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 This study provides a systematic review of innovation in educational 

leadership, a pivotal domain in the dynamic field of educational practices. 

Despite increasing interest, a comprehensive understanding of how 

innovation shapes educational leadership and its outcomes remains limited. 

To address this gap, this review examines studies published up to 2024, 

retrieved from reputable databases such as Scopus and Web of Science. 

Using the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-

analyses (PRISMA) framework, 33 primary studies were selected for  

in-depth analysis. The findings are categorized into three key themes:  

i) digital and technological transformation in education, ii) leadership styles 

and professional development, and iii) innovative strategies and change 

management. The review highlights significant advancements in these areas, 

yet underscores the need for further exploration of their long-term impacts, 

particularly in diverse educational settings. This work contributes by 

synthesizing current trends and practices in educational leadership 

innovation, identifying existing challenges, and proposing pathways for 

future research. These insights aim to support the development of effective 

and scalable leadership innovations, ensuring adaptability and impact across 

various educational environments. This review ultimately serves as a 

foundation for advancing educational leadership to meet the evolving 

demands of the 21st-century education landscape. 

Keywords: 

Educational 

Innovation 

Leadership 

PRISMA diagram 

Systematic literature review 

This is an open access article under the CC BY-SA license. 

 

Corresponding Author: 

Ahmad Zabidi A. Razak 

Department of Educational Management, Planning, and Policy, Faculty of Education, Universiti Malaya 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

Email: zabidi@um.edu.my 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In the rapidly evolving landscape of 21st-century education, leadership faces both unprecedented 

challenges and opportunities [1], [2]. The integration of technology, the diversification of student 

populations, and the increasing demands for accountability and inclusivity have fundamentally transformed 

educational environments. In this context, educational leaders must not only adapt but also innovate to ensure 

that schools and institutions are equipped to meet these growing demands [3]–[5]. Innovation in educational 

leadership is no longer a luxury; it is a necessity, as traditional leadership models often fall short in 

addressing the complexities of modern education. 

Educational leadership innovation requires a complete rethinking and redesigning of leadership 

practices to foster environments where both students and educators can thrive. It extends beyond adopting 

new technologies or practices and requires a fundamental shift in mindset. Leaders must cultivate a culture of 

continuous learning, collaboration, and creativity, encouraging their teams to experiment with new ideas and 
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strategies. This innovative approach is crucial for developing the capacity of schools and institutions to 

respond to their community’s changing needs and to prepare students for an increasingly interconnected and 

uncertain world. 

At the core of educational leadership innovation is the creation of inclusive and equitable learning 

environments. As schools grow more diverse, leaders must ensure that all students have access to the 

resources and support they need [6]–[8]. This process requires innovative curriculum design, professional 

development, and approaches to community engagement. By embracing diversity and promoting equity, 

educational leaders can create more effective and just learning spaces. While technology plays a significant 

role in driving educational leadership innovation, it is not the only factor [9]–[11]. Digital tools and platforms 

have opened new avenues for teaching, learning, and administration, but visionary leadership is essential in 

leveraging these tools effectively and ethically to enhance educational outcomes. 

In conclusion, educational leadership innovation is a multifaceted and dynamic process that requires 

a deep understanding of the challenges and opportunities of modern education. It involves adopting new 

practices and technologies and a commitment to creating inclusive, equitable, and sustainable learning 

environments [12]–[14]. As the educational landscape continues to evolve, innovative leadership will be 

essential in shaping the future of education and ensuring that all students have the opportunity to succeed. 

In light of these considerations, the objective of this study is to review and synthesize the current 

literature on educational leadership innovation. This review aims to identify key themes, trends, and 

strategies that characterize innovative practices in educational leadership. By examining various approaches 

and frameworks, the study provides a comprehensive understanding of how leadership innovation can 

address the evolving demands of the educational sector. The analysis will focus on how educational leaders 

can implement innovative practices to foster inclusive, equitable, and technologically advanced learning 

environments, ultimately enhancing educational outcomes and preparing institutions to thrive in a dynamic 

and interconnected world. 

 

 

2. PROPOSED FRAMEWORK 
This research proposes a structured framework for educational leadership innovation, synthesized 

from a systematic review of 33 primary studies. This framework emphasizes three key pillars: i) digital and 

technological transformation, ii) leadership styles and professional development, and iii) innovative strategies 

and change management. The proposed framework serves as a guide for educational leaders aiming to 

address the complexities of modern education while ensuring adaptability, equity, and technological 

advancement. This structured approach is positioned to meet the evolving demands of 21st-century 

educational environments effectively. 

 

 

3. METHOD 
The literature review process involves four stages: identifying keywords and searching for related 

terms, screening, determining eligibility, and conducting data abstraction analysis. The details of each stage 

are outlined below: 

 

3.1.  Identification 

This research followed the key stages of the systematic review process to gather an extensive 

collection of pertinent literature. The initial step involved identifying keywords, which were then broadened 

using related terms derived from dictionaries, thesauri, encyclopedias, ChatGPT, and prior studies. These 

terms were used to construct search strings customized for querying the Scopus and Web of Science 

databases (refer to Table 1). During this initial phase, 2,696 publications relevant to the study’s focus were 

retrieved from these databases. 

 

 

Table 1. The search strings 
Scopus Web of Science 

TITLE-ABS-KEY (educational AND leadership AND 

innovation) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2024)) AND 
(LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, “SOCI”)) AND (LIMIT-TO 

(DOCTYPE, “ar”) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( SRCTYPE, “j” ) ) 

AND ( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE, “English” ) )  
Date of Access: 16 August 2024 

TI= KEY (educational AND leadership AND innovation) AND 

(LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2024)) AND (LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, 
“SOCI”)) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, “ar”) ) AND ( LIMIT-

TO ( SRCTYPE, “j” ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE, 

“English” ) ) 
Date of Access: 16 August 2024 
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3.2.  Screening 

In the screening phase, research items were evaluated to ensure they aligned with the predefined 

research questions. This step involved selecting studies related to educational leadership innovation and 

eliminating duplicate entries. As a result, 2,571 publications were excluded, leaving 125 studies for detailed 

analysis based on specific inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 2). The primary criterion emphasized 

literature that offered practical recommendations, encompassing reviews, meta-syntheses, meta-analyses, 

books, book series, chapters, and conference proceedings not addressed in the most recent studies. The 

review focused exclusively on English-language publications from 2024. Ultimately, twenty-four entries 

were removed due to duplication. 

 

 

Table 2. The criteria identify studies matching the research goals 
Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 

Language English Non-English 

Timeline 2024 Before 2024 
Literature type Journal (article) Conference papers, books, reviews 

Document type Article Non-article formats 

Subject Social Science Non-social science studies 

 

 

3.3.  Quality of appraisal 

Following the guidelines from [15], the selected PSs were evaluated for research quality and 

quantitatively compared. This study adopts the quality assessment (QA) approach from [16], which includes 

six QAs for the systematic literature review (SLR). Each criterion is rated as “yes” (Y) with a score of 1 for 

full compliance, “partly” (P) with a score of 0.5 for partial compliance with some gaps, or “no” (N) with a 

score of 0 for non-compliance. 

Table 3 presents the QA process for evaluating studies based on specific criteria. Three experts 

independently score the study on each criterion as “yes” (Y), “partly” (P), or “no” (N). Below are the details 

of the criteria: 

− Is the purpose of the study clearly stated? Assesses whether the study’s objectives are clearly defined, 

ensuring a focused research direction. 

− Are the relevance and usefulness of the work effectively demonstrated? Evaluates the study’s significance 

and potential contributions, highlighting its relevance and impact. 

− Is the study methodology well-defined and established? Check if the research methodology is clearly 

described and appropriate for achieving the study’s goals, ensuring validity and reproducibility. 

− Are the approach’s concepts clearly defined? Examines whether key concepts and theoretical frameworks 

are well-defined, facilitating understanding of the study’s approach. 

− Is the study compared and evaluated against similar research? Determines if the study is benchmarked 

against existing research, positioning it within the broader academic context and showcasing its 

contributions. 

Each expert’s scores are summed, and the total score across all experts determines the study’s acceptance.  

A combined score above 3.0 is required for a study to proceed to the next stage, ensuring only high-quality 

research advances. 

 

 

Table 3. Quality assessment 
QA Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Total mark 

Is the purpose of the study clearly stated? Y Y Y 3 

Are the relevance and usefulness of the work effectively demonstrated? Y Y Y 3 
Is the study methodology well-defined and established? Y Y Y 3 

Are the approach’s concepts clearly defined? Y Y Y 3 

Is the study compared and evaluated against similar research? Y Y Y 3 

 

 

3.4.  Data abstraction and analysis 

This study utilized an integrative analysis to assess and synthesize various research designs, 

focusing on quantitative methods [17]. The comprehensive survey aimed to identify key topics and subtopics 

[18]. Data collection marked the initial step in theme development [19]. As shown in Figure 1, the authors 

systematically analyzed 33 publications to extract assertions or content relevant to the study’s topics. 

Significant studies on educational leadership innovation were then reviewed, examining methodologies and 

research findings. The authors collaborated to develop themes based on the study’s context, maintaining a log 
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to document analyses, perspectives, challenges, and insights during data interpretation. Finally, results were 

compared to identify any inconsistencies in the theme development process, with any conceptual 

disagreements resolved through discussion among the authors. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) diagram of the 

proposed search study [1] 

 

 

4. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

This section outlines the findings of 2024 studies conducted using the SLR method, summarized in 

Table 3. From the analysis of 33 articles, three primary themes emerged. The selection of these themes was 

validated by three experts in leadership and educational management-two with expertise in leadership and 

one in educational management-to ensure the accuracy and relevance of the identified issues. This expert 

review confirmed each subtheme’s clarity, relevance, and appropriateness, establishing domain validity. The 

three main themes identified are: i) digital and technological transformation in education, ii) leadership styles 

and development in education, and iii) innovative strategies and change management in education. 

 

4.1. RQ1: how do educational leaders facilitate adopting and integrating digital and technological 

transformation in educational institutions? 
To address research question 1, theme 1 and theme 2 offer complementary insights into how 

educational leaders facilitate digital and technological transformation in educational institutions. The first 

theme, digital and technological transformation in education, highlights the importance of structured digital 

leadership and innovative practices in effectively implementing digital initiatives. This involves 

understanding the critical role of leadership in driving digital adoption, managing change, and ensuring the 

successful integration of advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence. 

 

4.1.1. Theme 1: digital and technological transformation in education 

The reviewed studies highlight the pivotal role of structured digital leadership in facilitating 

successful digital and technological transformations in educational institutions. underscores the significance 

of leadership and pedagogical innovation in promoting effective digital change [20], while  

Tungpantong et al. [21] emphasizes how digital leadership enhances knowledge sharing and emotional 
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intelligence in academic environments. The findings from Abouzahra et al. [16] further reinforce the 

necessity of a robust e-leadership framework to manage change and accommodate continuous innovation, as 

seen in policies like Merdeka Belajar. Similarly, Al Nuaimi et al. [22] work demonstrates the decisive role 

that school principals play in the digital transformation process, mainly through their influence on the 

perceived benefits of digital resources and the support environment. 

Additionally, Nagy et al. [23] address the complexities surrounding adopting advanced technologies 

such as artificial intelligence, identifying key factors like risk perception and performance expectations as 

critical to successful integration. These collective insights advocate for a strategic approach to digital 

leadership, emphasizing visionary leadership, systematic improvement, and digital citizenship as essential 

components for enhancing the educational landscape. Together, these studies provide a comprehensive 

understanding of how educational leaders can optimize digital transformation through focused leadership and 

well-structured policy implementation in higher education. 

The second theme, leadership styles and development in education underscores the impact of 

various leadership styles, such as distributed and transformational leadership, in creating a supportive and 

adaptive environment for digital transformation [24], [25]. Effective leadership styles not only influence the 

motivation and engagement of educators and students but also enhance the overall readiness of institutions to 

embrace technological advancements [26]. Together, these themes demonstrate that the success of digital 

transformation in education hinges on both strategic digital leadership and cultivating leadership qualities 

that foster innovation and collaboration within educational settings. 

 

4.1.2. Theme 2: leadership styles and development in education 

The adaptability and motivation of learners in Malaysia’s online educational environments are 

influenced by various leadership factors, as highlighted by recent studies. Ruiz-Vázquez et al. [27] emphasize 

the connection between personality traits like openness and conscientiousness and leadership styles that enhance 

online learning engagement. This is supported by Kyambade et al. [28], who underscore the importance of 

psychological safety and socially responsible leadership in creating an inclusive online learning environment. 

Additionally, Ho et al. [29] explore how distributed and ecological leadership models can be adapted to improve 

collaborative learning experiences while Malin et al. [30] highlight the role of leadership in fostering a culture 

of innovation and collaboration for deeper learning further insights from [25] and [31] demonstrate that 

distributed and transformational leadership styles are crucial in enhancing the innovativeness of teaching staff, 

particularly in adapting strategies for online platforms. Collectively, these studies emphasize the pivotal role of 

effective leadership in shaping educational innovations, fostering a conducive online learning environment, and 

enhancing student engagement in higher education settings [31]. Next, the third theme effectively addresses 

research question 2 regarding the most effective leadership styles and innovative strategies for managing change 

and driving innovation in educational institutions within the Malaysian context. 

 

4.2.  RQ2: what leadership styles and innovative strategies are most effective for managing change and 

driving innovation in educational institutions?  

4.2.1. Theme 3: innovative strategies and change management in education 

Recent studies emphasize the critical role of leadership styles and innovative strategies in effectively 

managing change and driving innovation within Malaysian educational institutions. Tweedie et al. [32] 

underscoring the importance of educational leaders who skillfully navigate and implement new curricula, 

stressing the value of trial and observation to verify the success of educational transformations.  

Steinert et al. [33] reinforce this perspective, and highlight the significance of strategic leadership and faculty 

development in supporting organizational changes. Leaders who focus on continuous professional 

development ensure that educators remain at the forefront of pedagogical innovations, facilitating effective 

adaptation to new challenges. Additionally, Kompella [34] identifies integrating information and 

communication technology (ICT) as essential for driving service innovations and enhancing sustainability in 

higher education. It demonstrates how technology can transform educational practices and create more 

efficient learning environments [35].  

Furthermore, Kim et al. [36] highlights the transformative impact of technological advancements on 

student outcomes, noting that the effective integration of technology in education substantially enhances 

student performance, especially in terms of engagement and retention. In [37][39], complements this by 

demonstrating how equity-focused leadership fosters inclusive environments that support deeper learning,  

a crucial consideration in Malaysia’s diverse educational landscape. Additionally, [40][43] emphasize the 

importance of cultivating a psychologically safe culture for innovation, where open dialogue and 

experimentation are encouraged [44], [45]. This environment is essential for fostering innovative thinking, 

which drives educational change and improvement [46], [47]. These studies reveal that successful change and 
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innovation management in Malaysian educational institutions requires a strategic blend of technologically 

adept, inclusive, and equity-focused leadership approaches [48][50]. 

 

 

5. CONCLUSION 
Examining the influence of leadership styles and innovative strategies on change management and 

innovation within Malaysian educational institutions provides valuable insights into effective leadership 

practices. This SLR offers several key implications for educational leadership. Primarily, the focus on digital 

leadership underscores the essential role leaders play in leveraging advanced technologies to enhance 

educational outcomes. Leaders who strategically implement digital initiatives can better align these 

innovations with institutional goals, which is crucial for fostering adaptive and resilient learning 

environments. This underscores the need for structured leadership that not only facilitates smooth digital 

transformation but also prepares institutions to manage technological disruptions effectively. 

Additionally, the research highlights the significance of leadership styles, such as distributed and 

transformational leadership, in fostering innovation within educational institutions. Distributed leadership 

encourages collaboration and shared decision-making and enhances engagement across various institutional 

levels, leading to more inclusive and creative learning environments. In contrast, transformational leadership 

is key in inspiring educators and students to adopt innovative practices, fostering continuous improvement 

and a forward-thinking mindset. These leadership approaches contribute to a culture of psychological safety, 

where educators and students feel empowered to explore new ideas and take risks-particularly important in 

online and technologically driven settings. 
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