident that the practice of sustainable leadership among principals is recognizable by teachers. With this,
it helps teachers to feel more at ease in the school climate by allowing them to remain with their respective
organizations and minimizing dissatisfaction with their school leadership.

Table 4. Overall mean for the dimensions of sustainable leadership among school principals in rural SMK

No. Dimension Mean Std. Deviation Interpretation
1. Depth—sustainable leadership matters 4.31 0.45 Very high
2. Length—sustainable leadership lasts 4.17 0.53 High
3. Breadth—sustainable leadership spreads 4.14 0.54 High
4 Justice—sustainable leadership does not harm or improve its surrounding 4.18 0.51 High
environment
S. Diversity—sustainable leadership promotes cohesive diversity 4.16 0.56 High
6. Resourcefulness—sustainable leadership does not deplete human resources 4.19 0.52 High
7. Conservation—sustainable leadership honors and learns from the best of 4.16 0.55 High
the past to create an even better future
Total 4.18 0.52 High

4.3. School climate

The second objective of this study aimed to identify the school climate level in rural SMK in
Malaysia. Table 5 showed that the overall school climate of rural SMK was at a high level with a mean value
of 4.14 (SD=0.51), as interpreted by Mutalib [53] and Yusoff [54]. Table 2 shows that the mean score
ranging from 3.41 to 4.20 was considered high. This demonstrates that the school climate in the rural areas
had a positive and conducive working environment. The dimension of collaboration among teachers was the
highest with a mean value of 4.36 (SD=0.43), followed by innovation in teaching with 4.14 (SD=0.57),
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decision-making engagement with 4.24 (SD=0.48), student relations with 4.19 (SD=0.51), and school
facilities with 3.76 (SD=0.56). In short, all dimensions were at high mean score levels. The findings are
different from the previous studies [29], [57], where the overall school climate is at a very high level.
According to Som and Ali [58], this could be closely related to experience and observation, making it
difficult for teachers to respond to a change in their organization. In addition, the facilities and the supply of
TnL resources provided by schools should also be sufficient and in a good condition to make sure they are
easily accessible and available to teachers [26]—[30].

In order to implement 21st century learning, changes in the curriculum and facilities in schools must
be made. This not only attracts students to learn but also ensures that they are exposed to the correct use of
technology-based equipment and learning materials. The findings of this study showed that school facilities
in rural SMK in Malaysia recorded a mean score of 3.76 (SD=0.51). Although it had the lowest mean score
among other components, it was interpreted to be at a high level. However, attention should be given to the
finding as facilities play a major role in the school climate. Therefore, the provision of appropriate and
adequate resources and facilities is also essential in an attempt to create a more conducive school climate.

Table 5. Overall mean for the dimensions of school climate in rural SMK

No. Dimension Mean  Std. Deviation Mean interpretation
1. Innovation in teaching 4.14 0.57 High
2. Collaboration 4.36 0.43 Very high
3. Decision-making involvement  4.24 0.48 Very high
4. School facilities 3.76 0.56 High
5. Student relations 4.19 0.51 High
Total 4.14 0.51 High

4.4. Relationship between sustainable leadership and school climate

The third objective of this study aimed to identify the relationship between the principals’
sustainable leadership practices and the school climate in rural SMK in Malaysia. The findings in Table 6
show that the practice of sustainable leadership of principals and school climate had a strong correlation. As
interpreted by Senthilnathan [55] as depicted in Table 3, the correlation coefficient (»=0.607, p<0.05) was at
an observation of magnitude +0.50<r<+0.70. This indicated a strong correlation between the two variables.
Based on the findings, the principals were able to create an organization that could sustain changes and
challenges by creating a positive working climate that lasts. This shows that the principals have been
adopting sustainable leadership practices when managing their schools, demonstrating that there is a
relationship between sustainable leadership practices and the school climate. This also demonstrates the
readiness of schools to constantly accept challenges and changes due to both current and future needs.

Research by Hargreaves and Fink [18] explain that sustainable leadership refers to a leader’s
practice in adopting sustainable education-based leadership to improve, preserve, and develop deep learning
to be disseminated in the long run. Such a practice is implemented in a non-harmful way and creates positive
benefits for everyone around them, now and in the future. Research by Cohen et al. [59] also explain that the
school climate refers to life in the school that involves its relationships, operations, and environment. The
school climate gives a good effect or vice versa, affecting the behavior or commitment of the person in it.
This means that a healthy school climate can focus on academics, while leaders can influence teachers’
commitment and raise the belief that they have an impact on learning and teaching [60]. However, Talip and
Malinkun [61] argued that the school climate is on average for everyone in a school.

Nevertheless, even with the availability of school facilities, information and communications
technology (ICT) needs to be improved in rural SMK to enhance innovation in learning. This is beyond the
control of the school principals as the education development allocation is under the supervision of the MOE.
However, attempts have been made by the principals in rural SMK through acquiring donations from external
agencies to ensure that the facilities in their schools do not lag behind the urban schools.

School is a place to form capable human capital to replace now-national leaders in the future. The
main purpose of a school is not only to produce excellent human capital in terms of physical, emotional,
intellectual, personality, and social but to produce individuals who can meet the demands of the job market
[33]. By adopting sustainable leadership, principals can ensure the continuity of planning so that schools can
continue their efforts to achieve their objectives. The practice is also guided by the appropriateness of the
school climate to the extent that it is able to create human capital that can achieve the visions and missions of
the school.
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Table 6. Pearson correlation between sustainable leadership and school climate in rural SMK
Correlation coefficient

Sustainable leadership
School climate 0.607*
*p<0.05

5.  CONCLUSION

Based on the findings of this study, it is concluded that SMK in rural areas has principals with a high
level of sustainable leadership practices, a positive school climate, and a strong positive relationship between
sustainable leadership and the school climate. There is still room and opportunity to ensure that this desire is
achieved by incorporating elements of sustainable leadership in school leaders. The study also reveals that
rural SMK in Malaysia have the lowest mean value of school facilities, but sustainable leadership practices
can improve the school climate. These practices help leaders navigate differences in facilities, culture, and
social economy, enabling them to pursue their mission and vision. Sustainable leadership builds
relationships, enhances organizational knowledge, and prepares leaders for future leadership roles. This
positive work environment contributes to excellence towards the Malaysia Education Development Plan
2013-2025 and adherence to SDGs by 2030 in terms of providing quality education with access to inclusive
and equitable quality education, besides encouraging lifelong learning.

This study suggests that the Malaysia Ministry of Education places special emphasis on a special
syllabus in preparation for school leaders on the best practices in sustainable leadership. For instance, during
the National Professional Qualification for Educational Leaders course. There is also a need to upgrade the
facilities in rural schools to provide a better and more conducive school climate. To further enhance the
practice of start-up leadership, the State of Education Departments in all countries need to continuously
implement assessments in order to identify sustainable leadership practices of principals in the state and plan
appropriate activities to improve their practices, if necessary. To better explore the relationship between
sustainable leadership practices and school climate, future studies should examine the relationship between
sustainable leadership practices and school climate, focusing on teachers' commitment levels. The study
should also consider school leaders' perceptions of sustainable leadership practices to validate findings.
Incorporating principals as respondents could provide in-depth insights into sustainable leadership reasons.
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