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Abstract: This paper explores how leadership practices influence the performance of EMO (Education Management Organization) schools under the public-private partnership (PPP) model in Khairpur district of Sindh. The study examines five EMO-managed government high schools – Kauro Goth, Tando Nazar Ali, Bojdar Wada, Drib Mehar Shah and Hussainabad – to assess the impact of school leadership on teacher performance, student success and institutional effectiveness. A qualitative multiple-case study design was used, with data collected through semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, and document analysis with principals, teachers, and community representatives. The findings indicate that effective instructional leadership, participative decision making and strong community engagement significantly enhance school performance and teacher motivation. However, challenges such as limited autonomy, resource constraints and inconsistent monitoring systems hinder sustained improvement. The study underlines the need for capacity building for school leaders, consistent guidance from EMOs and collaborative leadership practices aligned with local contexts. The paper concludes with recommendations for policy makers, EMO operators and education departments to strengthen leadership development frameworks and improve governance in public sector schools through evidence-based strategies.
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INTRODUCTION 
Background of the Study
Leadership in the education sector is recognized globally as an important factor in determining the quality, culture, and effectiveness of schools. Strong leadership in schools is linked to improved teacher motivation, student achievement, and organizational stability (Leithwood et al., 2020). In developing regions like Pakistan, interest in school leadership has increased due to educational reforms, decentralization, and greater involvement of the private sector in public education. The Education Management Organization (EMO) model in Sindh marks a significant move toward shared governance and better performance.  
The EMO initiative, launched by the Sindh Government through the PPP model, aims to revitalize underperforming public schools by improving management skills, developing infrastructure, and strengthening leadership. EMOs oversee groups of government schools to ensure effective administration, enriched educational environments, and better teacher oversight. While improving infrastructure is necessary, the sustainability of educational results depends greatly on the leadership skills of school heads and the culture fostered under EMO management.  
In Khairpur District, a region known for its historical significance but facing educational challenges, EMO schools have introduced new dimensions of governance. Principals and headteachers operate within hybrid management frameworks influenced by both government and EMO policies. These frameworks shape decision-making processes, accountability measures, and opportunities for professional growth. This context presents both opportunities and challenges for leadership practices. It requires a balance among compliance, innovation, accountability, autonomy, and the expectations for performance and community. Understanding leadership practices in these EMO-managed schools is crucial for assessing the impact of this reform on school performance.

Context of the Study
Khairpur District has a diverse educational landscape marked by differences between rural and urban areas, financial issues, and varying levels of teacher skills. The creation of schools run by Educational Management Organizations (EMOs) provides a chance to explore how new leadership styles affect school performance. The selected EMO schools—Government High School Kouro Goth, Government High School Tando Nazar Ali, Government High School Bozdar Wada, Government High School Drib Mehar Shah, and Government High School Hussainabad—are typical examples of EMO initiatives in the region. 
These schools operate in different socio-demographic contexts but share similar management structures, oversight systems, and educational goals. The EMO model introduces better monitoring, leadership training, and resource distribution. However, the success of these initiatives largely depends on school leadership, especially how principals apply EMO guidelines into practical plans to improve teaching and learning.

Problem Statement
Though leadership is considered vital for effective education, there is a significant gap in understanding how leadership practices affect performance in Pakistan’s EMO-managed schools. EMOs aim to improve governance and accountability, but there is little evidence of their actual impact on the quality of leadership and school outcomes, particularly in rural areas like Khairpur. 
Leaders in these schools often face challenges such as limited decision-making power, lack of professional development opportunities, and conflicting demands from both EMO and government bodies. Furthermore, the relationship between leadership practices and school performance metrics, including student learning outcomes, teacher attendance, community satisfaction, and resource usage, has not been sufficiently documented.
As a result, this research seeks to explore how leadership practices within the EMO framework help or hinder school performance by examining the specific strategies used by EMO school leaders in Khairpur District and their effects on overall school performance.

Research Objectives
The main objective of this research is to examine how leadership practices influence school performance in EMO-managed educational institutions located in Khairpur District, Sindh.  
The specific goals are as follows:  
1. To pinpoint the primary leadership styles and practices used by heads of EMO schools.  
2. To evaluate the connection between leadership practices and school performance indicators, such as teacher motivation, student achievement, and community involvement.  
3. To investigate the obstacles confronted by EMO school leaders in executing effective leadership practices.  
4. To propose evidence-based strategies for enhancing leadership capabilities and elevating school performance within the EMO framework.  

Research Questions
The study is guided by the following research questions:
1. Which leadership strategies are most frequently utilized by EMO school leaders in the Khairpur District? 
2. In what ways do these leadership strategies impact teacher motivation, student achievement, and overall school results? 
3. What contextual or systemic obstacles hinder school leaders from applying effective practices within the EMO framework? 
4. What approaches can be suggested to enhance leadership effectiveness and school outcomes in schools managed by EMOs?

Significance of the Study
This research carries significant academic, practical, and policy implications.
· Academically, it contributes to the limited literature on educational leadership within the Pakistani EMO context, providing empirical insights into how leadership practices translate into performance outcomes. It enriches the discourse on decentralization and public-private partnership in education management, offering localized evidence from Sindh.  
· Practically, the study provides actionable insights for EMO managers, principals, and supervisory staff to refine their leadership approaches. Understanding the link between leadership behavior and performance outcomes will help EMOs strengthen mentoring programs, professional development frameworks, and school support mechanisms.  
· For policymakers, the findings can guide the Sindh Education Foundation (SEF), the Reform Support Unit (RSU), and the School Education and Literacy Department (SELD) in designing more responsive leadership capacity-building programs. It can also inform revisions in EMO contractual terms, ensuring that leadership effectiveness becomes a central criterion for evaluating EMO performance.  
· Broadly, this study supports Pakistan’s education reform agenda by emphasizing leadership as a lever for quality education and sustainable school improvement.

Scope and Delimitation
This study focuses on five EMO-managed government high schools in Khairpur District, representing diverse rural and semi-urban contexts. The research examines leadership practices from the perspective of school heads, teachers, and EMO supervisors. While the study provides in-depth insights into leadership processes, it does not attempt to measure quantitative student achievement scores on a large scale. Instead, it emphasizes the qualitative interpretation of leadership influence on key performance indicators such as teacher commitment, instructional quality, and school culture.  
Given the qualitative case study design, findings will be context-specific and not intended for broad generalization across all EMO schools in Sindh. However, the lessons derived will provide valuable insights for replication in similar educational contexts across the province.

Organization of the Paper
The paper is structured as follows:
· Section 1 (Abstract) presents the study overview, purpose, and key findings.
· Section 2 (Introduction) establishes the context, problem, and objectives.
· Section 3 (Literature Review) synthesizes theoretical perspectives and prior research on educational leadership and school performance.
· Section 4 (Methodology) explains the research design, sampling, instruments, and data analysis procedures.
· Section 5 (Findings and Discussion) presents and interprets the results.
· Section 6 (Conclusion and Recommendations) outlines key conclusions and practical implications for leadership enhancement in EMO schools.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The concept of educational leadership has evolved significantly over the past three decades, shifting from bureaucratic management to transformational and participatory approaches aimed at improving teaching and learning. In contemporary school systems, leadership is no longer confined to administrative control; it is an instructional, moral, and collaborative endeavor that directly influences educational quality (Bush, 2018). This literature review synthesizes key theories of leadership including transformational, instructional, and distributed models and examines empirical evidence linking leadership practices with school performance. The review also highlights the contextual realities of Pakistan’s education system and the specific challenges faced by EMO-operated schools in Sindh. The final section identifies research gaps that justify the present study.

Theoretical Foundations of Educational Leadership
Transformational Leadership Theory
Transformational leadership, conceptualized by Burns (1978) and later extended to educational contexts by Leithwood and Jantzi (2000), emphasizes vision, inspiration, and professional growth. Transformational leaders motivate their followers to transcend self-interest for the collective good, fostering commitment, innovation, and organizational change. In schools, transformational leaders articulate a shared vision, model ethical behavior, and empower teachers through trust and recognition (Hallinger, 2011).  
Leithwood et al. (2004) identified four dimensions of transformational leadership in education: (a) setting directions through vision and goals, (b) developing people by fostering motivation and capacity, (c) redesigning the organization to enhance collaboration, and (d) managing the instructional program. These dimensions collectively contribute to improved teacher morale, professional learning communities, and positive school climate.  
Empirical studies show that transformational leadership is strongly correlated with teacher commitment and student achievement (Sun & Leithwood, 2015). However, scholars caution that its success depends on context—in developing regions, leaders may struggle to balance visionary goals with operational constraints. This is particularly relevant for EMO-managed schools in Sindh, where principals often operate within rigid administrative frameworks while expected to demonstrate innovation and vision.

Instructional Leadership Theory
Instructional leadership focuses on the principal’s role as a learning leader who prioritizes teaching quality and student outcomes (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). This approach includes defining clear academic goals, monitoring classroom instruction, providing feedback, and ensuring a supportive learning environment. Unlike transformational leadership, which centers on vision and relationships, instructional leadership is grounded in evidence-based management of the teaching-learning process.  
Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe (2008) demonstrated through meta-analysis that instructional leadership has a more direct impact on student achievement than other leadership styles. Principals who engage with curriculum design, data-based decision-making, and teacher coaching significantly influence classroom practices.  
In Pakistan’s context, instructional leadership is often limited by inadequate training and heavy administrative workloads (Khan, 2019). However, within the EMO framework, leadership mentoring and monitoring mechanisms create opportunities for instructional leaders to emerge. Principals under EMOs are increasingly involved in lesson observation, formative assessment reviews, and teacher appraisal—aligning their practices with instructional leadership principles.

Distributed Leadership Theory
Distributed leadership theory emerged from the recognition that leadership is not confined to a single individual but is shared among teachers, coordinators, and teams (Spillane, 2006). This model views leadership as an organizational capacity rather than a personal trait. By decentralizing authority, schools promote collaboration, shared accountability, and professional learning cultures.  
Research indicates that distributed leadership fosters teacher empowerment, innovation, and collective responsibility for school improvement (Harris, 2013). It is particularly suitable in large or resource-limited schools, where challenges require multiple leaders working collaboratively.  
In the Pakistani education system, distributed leadership remains an emerging concept. Traditional hierarchies and centralized control have historically restricted teacher participation in decision-making (Aly, 2020). Nonetheless, EMO-managed schools provide a unique context for exploring distributed leadership, as the PPP structure often necessitates participatory management between EMO supervisors, principals, and school staff.

Linking Leadership Practices with School Performance
The relationship between leadership and school performance has been consistently affirmed across international studies. Leithwood et al. (2006) argued that leadership is second only to classroom instruction among school-related factors affecting student learning. School performance, in this sense, encompasses not only academic achievement but also organizational culture, teacher morale, and stakeholder satisfaction.

Leadership and Teacher Motivation
Teacher motivation plays a crucial role as a mediator between leadership practices and student outcomes. Evidence indicates that supportive leadership boosts teacher efficacy, job satisfaction, and retention (Nguni et al., 2006). Transformational leaders motivate teachers by acknowledging their contributions, while instructional leaders inspire them through professional development feedback and resources. 
In Pakistan, various studies (Rehman & Khan, 2017; Bashir, 2020) have shown that school leaders who utilize participatory and motivational techniques enhance teacher engagement and reduce absenteeism. EMO schools, which implement performance-based monitoring, require leaders to strike a balance between supervision and morale-boosting — a dynamic that significantly impacts school stability and performance.

Leadership and Student Achievement
Strong leadership leads to increased student success by enhancing the quality of instruction and focusing the organization (Day et al., 2016). Schools with proactive principals exhibit better classroom management, assessment strategies, and student results. 
In contexts with limited resources, the impact of leadership is often seen through non-instructional aspects—such as enforcing punctuality, maintaining the learning environment, and mobilizing the community. Research conducted in rural Pakistan (Hameed, 2019) shows that principals who involve parents and monitor attendance can indirectly boost academic performance by fostering discipline and accountability. 
In EMO schools, where educational outcomes are linked to performance metrics, leaders must ensure that daily operations align with the monitoring of student progress. Nevertheless, the lack of complete administrative autonomy can sometimes hinder their ability to achieve consistent results.

Leadership, Community Engagement, and Accountability
The performance of schools in public sector environments is also affected by the involvement of the community and mechanisms for accountability. Epstein (2018) states that leadership that fosters partnerships between schools and communities improves transparency, trust, and backing for school initiatives. 
In Sindh, the engagement of the community is vital because of the socio-economic functions of School Management Committees (SMCs) and Parent-Teacher Councils (PTCs). Heads of Educational Management Organizations (EMOs), who act as a link between communities and private operators, must mediate expectations and guarantee participatory accountability. Research conducted by the Sindh Education Foundation (SEF) in 2023 indicates that EMO schools with strong community partnerships experience higher attendance rates and lower dropout rates. Thus, leadership approaches that cultivate trust within the community are critical for sustained school improvement.

Leadership in the Pakistani Educational Context
Educational leadership in Pakistan is influenced by intricate administrative structures, cultural traditions, and a lack of decentralization. Traditionally, school leaders have been seen as administrative personnel instead of instructional guides (Shah, 2012). Nevertheless, reforms brought about by provincial education authorities and international aid organizations have slowly broadened leadership responsibilities to encompass professional mentoring, quality assurance, and community engagement. 
In Sindh, the Sindh Education Sector Reform Project (SESRP) and later the Public-Private Partnership (PPP) policy introduced mechanisms for leadership accountability and performance-driven management. Through the Educational Management Organization (EMO) model, leadership is tasked with connecting policy and practice — turning reform objectives into quantifiable improvements in schools. 

However, existing literature highlights several ongoing challenges:
· A lack of professional development opportunities for school leaders (Ahmed & Memon, 2018).
· Conflicting accountability frameworks among EMOs, governmental bodies, and school management committees.
· Inadequate data systems for assessing the impact of leadership on learning outcomes.
· Cultural obstacles to collective leadership, particularly in rural areas of Sindh. 
Despite these challenges, new findings from pilot studies (SEF, 2022; Shaikh, 2023) indicate that schools under the EMO framework show better attendance, teacher reliability, and community participation when leadership methods are proactive, transparent, and inclusive.

Comparative Studies and International Insights
International literature offers additional viewpoints pertinent to the EMO framework. In both Kenya and Ghana, educational PPP models have similarly highlighted the importance of accountability in leadership and management based on data (Mulkeen, 2019). Research conducted in Bangladesh and India indicates that empowering school leaders with the authority to make decisions regarding resources and staffing is directly associated with enhanced school performance (Rahman & Singh, 2020). In these settings, effective leadership is linked to: 
· Consistent mentoring and support through training. 
· Freedom in making instructional choices. 
· Collaborative environments that help alleviate teacher isolation. 
These international similarities strengthen the notion that the quality of leadership is a crucial factor in the success of PPP schools — a finding particularly significant for the EMO model in Sindh.

Identified Research Gaps
Despite the increasing body of literature on educational leadership and its impact on school performance, there are still several gaps, particularly within Pakistan's EMO-managed school system:  
1. There is a shortage of empirical research specifically focused on EMO contexts: The majority of studies in Pakistan concentrate on public or private institutions, leaving research on EMO-managed schools significantly limited despite their growing presence.  
2. The relationship between leadership and performance: Although there have been conceptual examinations of leadership practices, their direct effect on school performance metrics within the EMO framework is not well documented.  
3. Contextual analysis of leadership: There is a lack of research investigating how the socio-cultural and administrative environments in rural Sindh influence leadership behaviors and results.  
4. Perspectives of school leaders and educators: Few qualitative studies effectively explore the experiences of principals and teachers as they navigate the dual accountability systems associated with EMO management.  
5. Implications for policy: There is a scarcity of research linking findings at the micro-level regarding leadership to broader policy frameworks that oversee public-private partnership (PPP) governance in education.  
Addressing these gaps is crucial for enhancing evidence-based policy development and guiding future leadership training initiatives in Sindh.  

Conceptual Framework
Based on the reviewed literature, this study adopts a conceptual framework that links leadership practices (transformational, instructional, and distributed) to school performance outcomes (teacher motivation, student achievement, and community satisfaction). Leadership is viewed as both a process and a relational construct operating within the EMO governance system.
The framework assumes that:
· Transformational leadership enhances vision and commitment.
· Instructional leadership strengthens teaching and learning quality.
· Distributed leadership promotes collaboration and accountability.
Together, these dimensions collectively influence the overall performance and sustainability of EMO schools.

Summary
The review of existing literature indicates that leadership plays a crucial role in enhancing school effectiveness in various settings. The theories of transformational, instructional, and distributed leadership offer a solid basis for comprehending the complex functions of school leaders. In Pakistan, and specifically within the context of Sindh’s EMO framework, the actions of leaders are vital for implementing reform policies to achieve improvements at the school level. 
Nevertheless, there is a lack of empirical data concerning EMO schools in rural areas, highlighting the necessity for the current study. By exploring leadership practices in five EMO schools located in Khairpur District, this research aims to connect theoretical concepts with real-world applications, providing valuable insights for both scholarly research and policy development.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design
This research utilized a qualitative multiple-case study format to investigate the influence of leadership practices on school performance in the context of EMO-managed public schools within Khairpur District, Sindh. The case study methodology was selected because it facilitates a detailed examination of intricate phenomena in real-world contexts, especially where contextual variables play a crucial role (Yin, 2018). 
Each of the five chosen schools was analyzed as a separate case to reflect the variety of leadership styles, institutional cultures, and performance results observed under the EMO framework. The qualitative approach enabled the researcher to collect rich, detailed data from various viewpoints, allowing for a deeper understanding of how leadership practices affect teachers’ performance, student achievements, and the processes of school improvement. 
This approach is consistent with the constructivist paradigm, which prioritizes the lived experiences, social interactions, and contextual realities of participants in shaping educational practices.

Research Setting
The research was carried out in the Khairpur District of Sindh, an area where the Government of Sindh has collaborated with private entities through the Education Management Organization (EMO) model to enhance the quality of public education. Schools operating under the EMO framework in this district function with a semi-autonomous management approach that combines public funding with the efficiency of the private sector, emphasizing accountability in leadership, teacher development, and governance of schools. 
Five EMO schools were intentionally chosen for this research based on their maturity in operation, stability in leadership, and ease of geographic access. These included:
1. Government High School, Kouro Goth
2. Government High School, Tando Nazar Ali
3. Government High School, Bozdar Wada
4. Government High School, Drib Mehar Shah
5. Government High School, Hussainabad
Each school represented unique local conditions and community engagement patterns, allowing comparative insights across varied contexts.

Sampling Strategy and Participants
The purposive sampling technique was adopted to select participants who possessed relevant knowledge and experience regarding leadership practices and school functioning. A total of 25 participants were involved across five schools, including:
· 5 principals or head teachers (one from each school)
· 10 teachers (two from each school, representing different subject areas)
· 5 EMO coordinators or cluster managers
· 5 community representatives (including members of the School Management Committee or Parent-Teacher Council)
This sample composition guaranteed the representation of various stakeholder viewpoints, highlighting the collaborative aspects of leadership within EMO schools. The participants were chosen based on their duration of service, participation in school governance, and their readiness to engage significantly in the research.

Data Collection Tools
Information was gathered through three main methods — semi-structured interviews, observations of classrooms, and analysis of documents — to promote triangulation and improve the reliability of the results.

a. Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were the primary source of data, allowing the researcher to delve into participants’ experiences and views on leadership practices. An interview guide was created based on essential themes such as instructional supervision, teacher motivation, participatory decision-making, mechanisms of accountability, and systems of leadership support. 
Each interview ranged from 45 to 60 minutes and was carried out either in person or through recorded phone calls, depending on logistical considerations. The interviews were conducted in both English and Sindhi, enabling participants to communicate comfortably. All sessions were recorded with the participants' consent and subsequently transcribed word for word for analysis.

b. Classroom Observations
Classroom observations were conducted to investigate how leadership practices influenced teaching and learning processes. The observation checklists emphasized instructional assistance, interactions between teachers and students, classroom atmosphere, and indicators of leadership oversight. Each school was observed for an entire working day, offering insights into both formal and informal leadership actions.

c. Document Analysis
Institutional documents that were pertinent were examined to confirm and enhance the information gathered from interviews and observations. These documents comprised school improvement plans, reports on teacher evaluations, data on student performance, and monitoring records from the EMO. Analyzing these documents assisted in triangulating evidence related to leadership practices, the execution of policies, and trends in school performance.

Validity and Reliability
To guarantee trustworthiness, the research utilized Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) standards of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  
· Credibility: Triangulation was accomplished through various data sources (interviews, observations, and documents) and member checking, where participants confirmed the accuracy of their transcripts.  
· Transferability: Detailed contextual accounts of each school were offered to enable readers to evaluate the relevance of the findings to comparable situations.  
· Dependability: A comprehensive audit trail of all procedures, coding methods, and decision-making processes was kept.  
· Confirmability: Researcher reflexivity was supported by maintaining field notes and reflective memos to reduce bias and uphold objectivity during the analysis.  
Data Analysis Procedure
The qualitative data were examined using thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006). This process included several iterative phases:  
1. Familiarization: Engaging with interview transcripts, observation notes, and documents repeatedly to develop a comprehensive understanding of the data.  
2. Coding: Highlighting significant text segments related to leadership practices, challenges, and school outcomes, and assigning descriptive codes to them.  
3. Theme Development: Organizing similar codes to create broader themes such as “Instructional Leadership,” “Collaborative Culture,” “Monitoring and Accountability,” and “Leadership Constraints.”  
4. Review and Refinement: Evaluating the themes to ensure they are coherent, internally consistent, and accurately represent the data corpus.  
5. Interpretation: Analyzing the final themes in relation to the existing literature and theoretical frameworks discussed earlier (Transformational, Instructional, and Distributed Leadership).
NVivo 12 software was utilized to effectively manage qualitative data, facilitating systematic organization and retrieval of codes and evidence during the analysis.

Ethical Considerations
The research followed ethical guidelines that align with international standards and the publication criteria set by STEDA. Before starting data collection, informed consent was secured from all participants, ensuring their voluntary involvement and the ability to withdraw at any point. To protect privacy and confidentiality, pseudonyms were used for both schools and participants. 
Formal permission for data collection was requested from the District Education Officer (Khairpur) and the relevant EMO operators overseeing the chosen schools. Audio recordings and transcriptions were kept in a secure location and were only utilized for research purposes. Throughout the study, the researcher was attentive to the cultural norms and professional boundaries of the participants.

Limitations of the Methodology
Although the qualitative case study method provided valuable contextual insights, it also had certain drawbacks. The results of the study cannot be statistically generalized because of the small, intentionally chosen sample. Additionally, the dependence on self-reported information may lead to bias due to personal perception or the desire to conform socially. Nonetheless, the incorporation of triangulation, diverse viewpoints, and cross-case analyses helped to address these limitations, enhancing the depth and trustworthiness of the findings.

Summary
In summary, the approach taken for this research aimed to understand the intricate relationship between leadership practices and school performance in EMO schools situated in the Khairpur District. The qualitative multiple-case study framework, bolstered by thorough data gathering, triangulation, and thematic analysis, allowed the researcher to produce contextually relevant insights into the ways school leaders promote institutional effectiveness within the EMO model in Sindh.

FINDING AND ANALYSIS
Overview
This section presents the key findings of the study based on thematic analysis of qualitative data collected from five EMO schools in Khairpur District, Sindh. Four major themes emerged from the data:
1. Instructional Leadership and Pedagogical Support
2. Collaborative Practices and Participatory Decision-Making
3. Accountability and Performance Monitoring Mechanisms
4. Leadership Challenges in the EMO School Context
Every theme is backed by direct quotes from participants and comparative analyses across cases that emphasize both shared traits and contextual differences among the chosen schools.

Theme 1: Instructional Leadership and Pedagogical Support
A consistent trend across all five schools indicated that instructional leadership — especially in terms of lesson observation, feedback, and mentoring teachers — was crucial for enhancing teaching quality and student achievement. Principals and EMO coordinators were universally recognized as instructional leaders who placed a greater emphasis on classroom practices than on administrative tasks. 

At Government High School Kouro Goth, the principal carried out weekly visits to classrooms and provided thoughtful feedback to teachers. One teacher remarked, “Our principal visits us regularly, not to point out mistakes but to mentor us. His insights help improve our lesson planning and engage students more effectively.”

In a similar vein, the headteacher at Bozdar Wada underscored the importance of data-informed teaching by frequently assessing test results and pinpointing learning gaps. The EMO coordinator elaborated, “We examine assessment data each month. The leadership utilizes that information to develop remedial sessions and assist teachers in addressing weaker areas.”

Throughout all schools, instructional leadership was associated with the transformational leadership approach, wherein leaders inspired their staff to work towards collective improvement. Nonetheless, discrepancies became evident in the consistency of implementation. For instance, Drib Mehar Shah demonstrated more substantial evidence of organized mentoring and peer observation cycles, whereas Tando Nazar Ali relied more on informal support due to a lack of senior staff.

Despite these differences, educators across the schools concurred that effective leadership fostered a positive learning environment, resulting in better student discipline, improved attendance rates, and higher examination scores.

Theme 2: Collaborative Practices and Participatory Decision-Making
Another important discovery was the collaborative and distributed leadership style under the EMO framework. Principals and EMO managers frequently promoted shared decision-making that included teachers, parents, and community members. For example, at Hussainabad High School, one teacher noted: 
“We collectively discuss every significant decision — whether it concerns timetables, extracurricular activities, or resource allocation. Everyone feels a sense of ownership.” 
This method not only promoted transparency but also fostered trust and commitment among staff members. Parent-Teacher Councils (PTCs) were crucial in connecting schools with local communities. 
A headteacher at Kouro Goth mentioned that involving PTC members in school improvement efforts enhanced accountability and garnered community support: 
“When the PTC comprehends our challenges, they assist us in finding solutions — whether that means arranging fans for classrooms or aiding attendance campaigns.” 
Nonetheless, the level of collaboration differed among schools. While Bozdar Wada and Hussainabad had well-established participatory frameworks, Tando Nazar Ali experienced sporadic communication issues between teachers and EMO representatives. 
Therefore, the findings indicate that distributed leadership empowered teachers' professional autonomy and reinforced school governance. The collective decision-making approach embodies Vygotskian social constructivism — viewing leadership as a socially mediated process instead of a singular trait.

Theme 3: Accountability and Performance Monitoring Mechanisms
The EMO model implemented organized monitoring and accountability systems to guarantee school performance and adherence to quality standards. Participants noted the presence of regular performance evaluations, teacher assessment processes, and data tracking instruments as part of EMO operations. 

At Drib Mehar Shah, educators received monthly performance evaluations from EMO coordinators, which were connected to classroom observation checklists. One teacher mentioned: “We are evaluated on our lesson planning, student engagement, and assessments. Although it can be stressful sometimes, it contributes to enhancing our teaching methods.”

Likewise, Kouro Goth and Hussainabad adopted performance scorecards that combined attendance, lesson planning, and student learning metrics. These were reviewed during cluster-level meetings to monitor progress. 

An EMO cluster manager remarked: “Our goal encompasses not only accountability but also capacity building. We rely on monitoring data to pinpoint training requirements and schedule refresher workshops.” 

Despite these advantages, some participants raised concerns regarding excessive monitoring and limited leadership autonomy. At Tando Nazar Ali, the headteacher commented: “At times, we feel constrained by an abundance of reports and deadlines. Leadership should be given the trust to make flexible decisions suited to the local context.” 

Therefore, while EMO accountability systems improved data-driven decision-making, they sometimes limited leaders' discretionary power. The findings illustrate a conflict between bureaucratic oversight and professional empowerment, mirroring global discussions on accountability within education reform.

Theme 4: Leadership Challenges in the EMO School Context
Although leadership practices have a beneficial effect, various contextual obstacles impeded the uniform application of leadership initiatives throughout schools. These obstacles were classified into four primary categories:

a. Resource Constraints
Leaders across all five schools indicated persistent shortages of teaching resources, deficiencies in infrastructure, and delays in financial disbursements. Consequently, even passionate leaders encountered obstacles in implementing school enhancement strategies. A principal from Bozdar Wada remarked:
“We have great ideas, but without resources, leadership becomes only on paper. Sometimes even chalk or chart paper is missing.”

b. Limited Professional Development Opportunities
While EMOs organized regular training sessions, participants highlighted the necessity for ongoing leadership growth. Principals specifically expressed a desire for coaching in advanced instructional leadership and skills related to conflict resolution.

c. Leadership Autonomy and Bureaucratic Hurdles
A number of leaders voiced their concerns about restricted decision-making abilities because of the conflicting authority between EMOs and the Education Department. At Drib Mehar Shah, one principal mentioned:
“We are accountable to EMOs but still depend on the government for basic approvals. It slows down the process of school improvement.”

d. Socio-Cultural and Community Dynamics
Rural educational institutions such as Tando Nazar Ali and Kouro Goth encountered cultural obstacles that restricted female involvement and community participation. Initiatives aimed at engaging parents often faced limitations due to local customs and varying literacy rates. 
These insights highlight that although leadership actions have enhanced school outcomes, ongoing systemic and contextual challenges still hinder their complete effectiveness.

Cross-Case Comparison
	Theme
	Strongest Evidence
	Moderate Evidence
	Weak Evidence

	Instructional Leadership
	Drib Mehar Shah, Bozdar Wada
	Kouro Goth, Hussainabad
	Tando Nazar Ali

	Collaborative Practices
	Hussainabad, Kouro Goth
	Bozdar Wada
	Tando Nazar Ali

	Accountability Mechanisms
	Drib Mehar Shah, Kouro Goth
	Bozdar Wada, Hussainabad
	—

	Leadership Challenges
	Tando Nazar Ali, Bozdar Wada
	Hussainabad
	Kouro Goth



The analysis across different cases highlights Drib Mehar Shah and Bozdar Wada as exemplary instances of successful leadership integration, featuring robust instructional supervision and teamwork. Conversely, Tando Nazar Ali encountered difficulties stemming from inadequate resources and frequent changes in leadership. Hussainabad appeared as a school with steady performance, demonstrating significant community involvement, yet facing challenges with its infrastructure support.

4.7 Interpretation of Findings in Light of Theoretical Frameworks
The findings align closely with three leadership theories discussed earlier:
· Transformational Leadership: The principals at most schools exhibited visionary and inspiring leadership that motivated teachers towards collective growth. This was especially evident in the mentoring and recognition systems at Drib Mehar Shah and Bozdar Wada.  
· Instructional Leadership: Leaders emphasized the quality of teaching, lesson planning, and performance monitoring — in line with the instructional leadership framework (Hallinger, 2011).  
· Distributed Leadership: The cooperative culture seen in Hussainabad and Kouro Goth demonstrated principles of distributed leadership, where shared responsibilities enhanced teacher morale and strengthened community trust.  
Overall, In general, the findings indicate that leadership practices that are contextually adaptive and participatory leadership enhance school performance within the EMO framework.

Summary of Findings
1. Strong instructional leadership greatly enhanced both teacher effectiveness and student achievement.  
2. Leadership that is collaborative and decentralized promoted a sense of ownership, transparency, and accountability among all participants.  
3. Monitoring systems based on data improved school performance, although they sometimes restricted autonomy.  
4. Issues like a lack of resources, insufficient professional development, and overlapping bureaucracy obstructed sustainable leadership results.
In summary, the leadership strategies seen in EMO schools within Khairpur District show significant promise for enhancing public-sector education, provided there is systemic backing, sufficient independence, and ongoing professional development.

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Discussion
The current research investigated the impact of leadership practices on the performance of schools managed by Education Management Organizations (EMOs) in the Khairpur District of Sindh. Based on qualitative data gathered from five different schools, the results indicate a significant correlation between effective leadership behaviors—especially in areas like instructional guidance, collaborative decision-making, and accountability for performance—and the overall effectiveness of the institutions. These findings are consistent with both global and national literature that highlights leadership as a vital factor influencing educational success (Leith et al., 2020; Hallinger, 2011).

Instructional Leadership and Pedagogical Improvement
The results emphasize that instructional leadership is the fundamental driver for improvement in EMO schools. Principals who actively participated in classroom oversight, provided feedback, and engaged in mentoring contributed to enhanced teacher motivation and instructional quality. This aligns with Hallinger’s (2011) framework of instructional leadership, which identifies defining the school mission, managing instructional programs, and fostering a positive learning environment as essential aspects of effective leadership. 
In the Khairpur context, the regular monitoring of lesson plans and remedial sessions based on student performance data signifies a move towards evidence-based leadership, a strategy that has not been sufficiently developed in traditional public schools in Pakistan (Bashir & Khan, 2022). Such approaches illustrate the EMO model’s potential to professionalize school leadership by merging private-sector management strategies with public-sector educational objectives. 
Nonetheless, certain inconsistencies among schools—particularly those experiencing leadership changes or lacking EMO support—underscore the necessity for systemic capacity building. As Bush (2020) points out, the sustainability of instructional leadership relies on comprehensive professional development systems rather than solely on individual efforts.

Distributed Leadership and Collaborative Governance
The research also highlighted the significance of distributed leadership, wherein teachers, EMO coordinators, and community members collectively take part in school decision-making. This concept reflects Spillane’s (2006) view of leadership as a practice that is shared among individuals and resources rather than being concentrated in a single role. In institutions like Hussainabad and Kouro Goth, collaborative decision-making fostered greater transparency, a sense of ownership, and improved morale. Comparable results were found by Khan and Rehman (2021) in their examination of community-based schools in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where shared leadership led to heightened teacher involvement and better student outcomes. Nevertheless, not all schools showed equal degrees of collaboration. Differences in community literacy levels, gender norms, and methods of communication affected the degree of distributed leadership. These observations underscore the importance of tailoring leadership practices to fit the specific social contexts—particularly in rural Sindh, where traditional hierarchical structures can impede participatory management (Baig, 2020).

Accountability, Monitoring, and Leadership Autonomy
One notable characteristic of EMO schools is their organized accountability frameworks, which integrate data-driven assessments with regular evaluations. Educators valued the transparency these frameworks offered, though some voiced concerns regarding excessive bureaucratic documentation. This conflict between accountability and independence reflects Fullan’s (2014) assertion that too much regulation can hinder creativity and intrinsic motivation among teachers. 
In the context of Khairpur EMO, strong leaders managed to strike a balance between external accountability and professional trust. Schools where leaders utilized monitoring data effectively—such as Drib Mehar Shah and Bozdar Wada—demonstrated improved performance results. In contrast, in environments where monitoring was seen as punitive, motivation suffered. Therefore, the outcomes indicate that “intelligent accountability” (Hopkins, 2018)—which merges evidence-based evaluation with professional empowerment—is vital for maintaining progress in EMO schools.

Systemic and Contextual Challenges
Despite the presence of promising practices, various contextual obstacles continue to exist. Leaders’ decision-making authority was limited due to issues such as resource shortages, delayed financial disbursements, and bureaucratic overlaps between EMOs and the Education Department. This aligns with the observations made by Ahmed and Lodhi (2023), who identified similar challenges in Sindh’s PPP education initiatives, where dual accountability led to administrative confusion. 
In addition, the restricted access to leadership development opportunities and weak professional learning communities impeded sustained progress. Although EMOs provided sporadic training, the lack of a comprehensive leadership development framework diminished its long-term effectiveness. As Day and Sammons (2016) pointed out, leadership development should be ongoing, contextually relevant, and integrated into school systems rather than regarded as separate training sessions.
Lastly, socio-cultural challenges, particularly in rural areas, impacted female involvement and community engagement. Without focused community mobilization and inclusive governance strategies, the effectiveness of leadership remains limited.

Implications for Policy and Practice
The findings of this study hold significant implications for the Sindh Education Department, EMO operators, and policymakers striving to enhance school performance through leadership reforms.

Policy Implications
1. Establish Leadership Development Frameworks: It is essential to create and execute a provincial policy for leadership development that aligns with Pakistan's National Professional Standards for Head Teachers (NPST). Ongoing leadership certification and mentorship initiatives should be incorporated into EMO contracts.
2. Clarify Autonomy Structures: Policies should define the decision-making limits between EMOs and the Education Department. Increased autonomy in financial and administrative areas can allow school leaders to better address local challenges.
3. Enhance Accountability through Capacity Building, not Compliance: Accountability frameworks should emphasize capacity enhancement rather than simply focusing on compliance reporting. Evaluations of school performance should incorporate qualitative measures such as community involvement, teacher support, and school atmosphere.
4. Encourage Community-Focused Leadership Models: Policies should foster community-centered leadership by reinforcing Parent-Teacher Councils (PTCs), promoting local ownership, and including gender-inclusive participation strategies.
Practical Implications for EMO Operators
1. Implement Instructional Coaching Systems: EMOs should create organized coaching structures where experienced teachers or cluster leaders guide others in lesson planning, formative assessments, and reflective practices. 
2. Promote Collaborative Networks: Regular inter-school learning circles and EMO leadership forums can enable the exchange of best practices among clusters. 
3. Improve Data Literacy: School leaders need training in data analysis and evidence-based decision-making to convert monitoring data into practical insights. 
4. Focus on Resource Mobilization: EMOs should seek partnerships with local NGOs, corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives, and alumni networks to address resource constraints.

Implications for School Leaders
1. Strengthen Community Partnerships: School leaders should engage local influencers, parents, and youth councils to create a supportive environment for learning.
2. Balance Accountability and Innovation: Leaders must learn to interpret monitoring requirements flexibly—transforming compliance into constructive reflection rather than stress.
3. Enhance Community Collaborations: School administrators should involve local leaders, parents, and youth organizations to foster a nurturing learning environment.
4. Striking a balance between accountability and innovation requires leaders to interpret monitoring guidelines with flexibility, turning compliance into an opportunity for constructive reflection rather than a source of stress.

Conclusion
This study contributes to the growing body of research on educational leadership in Pakistan by providing empirical evidence from EMO schools in Khairpur district, Sindh. The results confirm that leadership is a significant driver influencing school performance, teacher motivation, teaching quality, and community engagement.

Three conclusions can be drawn:
1. Leadership practices especially instructional guidance and collaboration—directly enhance school performance.
2. Schools where principals demonstrated active instructional supervision and collective decision-making achieved better learning outcomes and stronger school climates.
3. The EMO model introduced institutionalized accountability and new professional norms, but challenges persist in maintaining autonomy, resources, and building sustainable capacity.
4. Effective leadership in public-private partnership (PPP) settings requires context sensitivity, continuous development, and shared ownership rather than reliance on external oversight.
Overall, the study shows that leadership change in EMO schools in Sindh is both possible and measurable when supported by coherent policy, adequate resources, and a comprehensive professional culture.
Recommendations
Based on the findings and analysis, the following recommendations are proposed to policymakers, EMO management teams, and educational leaders:
A. For Policymakers and the Sindh Education Department
1. Develop a Provincial Leadership Development Institute (PLDI) under STEDA to standardize and certify leadership competencies in EMO and non-EMO schools.
2. Revise EMO contracts to include clear expectations and evaluation metrics for leadership performance, mentoring systems, and professional development.
3. Allocate dedicated budgets for school-based leadership projects, innovation grants, and community engagement programs.
4. Establish a shared accountability framework by combining EMO data systems with district academic performance assessments to reduce duplication.
5. Encourage gender-balanced leadership recruitment, especially empowering qualified female teachers in leadership roles.
B. For EMO Operators
1. Introduce a continuous professional development (CPD) cycle that includes coaching, peer mentoring, and annual leadership conferences.
2. Promote reflective rather than punitive supervision, focusing on improvement and dialogue.
3. Facilitate School Improvement Teams (SITs) in every school to institutionalize participatory decision-making.
4. Leverage technology for performance dashboards, e-learning platforms, and transparent reporting.
5. Collaborate with universities and STEDA for leadership research, internships, and evidence-based policy testing.
C. For School Leaders and Principals
1. Adopt evidence-informed leadership, using data to guide interventions and develop strategies tailored to students’ learning needs.
2. Promote teacher leadership by delegating responsibility and recognizing excellence.
3. Develop flexibility and adaptability to manage contextual constraints while maintaining motivation and optimism.
4. Promote a shared vision of success that connects academic excellence with community trust and student well-being.
5. Engage in professional networking, connecting with other leaders to exchange ideas, challenges, and innovations.

Directions for Future Research
This study opens several avenues for further inquiry:
· Comparative study between EMO and non-EMO schools across Sindh to analyze differences in leadership impacts.
· Longitudinal research examines how leadership practices evolve over time under PPP governance.
· Quantitative analyses measuring the correlation between leadership behaviors and student achievement outcomes.
· Gender-based research exploring the trajectory of female leadership in EMO schools.
Such studies would deepen understanding of how contextual leadership models can contribute to Pakistan's broader education reform agenda.

Summary
In summary, this research demonstrates that effective, participatory, and contextually responsive leadership practices play a transformative role in improving school performance within the EMO framework. By combining instructional focus, collaboration, and responsible autonomy, EMO school leaders in Khairpur district have begun to redefine the landscape of public education in Sindh. Sustaining this progress requires systemic alignment—where leadership is not simply a managerial role but a catalyst for learning, equity, and institutional excellence.
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