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Introduction

An important issue in today's educational leadership is that of who is responsible for classroom

practices. School instructional supervision, which includes processes of observation, guidance
and development of teaching practices, has long been regarded as the purview of school
principals. But this is no longer the case. In recent years, the nature of instructional supervision
is increasingly recognised as a shared responsibility with middle leaders, such as department
heads and subject coordinators, among other mid-level agents between the senior leadership
and teachers (Bush, 2023; Leithwood, 2016; Malinga et al., 2021). This comes as middle
leaders have expert discipline knowledge, are centrally involved in curriculum and professional
development, and work alongside teachers, allowing for dynamic and responsive supervision
(Chabalala & Naidoo, 2021; Kubheka et al., 2025; Shaked., 2023). Their position as educators
and leaders equips them to direct supervisory efforts that can impact teaching, and ultimately,
student learning (Adewale, 2014; Castillo, 2025; Pana, 2024; Potane et al., 2023; Rizada,
2024).

Yet, notwithstanding this strategic role, middle leaders' supervisory practices continue to be
hampered. Research indicates ongoing impediments to their enactment such as role confusion,
excessive teaching responsibilities, lack of readiness, and inadequate time for reflective
observation of teaching, including activity and feedback (Bush, 2023; Kubheka et al., 2025;
Leithwood, 2016). As a result, while instructional supervision is often theoretically recognised
as important, it is not always realised (Castillo, 2025; Leithwood, 2016; Malinga et al., 2021).
However, research suggests that if conditions are right and middle leaders can foster teacher
collaborations, support curriculum enactment and school improvement through the benefit of
their role autonomy (Chabalala & Naidoo, 2021; Pomentel, 2024). Although the role of middle
leaders as supervision agents has been well-recognised, limited attention has been paid to the
evolution of the understanding of middle leaders as supervisory agents.

This constitutes the focus of this study. While middle leadership and/or instructional
supervision studies have grown significantly in the past 20 years, no study has yet mapped the
chronological history of the research. The string and needle review (thematic) identifies the
topics of investigation; the chronology review (chronological) shows how the field has
developed, when and why. Hence, this study employs a chronological review, using 101 peer-
reviewed articles found on the Scopus database published between 2000 and 2026, to illustrate
how supervisory practices of middle leaders have evolved. The aim is to understand how and
why things have changed over time, and to inform a systematic approach to future research, as
well as ensure the well-being of middle leaders in educational organisations.
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Middle leaders hold a pivotal role in educational organisations as the "glue" between senior
leaders and teachers. This provides them with significant authority in the realm of teacher
development, policy enactment and implementation of school improvement projects. Their
influence is anything but unfettered. Confusion about their roles, the demands on their time
and lack of formal power are common challenges that complicate the supervisory role of
middle leaders and have the potential to hinder their success (Bas, 2025; Lambert, 2025;
Tarrant, 2025). Responding to these challenges, a growing emphasis in the literature is on the
need for professional development and structural capacity building to support middle leaders
to balance the demands of their roles (Attard et al., 2025; Hipona, 2024; Pavlopoulos, 2021).

Perhaps the best documented work of middle leaders is to enable teacher professional learning.
Their supervisory practices often include promoting collaboration, engaging in reflective
inquiry and offering context-specific advice (Adams et al., 2026; Lipscombe et al., 2020).
When these practices are done well, middle leaders'reas tend to embrace evidence-informed
practices and to establish an environment for professional learning, which, in turn, is linked to
improved teaching practice and student learning (Adams et al., 2026; Attard et al., 2025).
However, this is not always the case. Middle leaders often take on roles without adequate
training and there remain a need for more training in relation to supervisory practices around
conflict management, mentoring and leading professional learning (Highfield & Woods, 2024;
Irvine & Brundrett, 2016).

Middle leaders' supervisory practices are also shaped by their socio-cultural and organisational
contexts. In more centralised systems, constraints and resource allocation in more centralised
systems limit autonomy and in turn the impact middle leaders can have on teacher capacity-
building (Bas, 2025). More generally, their success is determined by the extent to which they
are supported by and have clear expectations from senior leadership and the needed resources
for development work (Lipscombe et al., 2020; Pavlopulos, 2021). These observations suggest
improvement in supervision practices requires a systemic approach such as time allocated for
leadership and middle leader development programs that are part of a whole-school approach
to improvement (Bassett & Shaw, 2018; Pavlopoulos, 2021).

Beyond systemic considerations, the relational aspect of middle leadership provides an
essential element to supervision. Middle leaders who take on trustful and dialogic relational
practices are more likely to offer responsive, authentic and sustainable supervision (Adams et
al., 2026; Altae, 2025). Yet, as both teachers and leaders, middle leaders find themselves stuck
in a dilemma between the roles of teaching and supervision, which cannot be alleviated by role
clarification (Abu-Shawish & Ghamrawi, 2025; Bassett & Shaw, 2018). While an increasing
number of studies have focused on these aspects, research has tended to explore supervisory
practice in a piecemeal, or topic-focused, manner without considering how knowledge in this
field has evolved over the years. The need to include a temporal synthesis to map the
progression of such supervisory practices among middle leaders is therefore evident.
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Methodology

Data Collection

In this study a chronological (systematic) review was undertaken focused on the development
of supervisory practices in middle leaders using peer-reviewed published journal articles from
the Scopus database. Scopus was chosen specifically because its database covers a wide range
of high-impact, internationally indexed journals, and provides an interface that supports
effectively searching on the basis of specified criteria, increasing the integrity of the dataset. A
search query was developed using the terms for two key constructs: supervisory and leadership
practices ("supervisory practices," "supervision," "management practices," "leadership
practices") and middle-tier leadership ("middle leaders," "middle management," "mid-level

leaders", "intermediate leaders", "middle tier"). The search was conducted across the title,
abstract and keywords:

TITLE-ABS-KEY (("supervisory practices" OR "supervision" OR "management practices” OR
"leadership practices") AND ("middle leaders” OR "middle management” OR "mid-level
leaders" OR "intermediate leaders" OR "middle tier")) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, "ar"))
AND (LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, "English")) AND (LIMIT-TO (SRCTYPE, 'j")) AND
PUBYEAR > 2000 AND PUBYEAR < 2026

A number of inclusion criteria were used to identify a relevant and high-quality corpus. We
focused exclusively on peer-reviewed journal articles in English published between 2000 and
2026 that discussed supervisory practices (management practices, leadership practices) of
middle leaders in educational organisations or other operations. The articles were screened first
on the basis of titles and abstracts, before full text screening against inclusion and exclusion
criteria. A total of 167 records were initially identified. After screening, which involved the
removal of records due to lack of conceptual fit, marginal relevance, duplication or lack of
empirical or theoretical significance, 101 records were deemed appropriate for chronological
assessment. The screening is summarised in Figure 1.
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Topic Supervisory Practices among Middle Leaders
Database: Scopus
v Search Within: Article Title
Time Frame: 2000 to 2026
Scope & Coverage Language: English Only
Source Type: Journal Only
Document Type: Article Only
Subject Area: All
il TITLE-ABS-KEY (("supervisory practices"
OR "supervision" OR "management practices"
Keywords‘ & Search OR "leadership practices") AND ("middle
String leaders" OR "middle management" OR "mid-
level leaders" OR "intermediate leaders" OR
"middle tier"))
A 4
Date Extracted April 11, 2026
A 4
Record Identified & 167
Screened
v Records removed based
Records Excluded 66  L--__| on exclusion criteria and
irrelevance to the study.
A 4
Record Included for
Analysis 101

Figure 1. Flow Diagram of The Search Strategy.
Source: Punj et al. (2021), Moher et al. (2009)

Data Clustering

In order to enable structured analysis of research trends, publications extracted from the Scopus
database were grouped into time periods (or clusters) based on evidence of changes in the
annual number and consistency of publications, level of research intensity, and shifts in the
focus of research. These clusters were identified based on visualisation of trends in publications
that were further confirmed by observable shifts in the volume and stability of publications
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over time. Instead of displaying publications per year in chronological order, this establishes
the ability to discern different developmental periods and phases (such as implementation,
maturation and explosion, for example), which may otherwise be masked in the annual
aggregate view. Three clusters were detected in this longitudinal distribution of the 101 studies,
as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Temporal Clustering of Research Publications on Supervisory Practices
among Middle Leaders across Three Developmental Phases (2000-2026)

Note. The figure illustrates the progression of publication output across three phases: Phase 1 (2000—2013), Phase
2 (2014-2019), and Phase 3 (2020-2026).

Phase 1: Nascent and Fragmented Development (2000-2013) features very low and
inconsistent publication rates of between one and three articles a year. Scholarly interest in
supervisory practices by middle leaders at this time was minimal, with research topics often
dispersed through discussions of leadership and management more broadly, rather than as a
standalone field of research.

Phase 2: Emerging Consolidation and Gradual Growth (2014-2019) sees the beginning of
consolidation and progressive development in scholarly interest, with an increase in publication
numbers to one to five articles per year. During this period, the field had started to consolidate,
with supervisory practices attracting greater attention and recognition of the significance of
middle leaders gaining momentum in educational and organisational scholarship. Occasional
fluctuations in the number of publications indicate that activity around middle leaders was
progressing but not yet in full flow.

Phase 3: Rapid Expansion and Intensification (2020-2026) marks a critical point of
acceleration, with publication output escalating from five to 19 articles per year, accompanied
by an escalation of the field from 2023 more. This surge speaks to the considerable priority
given to the field of educational research given the increase in current educational reforms, an
added focus on the notion of instructional leadership and the evolving complexities of middle
leaders' organisational contexts.
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This marks not just a growth in the number of publications, but also a shift in the way middle
leaders are conceptualised and practised within the field. Overall, the progression from Phase
1 of low and erratic growth, through Phase 2 of moderate growth to Phase 3 (as of 2013) of a
sharp increase and acceleration provides a firm foundation for understanding the temporal
evolution of this field and demonstrates the ways in which middle leaders' supervisory practices
have become a major and rapidly growing field of study.

Results and Discussion
Phase 1: Nascent and Fragmented Development (2000-2013)

The very earliest research on supervisory practices of middle leaders, in fact, does not begin
with supervision. From 2001 to 2013, what we find is middle managers were considered as
part of the "organisation" in the context of quality management, boundary-spanning roles,
organisational restructuring and performance control rather than as subject of their own
education and instruction leadership studies (Austin, 2002; Kuei et al., 2001; Oman et al., 2003;
Sims, 2003). The view of this era is perhaps more one of an ad-hoc collection of insights about
people occupying an organisational no-man's land.

Between 2001 and 2004 questions of organisational performance prevailed. These
investigations found better quality management practices led to better cost efficiency,
productivity and worker satisfaction while middle managers were also faced with the need to
reconcile conflicting demands from different levels of the organisation - a continuing theme in
this field. Simultaneously, however, managerial practices were found to have an indirect effect
on organisational creativity and innovation, hinting that even at this stage, middle managers
were not just blindly implementing policy (Austin, 2002; Khandwalla & Mehta, 2004; Kuei et
al., 2001; Lukasova, 2004; Sims, 2003).

From 2005 to 2008, the roles of supervision were more clearly defined and centred on control
and co-ordination. Supervisory functions were recognised as constants, even as the roles of
managers began to encompass strategy and unit management. Crucially, this was the period
that saw coaching, cross-cultural knowledge sharing and skill enhancement emerge as new
aspects of supervision, an indication that the field was starting to shift, albeit slowly, from
control to facilitation (Hales, 2005; Hotho & Pollard, 2007; Kumar & Antony, 2008; Van Driel
et al., 2007; Vance & Paik, 2005).

Between 2009 and 2011, professional development came to feature more prominently in the
practice of supervision. Formal management development activities increased managerial and
organisational performance, while organisational learning depends on middle managers
making sense of and operationalising feedback (Caemmerer & Wilson, 2010; Rani et al., 2010).
By 2011, the picture was even more refined to include psychological and relational aspects:
satisfaction with middle management was found to predict job satisfaction and organisational
commitment; and effective middle managers were found to have significantly greater
emotional intelligence (empathy, interpersonal relations and problem-solving) than ineffective
middle managers (Dalal et al., 2011; Kotz¢ & Venter, 2011). So, middle management
effectiveness couldn't be reduced to technical skills alone.

Phase 1's final sub-phase (2012-2013) exhibits the most obvious trend toward aspects of the
field that would become dominant. Middle managers were identified as playing a pivotal role
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in evidence-based decision-making, instructional leadership, teacher development, and
initiatives of distributed systems reform, roles that came to the forefront in Phase 2. Human
resource practices aimed at retention also emerged, signalling growing recognition of the
implications of supervisory practice for organisation-wide effectiveness beyond the
supervisory task itself (Adamson & Brown, 2012; Hussain & Sana Ur Rehman, 2013; Seong
& Ho, 2012; Westfall et al., 2013).

Overall, Phase 1 reveals a gradual yet patchy shifting and integration in supervisory roles, from
disjointed, performance-focused supervisory elements to more whole roles focusing on
learning, relational leadership, and organisational change. The field did not start with a clear
focus on middle leaders; rather this came about eventually by accrual (Cammereer & Wilson,
2010; Hales, 2005; Kuei et al., 2001; Seong & Ho, 2012).

Phase 2: Emerging Consolidation and Gradual Growth (2014-2019)

Phase 2 marks the point at which middle leadership began to be taken seriously as a research
focus in its own right, particularly within educational settings. Between 2014 and 2019, the
literature moved from broad management concerns toward instructional leadership, distributed
leadership, knowledge work, reform implementation, and teacher-driven school development.
Methodological approaches also diversified, with greater use of structural equation modelling,
mixed methods, focus groups, interviews, observations, and case-based analysis (Hirsh &
Segolsson, 2019; Krommuang & Suwunnamek, 2014; Larusdottir & O’Connor, 2017; Ng et
al., 2015; Tippmann et al., 2014).

In the early consolidation period of 2014 to 2015, middle leadership remained tied to
organisational structures, but the nature of that connection was shifting. Decentralised decision-
making and flatter hierarchies were shown to strengthen quality management practices, while
good supervision was reframed as relational work, requiring the management of relationships
with superiors, supervisees, clients, and workplace stakeholders rather than relying solely on
professional knowledge (Fitsimmons, 2014; Krommuang & Suwunnamek, 2014). Flexible
organisational structures also emerged as enablers of middle managers' knowledge-search
routines, indicating that supervisory practice was becoming less administrative and more
dependent on organisational design (Tippmann et al., 2014).

By 2015, an educational turn was clearly underway. Studies from Singapore showed that while
principals shaped school vision and climate, middle management teams carried stronger
responsibility for curriculum implementation and classroom instruction (Ng et al., 2015). In
Iceland, collegial supervision was widely practised but classroom data collection was poor,
suggesting a disconnect between the communicative and analytic elements of supervision
(Hansen & Léarusdottir, 2015). In other jurisdictions, middle leaders were demonstrated to
create communication spaces to support professional learning and systematic quality
improvement processes in early childhood education Ronnerman et al., (2015), revealing
evidence about the role evolving beyond the role of co-ordinator.

2016-2017 saw an elevation in ambition for the middle leader. Middle managers were placed
at the centre of dynamic capabilities, acting as a knowledge creator, dialectically interacting
and creatively problem solving for the organisation (Nonaka et al., 2016). Leadership for
change was observed to have significant direct and indirect impacts on various forms of
planned and emergent change, with organisational culture key among these (Al-Ali et al.,
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2017). Yet Larusdottir & O’Connor (2017), identified a persistent gap between distributed
leadership theory and actual practice in schools: distributed leadership existed, but often
depended on principal permission rather than genuine reciprocal teacher leadership.
Conceptual development, in other words, was advancing more rapidly than practical
implementation.

Accountability, well-being, and the limits of middle leadership authority defined much of the
2018 to 2019 literature. Education middle managers were found to experience private-sector-
style accountability through key performance indicators while retaining less autonomy than
their private-sector counterparts (Thompson & Wolstencroft, 2018). Centralised authority and
reporting demands reduced managerial well-being, although cognitive reappraisal offered
some protection under stressful conditions (Haver et al., 2019). The strongest school-based
development emerged in 2019, when middle leaders were shown to enable collaborative
learning and teacher-driven development by restructuring rules, divisions of labour, and
mediating tools within school activity systems (Hirsh & Segolsson, 2019). Distributed
leadership was shown to support collaboration but also risk compliance (Grice, 2019), while
professional teacher associations in Russia positioned middle leaders as mediators between
school administration, innovation demands, and external requirements, although career
limitations created what researchers described as a glass ceiling on leadership development
(Merenkov et al., 2019).

Phase 2 is a transitional phase overall. The temporal shift from a structural- and quality-
management focus in 2014, to instructional and collegial supervision in 2015, to distributed
and change leadership in 2016 to 2017 and finally to pedagogical reform, teacher collaboration
and well-being in 2018 to 2019 illustrates a slow but significant shift from middle leaders as
organisers and supervisors to middle leaders as knowledge brokers and supervisors, to middle
leaders as instruction, reform and professional learnings enablers (Hansen & Larusdéttir, 2015;
Hirsh & Segolsson, 2019; Merenkov et al., 2019; Ng et al., 2015; Tippmann et al., 2014).

Phase 3: Rapid Expansion and Intensification (2020-2026)

Phase 3 is Phase 2 - but having found its feet. From 2020-2026 studies on supervisory practices
among middle leaders increased substantially in both quantity and variety, from a focus on
instructional improvement and professional learning, to crisis management, culturally
responsive practices, destructive leadership, managing Al, and gendered management. Middle
leaders were no longer studied as policy implementers; they were examined as knowledge
brokers, meaning-makers, moral agents and - in some instances - as destructive leaders (Al-
Ghdabi et al., 2020; Chaaban et al., 2025; Grootenboer et al., 2023; Le Fevre et al., 2020; Tang
et al., 2022). This period saw the most diverse methodological approaches to study middle
leaders yet: structural equation modelling, qualitative case study, Q-methodology, mixed
methods, large-scale surveys, action research and practice-based inquiry.

During the initial period of 2020-2021 middle leaders were studied in complex and sometimes
chaotic organisational contexts. Middle managers' attributes were found to contribute to
innovation performance via strategic human capital management, although not a main
determinant (Al-Ghdabi et al., 2020). Principals to lead collective responsibility were shown
to negotiate ongoing tensions between accountability, teacher, student and professional
learning (Le Fevre et al., 2020). Middle management teams relied on adrenaline and
management instruments to inform rapid decision-making in times of disruption, presaging the
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later COVID-19 studies. In the field of education, implementation of professional learning

communities stressed how supervisory practices were moving more towards teacher learning,

but also showed how work pressure, culture and lack of supervision impacted on
implementation (Chua et al., 2020; Szeto, 2020).

By 2021 to 2022, the literature had intensified around instructional leadership, coaching, and
measurable student outcomes. Coaching helped early-career principals in their reflection and
awareness-raising and was potentially applicable to middle leaders and staff (Boon, 2022). A
systematic review of instruction-focused middle leadership revealed key instructional
practices, while empirical research confirmed specific middle leadership practices were
powerful correlates of increased student academic performance (Highfield & Rubie-Davies,
2022; Tang et al., 2022). The pandemic emphasised relational and emotional aspects. Middle
leaders in South African schools experienced distributive leadership amid changing roles and
the COVID-19 stresses, while researchers focused attention on the need for normal workplaces
that honoured psychological, sociological and emotional needs (Fourie & Naidoo, 2022).

The year 2023 marked a turning point toward greater precision. Rather than describing middle
leadership in broad terms, studies began identifying specific practices and the conditions under
which they operated. Middle managers were shown to support evidence-based decision-
making through concrete mechanisms, including staff allocation, guidelines, training, and
resource provision (Allen et al., 2023). Middle leaders pursued shared understandings of
improved teaching, although the variability of their activities underscored the need for
protected time and clearer goal alignment (Vale et al., 2023). Key school improvement drivers
were identified, including challenging teacher beliefs, tight monitoring, and building collective
responsibility among middle leaders (Meyer et al., 2023). At the same time, high administrative
workload was found to reduce middle leaders' attention to teaching and learning, creating a
tension between the role's management and leadership functions that remained unresolved
(Grootenboer et al., 2023). Beyond schools, 2023 studies examined digital transformation,
agile work, race, rural STEM leadership, and everyday managerial practice, reinforcing that
supervisory roles were increasingly interpreted as collaborative, contextual, culturally situated,
and socially differentiated (Alieva & Powell, 2023; Murphy, 2023; Rasmussen, 2023;
Robinson et al., 2023; Zhang, 2023).

The 2024 research was more sophisticated and nuanced. Research in New Zealand revealed
effective middle leadership practices, which resulted in academic achievement and equity
outcomes, despite a lack of formal training, that included instructional guidance, coaching, goal
setting and problem-solving discussions (Highfield et al., 2024). In Malaysia, a tight leadership
team and participative decision making were necessary and even sufficient factors in achieving
teacher commitment to change while supervision was a complementary but less important
practice (Thien et al., 2024). Meanwhile, management-focused studies demonstrated middle
leadership as an element of governance systems in which resistance, gender, works councils,
and talent paradoxes played out, in which supervisory practice was as much an institutional
and cultural practice as a leadership practice (Gechbaia et al., 2024; Grund et al., 2024; Jooss
et al., 2024; Purvee et al., 2024).

The 2025 papers are the most varied in the review. Disruption, sensemaking and cultural
sensitivities were prominent. Distributing crisis management responsibilities to middle leaders
was responsive but also confusing, when lacking support (Ejsing, 2025). Middle leaders'
creativity enabled responsive sensemaking in response to disruption (Chaaban et al., 2025).
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Singaporean distributed leadership was shown to be culturally embedded in collectivism,
hierarchy, pragmatic efficiency and effectiveness, which challenged the unmediated
importation of Western leadership models (Lim & Goh, 2025). A parallel theme concerned
professional learning and teacher leadership, in which middle leaders were increasingly
recognised as networked, boundary-spanning and designers of professional development -
activities that involved simultaneously navigating centralised power, informal leadership and
the shortcomings of distributed leadership (Abu-Shawish & Ghamrawi, 2025; Arif et al., 2025;
Hotham & Perry, 2025; Olondriz-Valverde & del Arco, 2025).

Crucially, 2025 marked an emergence of critical insights. Exploration of destructive middle
leadership, manifest as misused authority, rigid hierarchy, institutional stagnation and silencing
of disagreement, in Arab higher education troubled the field's subscription to the "goodness"
of middle leadership (Ghamrawi et al., 2025). Tension, neglect in supervision and a lack of
followership training were seen in health and welfare (Kazi, 2025; Mamba et al., 2025;
Rhoden-Neita et al., 2025). Insights into the future came from studies in technology and
management. There were differences in how people viewed Al compliance, based on age,
gender and seniority (Sargent et al., 2025). Middle management by women influenced
sustainable supplier management (Kang et al., 2025). Administrative innovation alleviated
burnout, and transformational leadership and psychological safety lessened the negative impact
of change (Gluvakov et al., 2025).

In short, Phase 3 has seen the field undergone a transformation. The shift during this time, from
innovation and crisis management in 2020-2021, to instruction and student outcomes in 2022,
evidence-based practice and role identities in 2023, cultural responsiveness and governance in
2024, and sensemaking, destructive leadership and Al governance in 2025, reflects a shift from
supervisory implementers to middle leaders as instructors, knowledge brokers, cultural
arbiters, sensemakers, designers and leaders of professional learning, and ethical agents in
complex organisations (Chaaban et al., 2025; Ghamrawi et al., 2025; Grootenboer et al., 2023;
Highfield et al., 2024; Tang et al., 2022).

Conclusion

The aim of this review was to map the evolution of research on supervisory practices among
middle leaders spanning over 20 years, not only to document topics of research, but to
understand when and why ideas came up and how the field has changed, and why. Using 101
peer-reviewed articles from the Scopus database for the same period (2000-2026) the
chronological focus offers a view that often eludes thematic reviews, to see how current
thinking is informed by and reflects developments in the field over time.

There are three stages. The first, from 2000 to 2013, was a disjointed and budding phase where
supervisory practices appeared as a marginal interest within the field of management rather
than a dedicated interest. The second, 2014-2019, is characterised by consolidation and a focus
on instructional leadership, distributed leadership and professional learning, and as middle
leaders as educational, not just organisational, actors. The third period, starting in 2020, sees
explosive growth in the volume and tapestry of research on middle leaders as instructional
actors, knowledge brokers, reform conveyors, crisis sense-makers and professional learning
architects. This is also when we first saw widespread critique of middle leaders' destructive
actions.
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Across the phases, consistency is generalised. The early studies focused on control,
coordination, and performance management, while the more recent work has emphasised
collaboration and relational competence, evidence-based practice, and cultural responsiveness.
The research went from nothing but descriptive and exploratory studies to broader, more
rigorous research leading to - and then eventually involving - mixed methods, structural
modelling, qualitative methods, action research and large surveys. This evolution is not simply
in methodological approaches, but in a field becoming more certain as to what questions to
answer and how to answer them.

The implications of this are relatively straightforward. School systems must be clear about role
responsibilities, make time to fulfil supervisory responsibilities and ensure that middle leaders
play roles in instruction decision-making. Training and coaching analysis should be considered
a structural rather than simply optional resource, in the face of complex supervision. The
literature demonstrates consistently that supervisory leadership depends more on relational
trust, collaboration and and the contextual and organisational factors for the success of middle
leaders rather than the positional authority of supervisors per se.

There are also indications of future research. We know little about contexts outside the West,
few studies are longitudinal, nor do we have much evidence from classroom practice and
professional learning communities. Better understanding how to translate ideas into practice
through complex, dynamic and high-pressure environments such as schools, over time and
multiple reform cycles, is needed.

This review has a number of limitations. We focused solely on the Scopus database and within
it, English journal articles within a specific time period and with specific keywords. Some
research may have been missed because it was indexed in different database or published in
different languages, or in different forms to journals. More inclusive search keywords and
approaches are likely to bring up more insights.

As such, the temporal perspective offers more than a recap of the findings; it offers a narrative
of how these findings came about. For mid-level leaders' supervisory practices, it tells a story
of a transformation, from an obscure topic on the margins of management to an important and
fast-growing field in educational leadership. This, in itself, is a stepping-stone to the future.
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