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Abstract: Weighted student funding (WSF) systems have been implemented in various countries
to give schools more autonomy over how to allocate their funding. School principals use funding
to maintain school operations and foster innovation for achieving educational goals. However,
despite the importance of this process, scholarly research has largely overlooked how principals
make decisions about allocating their financial resources. Accordingly, this study seeks to provide
practical insights into the strategies used by one school by highlighting their staff’s perceptions about
using their WSF to maintain school operations and spur innovation. Using a case study approach,
we investigated a principal who effectively used a school’s WSF to transform a failing school into
an innovative one. The findings revealed that the principal strategically implemented financial
management mechanisms in a way that inspired teachers to consider more profoundly how a school’s
WSF can help achieve educational goals. The principal fostered consensus on the school’s direction,
encouraged innovation through hands-on experiential learning and strategic planning, and facilitated
funding for innovative teachers by guiding proposal development. In the final section of this article,
insights into the shifting cultural and practical landscape of financial resource utilization within
schools are discussed.

Keywords: weighted student funding; school financial management; principal leadership; school
innovations; failing school

1. Introduction

The function of schools is to enhance teaching efficiency to improve student learning
outcomes while meeting the evolving needs of society [1–3]. By introducing innovation in
teaching and learning, schools can improve student outcomes, leading to better-prepared
graduates while positively impacting society [4]. Nonetheless, spurring innovation requires
adequate funding, which is often lacking in weighted student funding (WSF). In most
countries, schools primarily rely on their WSF to maintain school operations and promote
innovation, while generally being required to use all allocated funds within the school
year [5]. Despite significant financial investments by governments, WSF is often insufficient.
High staffing costs burden schools as they must maintain a certain teacher-to-student ratio,
leaving little money from WSF for small-scale initiatives [6]. This has restricted the ongoing
enhancement of schools. Therefore, in the case of WSF, effective school financial resource
management is critical to allocate limited resources from public budgets efficiently to
support the sustainability of school innovations [7]. Over the past two decades, there has
been a growing recognition of the important role played by school principals in ensuring
the effective use of WSF [8,9]. Despite this recognition, few studies, if any, have explored
the efficacy of the specific strategies employed by principals to leverage WSF to benefit
school operations and increase innovation [10–12].

Promoting sustainable innovation is essential to enhance teaching and learning and
improve student outcomes, and effective school financial resource management is critical
to support school operations and education innovation. The primary objective of the
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present study is to provide new insights into how a principal enabled successful school
operations and spurred innovation, specifically through the efficient management of the
school’s WSF. Accordingly, the study is guided by three research questions: (1) What is the
principal’s perception of utilizing the school’s WSF? (2) What strategies does the principal
employ to manage WSF for maintaining school operations and promoting innovation?
Notably, school financial decision-making is often a collaborative effort involving various
stakeholders, including principals and teachers [13]. Therefore, a third question was
devised: (3) How do teachers react to a principal’s strategies in managing the school’s
WSF? By using this approach, this study provides greater insight into using WSF to realize
sustainable innovation and educational objectives.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Weighted Student Funding (WSF)

WSF is a school funding model that allocates funds based on the individual needs of
each student. A fixed amount of money from the government is allocated for each student,
with additional funds for those requiring extra support, including students with special
needs, second-language learners, or those from low-income families [5]. All unspent school
funds are returned to the government treasury (call-back), although most schools tend to
use the funds carefully at the beginning of the year and spend any remaining money at the
end of the year [14]. The WSF system is prevalent in countries with decentralized education
systems, such as the United States and the Netherlands, which grant schools more auton-
omy [15,16]. Although the WSF mechanism can vary, depending on the country, a shared
objective of allocating financing based on student needs is typically employed [15,17].

WSF plays a pivotal role in ensuring the sustainability of school operations and
fostering continuous improvement. Its implementation is primarily directed toward
two significant areas: sustaining daily school operations and fostering innovation. Schools
utilize their WSF to distribute resources across various day-to-day operations, including
but not limited to staff salaries, materials, technology, professional development, and other
programs and services [6,18]. Schools also use their WSF to encourage innovation and
enhance their teaching and learning approaches in response to the evolving educational
environment [15,19]. However, for schools to successfully facilitate innovative teaching
and learning practices, additional funding beyond WSF must be sought for teacher train-
ing, staff relief, and upgrading facilities, among others [15]. Thus, to secure funding for
innovative practices, schools often submit proposals to donors or government agencies
that are aligned with the nature of the innovation in question [19,20]. This type of funding,
however, lacks flexibility, particularly when it comes to the granularity of each expenditure,
which often forces schools to craft initiatives that match the criteria and preferences set by
the funding source, rather than meet the needs of their students [20]. Given the constraints
of securing extra funding, schools must monitor their budgets effectively to support and
sustain teaching and learning initiatives [21].

2.2. The WSF Mechanism within Schools

In reviews of the literature on financial resource management, McKinney and Yizen-
gaw & Agegnehu [22,23] suggest that managing financial resource mechanisms in schools
involves five iterative steps that school principals should use to sustain innovations that
align with their goals.

First, budget preparation requires the establishment of well-defined goals and desired
outcomes, particularly concerning advocating initiatives [22]. To achieve this requirement,
the goals must be identified and the necessary funding provided to attain them, leading
to the development of a long-term investment plan for deploying resources. School lead-
ers should allocate funding according to their needs, aligning with their overall desired
outcomes [24,25].

Second, setting objectives for operational units is an essential component of budget
preparation [22]. Within this process, each department and working committee should
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identify specific goals that align with the school’s overall objectives [23]. The responsibil-
ity of establishing these objectives is typically given to unit leaders, who play a critical
role in ensuring that each department contributes toward achieving the school’s desired
outcomes [20].

Third, proposing operational budgets involves the translation of goals and objectives
into implementation plans for operational units. These plans are then used to justify
financial resource allocation [23,24]. Within a proposed budget, each plan should have
detailed cost estimates, allowing school leaders to make informed decisions about how to
allocate their funds [24,26].

Fourth, preparing a budget in educational institutions involves determining priorities [22],
wherein school leaders are required to rank budgeted items based on their potential impact
on the development of the school and their cost-effectiveness [26]. This necessitates ranking
each item, based on its ability to achieve the school’s goals and objectives [23]. The
organization can then allocate more funding toward high-priority items while reducing
funding for lower-priority ones.

Finally, establishing a monitoring and evaluating system is crucial for making in-
formed decisions based on data [22]. A possible monitoring and evaluating system could
include collecting data on attendance rates, analyzing trends and patterns, and using
this information to make informed decisions regarding program adjustments or resource
allocation [16]. By regularly monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of programs or ini-
tiatives, schools can ensure that their limited financial resources are being used effectively
to achieve their desired outcomes.

2.3. Challenges for WSF

Theoretically, by using these five iterative steps of financial resource management,
which are commonly employed globally [15,16], schools can support initiatives for sustain-
ing improvement within schools. Nevertheless, in practice, there are many impediments to
the effective application of WSF that hamper school innovation [15,17].

2.3.1. Policy Discontinuity

Within the WSF system, potential changes in national policy [27,28] and high staffing
costs [6] may inhibit long-term planning and investment in innovation. At the national
level, educational reform is often subject to fads and short-term trends [27], forcing school
leaders to allocate resources to initiatives that are either temporarily popular or have public
support [29]. The lack of a national education policy can also interfere with sustainable
school innovation [28]. At the individual school level, the disproportionately high expendi-
ture of WSF funds on staffing costs has hindered the decision-makers’ ability to consistently
allocate sufficient resources to new initiatives [6]. Therefore, insufficient funds can reduce
a school’s capacity to continue supporting formerly successful initiatives or policies over
time, especially as new initiatives emerge [30].

2.3.2. The Culture of Using All Available Funds

School budgets are often estimated and planned based on projections that may not
align with a school’s actual expenses or needs [31]. This misalignment can lead to under-
spending or unused resources at the end of an academic year. Since the WSF claw-back
system often motivates schools to spend all available funds before the end of the fiscal year
to avoid losing their funding, schools may spend imprudently without proper planning,
hindering long-term development [14,32].

2.3.3. Prioritizing Short-Term Objectives

Innovation often requires that several staff members establish a foundation, e.g., ac-
quiring teaching materials or fostering school-community partnerships [33,34]. As funding
is limited, schools tend to reward emergent teaching and learning needs that align with
departmental and school goals [14,32]. Thus, they may be left with only small budgets for
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the subject heads to pilot initiatives [18]. Insufficient funds for launching initiatives also
make it challenging for subject heads to execute long-term projects. This can impede the
ability of schools to sustain long-term improvements in student outcomes and can also limit
schools from undertaking innovative initiatives that contribute to continuous improvement
over time.

2.4. The Principals—The Key Decision-Makers of WSF

In the school context, it is important to recognize the importance of balancing pedagogi-
cal needs with fiscal realities, while ensuring efficient resource utilization, and acknowledge
that the establishment of pedagogical standards inherently necessitates consideration of
the associated resource requirements and leadership implications [35]. School principals
are the key decision-makers regarding funding allocation; i.e., they decide how to allocate
funds and oversee their implementation, while ensuring that the funded projects align
with school goals [12]. They are also accountable and responsible for their decisions [8,9].
For example, they provide a supportive environment by funding training, facilities, and
teaching resources, thereby sustaining daily operations and fostering innovation [10–12].

Studies have noted that various leadership styles can result in different priorities
in financial decision-making. For example, research has shown that instructional school
leaders can efficiently deploy financial resources to improve a teacher’s performance [11].
Similarly, a study on transformational leadership found that transformational school leaders
utilize financial resources to support teachers’ professional development, enabling them
to understand new initiatives that will cultivate positive feelings among teachers about
supporting school improvement efforts [10]. Transactional school leaders may use financial
resources to provide rewards or incentives to comply with their directives [12].

Recent studies have highlighted that school principals who embody entrepreneurial
leadership are particularly adept at utilizing financial resources [35,36]. These leaders
leverage their creativity and competencies to generate new value from existing resources,
including financial ones [35]. They can bring together disparate resources within their
institution and catalyze them in beneficial and innovative ways [36]. The impact of this
entrepreneurial approach is profound, leading to the more efficient use of school funds,
fostering a conducive learning environment, and driving positive changes within their
schools’ internal and external environments [35]. This effective resource management
enhances the financial sustainability of schools and contributes to their overall educational
value and success.

As part of the important role played by school principals, financial decision-making
not only pertains to devising optimal budgeting strategies but also to managing the stake-
holders involved in the process [8,9]. For instance, to prioritize innovation, principals
need to allocate more funding and establish resource allocation committees; however,
any reallocation of funds may cause teacher dissatisfaction and undermine the program’s
success [37,38]. Teachers may raise concerns about prioritizing initiatives if they feel that
their own interests are diminished [39]. Thus, schools must sometimes bear the risk of staff
morale challenges when sustaining innovative programs [13,37–39].

Drawing insights from the existing literature on principal leadership, it is evident that
principals play a critical role in leveraging support for school operations and innovation
(see Figure 1). With the allocation of WSF to schools, an iterative process of financial
resource management begins. This process is important for deciding how to maintain
school operations and sustain innovation. During this process, the principal and teachers-
in-charge are key decision-makers. Principals, in particular, wield considerable influence
over teachers’ perceptions regarding resource allocation. However, studies have tended
to overlook how principals make financial resource decisions and tackle the challenges
associated with WSF, particularly its impact on the sustainability of school operations and
innovation. Therefore, further investigation is warranted to unravel the intricate interplay
between principals’ perceptions of WSF and the strategies that they employ to promote
sustainability in school operations and innovation.
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2.5. Hong Kong Context

The Education Bureau in Hong Kong, the context of this study, has implemented a
stringent monitoring system for schools regarding WSF. This approach is consistent with
the five steps for managing a school’s finances as outlined by [22,23]. In 2002, educational
reform was launched in Hong Kong to promote students’ whole-person development and
lifelong learning through a series of structural, curricular, and pedagogical changes [40].
Although every school in Hong Kong can apply for two million Hong Kong dollars (about
USD 260,000) in support from the government to launch innovations that align with
government advocacy, initiatives focused on meeting the specific needs of students or
teachers are mostly considered to already be funded by WSF. This implies that schools must
bear the responsibility of maintaining the sustainability of new projects through the use of
their WSF, which tends to increase their financial burden [41]. These challenges highlight
the difficulties that Hong Kong principals face in promoting innovation using their WSF. In
essence, they must leverage their WSF to achieve their goals, while maintaining educational
standards and addressing teachers’ concerns regarding resource allocation.

3. Methodology

This research adopted a case study approach to address the research questions and
the identified gap in the literature. Case studies can provide an in-depth exploration and
describe how WSF is used, showing the complex interplay between a principal’s strategies
and their interactions with teachers, particularly in relation to financial resource manage-
ment. Such an approach, in situations where the interests of multiple stakeholders need to
be balanced, can best capture the dynamic nature of decision-making [42]. Furthermore, the
existing literature on financial resource allocation [22,23] and principals’ leadership [10,13]
highlights a significant gap between theoretical suggestions and authentic application.
Despite extensive research in this area, no specific study has provided an in-depth ex-
ploration of how principals make sense of leadership and allocate financial resources to
achieve the goal of sustainability and innovativeness in schools. We need to explore the
complex interplay between the principal’s leadership qualities and their ability to navigate
the human aspects of financial resource management, especially in relation to teachers.
Therefore, using an ethnography study approach will provide a more nuanced understand-
ing of the factors and human interactions contributing to the decision-making process. The
findings of this study have the potential to make practical and theoretical contributions by
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demonstrating how principals perceive their use of WSF to support daily school operations
and encourage sustainable innovation.

3.1. Sampling

A principal was selected as the study subject using two selection criteria: (1) the
principal had to be utilizing WSF to initiate innovation, with a substantial budget and the
support of the school; (2) this innovation had to have been sustained for three years or more.
These criteria were used to identify a principal who had effectively addressed the challenge
of utilizing WSF to promote sustainable innovation in their school. To facilitate the selection
of a suitable candidate, the researcher requested that the Hong Kong Principal Association
nominate 10 school principals who fulfilled the selection criteria. The review process
involved scrutinizing the schools’ plans and records from 2018 to 2022. Three principals
were then identified. Two scholars evaluated their school profiles and innovative practices,
focusing on school innovation. Then, a site visit to the three schools was conducted by
the author. Finally, one principal was selected as the most viable subject of the study. The
background of the principal’s school and the participant’s demographic information are
reported in Tables 1 and 2.

Table 1. The selected school’s background.

Selected School’s Background Innovation Initiatives and
Its Facilities Sustainability Principal’s Term

Secondary school
Background—Over the last fifteen years,
the school has faced challenges in
attracting sufficient students. Since 2008,
the school has struggled to maintain a
consistent level of enrollment of students.
However, in 2020, the situation changed,
and the school began to see an increase in
the number of students enrolling in
secondary year one. The number of new
students enrolling each year has tripled
since 2021. As a result of the increase in
student intake, the school has also been
able to expand its teaching staff from 20
to 36 members.

Experiential learning—Several
experiential learning corners
(café, “Design Thinking”
working space, Gym science,
Eco-Lab)

Starting from the academic
year 2019/2020 (embedded in
design and technology,
science subjects, and
extra-curricular activities)

Principal on staff
since 2018 (5 years)

AI-STEM education—I-Lab
STEM room

Starting from the academic
year 2020/2021 (embedded in
STEM, visual art education,
and extra-curricular activities)

Mindfulness value
education—three specific
facilities, including a
mindfulness room, a mindful
gym room, and a petcare room

Starting from the academic
year 2021/2022 (embedded in
science education and moral
and civic education)

STEM for the community—a
new authentic living space for
testing students STEM
products open to
the community

Starting from the academic
year 2022/2023 (support
AI-STEM education and
setting up a community
academy for the community)

Table 2. Overview of the participating staff.

Participants Gender Teaching
Experience

Years of Serving in
Sample School Duty at Schools

Principal M 23 5 Decides school developmental direction and oversees the
school’s operation

Vice-Principal A
(Academic) F 20 6 Oversees the academic affairs (related to experiential

learning and AI-STEM Education)
Vice-Principal B
(Pastoral care) M 18 5 Oversees pastoral care affairs (related to experiential

learning and mindfulness values education)
Teacher A M 18 15 In charge of experiential learning
Teacher B F 10 6 In charge of AI-STEM education
Teacher C M 15 15 In charge of mindfulness values education
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3.2. Data Collection

The study primarily used semi-structured interviews and school documents (curricu-
lums, lesson plans, and students’ work). The author conducted three site visits (240 min) to
the school to attend meetings and lessons and engage in conversations with students and
teachers. The interviews were conducted with six participants in the school, comprising
the school’s principal, two vice-principals, and three teachers who were responsible for
implementing innovations. Before conducting the interviews, the author reviewed the
school’s plans and reports in order to comprehensively understand the background of
the initiatives, which helped develop the interview questions. The questions probed the
participants’ general perceptions of using WSF, the school’s goals in the past five years, the
overall process of assessing financial resource needs, resource allocation decision-making,
the various ways of configuring and leveraging resources for innovation, and the strategies
used for innovation sustainability. To ensure the credibility and accuracy of responses,
the author conducted interviews with the vice-principals and teachers in charge of the
initiatives as a form of triangulation [43]. The author also invited the teachers in charge to
share their curriculums, lesson plans, and students’ work to verify the usage of the new
facilities arising from initiatives. During the site visit, the author served as an observer
and took field notes to describe the decision-making process in meetings and the learning
process during lessons. The author also wrote memoranda after each conservation between
the author, teachers, and students. In total, four meetings were attended, and three classes
were observed.

3.3. Data Analysis

The study adopted the interactive data analysis model described in Ref. [44]. The data
analysis process involved two stages. Reflective memoranda were created immediately
after conducting interviews and reviewing the relevant documents in the first stage. The
author then categorized the data based on budgeting processes, after which data displays
were generated to verify the authenticity and validity of the data sources. For example, the
author constructed a timeline depicting the budgeting process and then cross-referenced
the interview and document data against it, to identify any potentially missing sources of
information and verify the validity of the interviewee’s claims. This provided a holistic
picture of budgeting. To serve as a basis for further data collection, interim summaries
for each interviewee were composed. Based on these summaries, data display techniques
were used to verify the authenticity of each mentioned event, while examining how the
interviewees perceived and interpreted the same situation differently. Any doubtful data
were rectified by collecting additional data at the research site.

The author coded the data into descriptive and interpretive categories during the
second stage. Descriptive codes were used for definite facts, while interpretive codes
uncovered the participants’ beliefs behind their actions. Participant feedback enhanced
the code’s reflexivity [45]. The interviews were conducted in Chinese, with all translated
quotations being verified by a professional translator from a reputable newspaper company.
Additionally, participants were provided with the opportunity to confirm the accuracy of
the translations themselves. Pattern categories were generated using pattern-matching and
concept mapping techniques to identify those of the principal’s strategies that enhanced
innovation sustainability. The author invited an external reviewer, an academic in principal
leadership studies, to review and comment on the resulting pattern category analysis, in
order to evaluate whether the analysis aligned with the conceptual framework. Finally,
three thematic categories emerged in response to the research questions: (1) the principal’s
perceptions of utilizing WSF; (2) the principal’s strategies for leveraging WSF for innovation;
and (3) the teachers’ reactions.

4. Findings

This section presents the main findings regarding the use of WSF over three academic
years (2018–2021). The results were categorized according to each academic year, delineat-
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ing three distinct themes for each year. Representative quotes are used here to illustrate
these themes and highlight the key findings.

4.1. Gearing up for School Transformation in 2018/19 (Also See Appendix A, Table A1)

Theme 1—Perceptions of utilizing WSF: The need to reduce financial rigidity

The principal recognized the need to move away from the stringent financial man-
agement procedures of WSF to encourage equality and innovation in his school. He
acknowledged the importance of financial management procedures; however, he said that
some procedures were too inflexible and may have hindered creativity. For instance, every
extra sum of financial support from WSF required a clear description of the intended use
for the money at the beginning of the year, even though the needs of students varied during
the year.

“The government’s special funding for new policies, especially for SEN students,
is not sustainable in the long term. They may need different experts or equipment
to support their learning, and it constantly changes. However, all budgets are
fixed at the beginning of the year, most likely spent on hiring teachers.” Principal

These rigid processes can restrict a school’s ability to adapt to changing student and
societal needs, resulting in a lack of innovation. Additionally, the funding formulator
of the WSF system can disproportionately affect students and schools from low-income
backgrounds, exacerbating the existing inequalities.

“The current education funding system is unfair and creates inequity. We have
many students from low-income families, and the resources we receive aren’t
enough to properly care for them. We have to put in triple the effort to provide
the support they need with the same resources as other schools.” Principal

Considering these issues, the principal was committed to promoting equity and
innovation by introducing novel and flexible financial management procedures that moved
beyond the survival mode cycle. For example, he established a committee to deliberate on
the allocation of funds to support students in need.

Theme 2—Principal strategies: Preparing for student-centered school innovation

The principal actively worked toward creating alignment among stakeholders to
support student-centered innovation as the basis for the following year’s changes. First,
he evaluated the school’s renovation needs through a student-centered lens. He engaged
with each student (n = 150) individually to understand their expectations, which enabled
him to identify those areas needing improvement in order to enhance student retention.
Additionally, he guided the middle leaders in drafting departmental plans, ensuring that
teachers understood the reasoning behind any changes and the requisite steps involved
in implementation. He aimed to train teachers to approach their work more thoughtfully.
For example, after the initial draft, the principal met with each department head to discuss
their respective plans. Together, they reviewed the plan and clarified every item.

“It’s important for our teachers to clearly understand why they are being asked
to do something and the steps involved in implementing it. This helps them to
approach their work in a more thoughtful and effective way.” Principal

“Since joining us, he has diligently reviewed our plans, asking questions and
seeking to understand our reasoning. He’s detail-oriented, even checking our
grammar to ensure clarity in our writing.” Teacher A

Later, the principal worked with middle leaders, helping them shape the direction
of school innovation. Together, they decided on three key directions for the school: for
the future, for teachers’ and students’ well-being, and for the community. With a clear
direction in mind, the principal wanted to ensure that the teachers knew the significance of
the three key directions by continuously emphasizing the importance of student-centered
innovation, even in less relevant scenarios.
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“He talks about his ideal school in every scenario you can imagine, from staff
meetings to informal chats to morning assemblies. It’s clear that he is passionate
about our school.” Teacher B

Furthermore, the principal made a commitment to financial resource conservation.
He saved money whenever possible and used the remaining funds before the accounting
period ended, ensuring the most efficient use of the available resources. For instance, he
noticed that the career guidance committee had not spent all of its allocated funds. Upon
confirmation, the principal promptly sought quotations for coffee machines, which were to
be used for the following academic year’s “experiential learning” areas in the café.

“To prepare for potential fund recalls, I save whenever possible. I’m mindful of
my spending, as colleagues often forget their budgets. At year-end, I plan to use
the remaining funds effectively before the accounting period ends.” Principal

Theme 3—Teachers’ reaction: Recognizing the possibility of imminent change in the school

Teachers at the school were aware of the possibility of significant changes occurring
in the school environment, although they were uncertain about the details. The teachers
acknowledged that they learned the importance of meticulous planning and a commit-
ment to consistent improvement, exemplified by their eagerness to revise and enhance
their plans multiple times under the principal’s guidance. Nevertheless, certain teachers
found it hard to understand the principal’s operational plan, even if they agreed with
the school’s development direction, leaving them feeling unsure and waiting for more
explicit instructions.

“At first, all I knew was his slogan (‘Three key directions for the school’). I agreed
with his directions but I didn’t clearly understand what he wanted to do. It felt
like waiting for the thunder before the rain.” Teacher A

Notably, many teachers were initially oblivious to the principal’s efforts to conserve
funds and only became aware of it when the plans for constructing a cafe were announced
for the upcoming academic year.

“It finally dawned on us that he had saved a lot when he announced plans to
build a cafe in the upcoming academic year.” Vice-Principal A

4.2. Seeding Innovation through Resource Optimization in 2019/20 (Also See Table A2)

Theme 1—The perception of utilizing WSF: Adversity breeds survival intention

The principal perceived the challenges of the limited financial resources facing the
school, which prompted him to reflect on how to ensure the school’s survival and future
success. To initiate innovations within the school, he relied on WSF for seed funding. This
limited funding required him to consider the most effective use of resources.

“I only have a small saving from the WSF, so I need to use it effectively to make
some changes. At least . . . If you can’t succeed, you should aim for a noble
failure.” Principal

The principal also understood that he had to seek creative ways to meet the student’s
needs and improve the school’s overall performance by exploring non-monetary resources.

Theme 2—Principal strategies: Practice as a champion

The principal took a hands-on approach to collaborating with colleagues, from the
planning stage to the actual construction of facilities. Recognizing the limited budget for
initiatives, he prioritized spending on “hardware” (facilities) since he foresaw the students’
need for authentic experiential learning and gathering places.

“Due to limited resources, I decided to prioritize investing in facilities over the
curriculum. I believe that improving our facilities can create a more positive
learning environment for our students.” Principal
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He then encouraged the free flow of ideas among his team to achieve the best outcomes.
Together, they devised a plan to use their limited money to support experiential learning
development by building a café, designing a thinking workspace, “gym science” area, and
an eco-lab. To address any shortfall in financial resources, the principal purchased materials
from an online store and contacted skillful janitors and colleagues, convincing them to
remain after school to perform the renovations. Thus, they completed the project at a much
lower cost than if they had hired a contractor.

“It’s unbelievable that the principal and janitor used a big hammer to break down
the wall and built the cafe by themselves, purchasing all the necessary materials.”
Vice-Principal B

Theme 3—Teachers’ reactions: Unleashing the innovative potential of teachers

The teachers said that the principal removed those barriers that were impeding their
ability to innovate. The availability of new facilities served as a catalyst for stimulating
pedagogical change and sparking innovative thinking among the teachers. This encouraged
the teachers to design a physical space that promoted experiential learning and pushed the
students to reach their full potential. Some teachers began thinking about developing a
curriculum that would effectively use these new facilities and sought to design innovative
projects to improve their students’ quality of education.

“The new facilities have inspired me to think outside the box and design a
learning environment that encourages experiential learning and pushes students
to reach their full potential.” Teacher A

Notably, despite allocating most of the funding toward these new initiatives, the
teachers reported that the principal did not reduce the daily operational expenses of any
department, ensuring that stable financial support was provided to all areas of the school.

“Despite implementing numerous new initiatives, all budget plans were ap-
proved under his leadership.” Vice-Principal A

4.3. Scaling up Innovative Practice in 2020/21 (Also See Table A3)

Theme 1—The perception of utilizing WSF: Confidence in moving away from reliance on WSF

The principal was confident in the school’s ability to identify and secure alternative
sources of funding to support their future initiatives, moving away from relying solely on
WSF. His plan involved using WSF to sustain four new facilities for experiential learning,
as the expenses were reasonable and well worth the investment in providing innovative
educational opportunities for their students.

“We have four new facilities for experiential learning that we sustain through us-
ing WSF. The expenses are reasonable and well worth the investment in providing
innovative educational opportunities for our students.” Principal

The principal claimed that the new facilities demonstrate the potential of the school’s
financial management and its innovative teaching methods, which will help them secure
external financial support for future initiatives.

“I have four successful cases that we can use as examples to secure external
financial support for future initiatives, showing that we can pursue innovative
funding opportunities and reduce our reliance on WSF.” Principal

Theme 2—Principal strategies: Empowering teachers to become proactive innovators

The principal played an important role in empowering teachers to become proactive
innovators by supporting them in seeking the resources necessary for implementing their
own initiatives. The principal began by showcasing the school’s facilities and experiential
learning to external parties, establishing connections, and broadening funding sources
beyond their reliance on WSF.
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“Our principal’s efforts to promote our school’s success stories, particularly
our achievements in student learning and innovative facilities, have attracted
the interest of external parties who have expressed a desire to offer additional
financial support.” Teacher B

Meanwhile, the principal collaboratively established the expected student learning out-
comes with colleagues who were interested in initiating the new projects. The principal then
encouraged those teachers to apply for funding opportunities that would support future in-
novative teaching practices and the expected learning outcomes. He guided and reviewed
the teachers’ proposals, to ensure that they aligned with the school’s academic direction.

“He provides direction and guidance, allowing us to develop proposals based on
our own ideas. He reviews and evaluates our proposals to ensure alignment with
his vision for the school’s growth and sustainability.” Teacher C

Theme 3—Teachers’ reaction: Teacher-led resource mobilization

Since the beginning of the 2021–2022 academic year, several teachers had sought
out resources to improve student growth and development. These teachers placed their
trust in the principal, due to his successful track record of transforming limited resources
into radical changes in the school. His success and the strong networks he established
with potential funders resulted in widespread enthusiasm among other teachers regarding
applying for funding for AI-STEM education.

“After successfully securing AI-STEM funding, three more colleagues approached
us to help write a funding proposal for mindfulness education, which we were
able to secure the following year for a total of seven million dollars.” Vice-
Principal B

The teachers’ efforts were reinforced by the allocation of HKD 3 million in grants
(USD 450,000) to the school to develop its AI-STEM program and STEM Lab. The grants
were received due to external funding gained from charity foundations. This funding
resulted in new prospects for groundbreaking projects and ongoing progress and devel-
opment in the school, resulting in three additional funding opportunities for mindfulness
education, totaling HKD 7 million, planned for 2021/22.

The school’s new entrepreneurial spirit did not appear to incite any resentment in the
teaching staff. Teachers reported that anyone could apply for funding and receive their
earned resources. Those who did not aim to initiate any projects did not appear to object to
the distribution of resources.

“There is no resentment or jealousy over resource allocation. Everyone has the
opportunity to apply for funding and earn what they work for. Don’t forget that
it also implies workload.” Teacher A

5. Discussion

A school’s sustainability is inherently interwoven with innovation; this is the engine
that drives progress and adaptability in an ever-evolving educational landscape [7]. In-
novation in teaching and learning is a deliberate craft honed by school principals who
strategically allocate their budgets. By investing in innovative practices, principals sow the
seeds for a vibrant, future-ready learning environment, thereby ensuring the long-term
sustainability of their schools.

The study’s findings reveal that the principal played a crucial role in driving innovation
using WSF. The principal’s perception of WSF utilization was largely influenced by his
experiential encounters and challenges in managing a meager budget while striving to
promote equity and innovation in his school. The primary concern about WSF primarily
revolves around its inflexibility and inadequacy. The rigid administrative procedures
associated with WSF appear to significantly impede creativity in catering to students’
needs. WSF policies regarding allocating resources to schools often exacerbate the existing
disparities, favoring wealthier schools. Despite the principal using WSF as the primary
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source for initiating innovations in his school in the second year, the credit also goes to the
principal’s strategies for saving resources. The principal stated that WSF did not adequately
provide for resources to address diverse student needs. He claimed that WSF is best
suited for a limited set of needs, such as facilitating general school operations, piloting
initial innovations, and supporting the operational expenses of innovation. Thus, to enable
schools to promote sustainable innovation, there is an urgent need to move beyond a
reliance on WSF.

The principal demonstrated layered leading strategies in managing and allocating
his budget to maintain school operations and promote innovations. In the first year, the
principal focused on formulating a consensus among teachers and students regarding the
school’s development direction. This was achieved by enhancing the teachers’ planning
capacity, consulting with students, and sharing educational goals with teachers. Building
on this foundation, the principal encouraged innovation and exhibited infectious enthu-
siasm for bringing the initiatives to fruition in the second year. By strategically planning
initiatives with core team members and being involved in every working process, he was
able to actualize the experiential learning initiatives with a limited budget while passing
on his passion to the teachers. The renovations served as a symbolic catalyst for subse-
quent changes. In the third year, the principal shifted his role from being a facilitator to
mainly focusing on seeking funding for teachers with innovative ideas. He continuously
acknowledged the teachers’ contributions and guided colleagues to further elaborate upon
their ideas, ultimately assisting them in compiling proposals for funding applications.
Throughout the three years, the principal’s strategies involved scaling up his influence
by practicing what he preached. Notably, the principal never raised the issue of financial
difficulties with the teachers but instead utilized school savings to actualize his innovative
ideas while seeking potential funders to support the teaching staff.

This case study underscores the important role of principals’ entrepreneurial behav-
iors in promoting the effective utilization of resources and driving positive change in
schools [19,46]. The principal in this case study has effectively embodied entrepreneurial
leadership, aligning with the desired characteristics highlighted in the literature [35,36].
The principal demonstrates the ability to leverage creativity and competencies to generate
new value from existing resources, including financial ones, as seen in the strategic alloca-
tion of a limited budget to foster experiential learning initiatives and school renovations.
Such a proactive approach to seeking resources, building consensus among staff, recog-
nizing innovative opportunities, and defending new initiatives mirrors entrepreneurial
traits [19]. These behaviors have led to the efficient use of school funds, a conducive
learning environment, and significant positive changes within the school’s internal and
external environments.

Teachers underwent role changes, moving from being learners to collaborators and,
thence, to leaders over the three years. In the first year, the teachers acted as learners who
agreed with the school’s development direction, while awaiting radical changes. They
demonstrated their eagerness to revise and enhance their plans multiple times under the
guidance of the principal. In the second year, the availability of new facilities served as
a catalyst for pedagogical change and sparked innovative thinking among the teachers,
encouraging them to become collaborators in designing an environment that promoted
experiential learning. In the third year, the experience of experiential learning resulted in
widespread enthusiasm among the teachers toward becoming leaders, as they composed
proposals to apply for funding for various initiatives. Despite limited financial resources
in the school, there were no criticisms regarding funding allocation. Most teachers were
unaware of the straitened fiscal position of the school and the criteria used by the principal
to allocate funds to new innovations. Despite the availability of the relevant information,
many teachers seemed oblivious to these financial matters.

This study delves into the principal’s perception of utilizing WSF, the strategies em-
ployed, and the teachers’ reactions, thereby unveiling the challenge of school sustainability
in both operational and innovative aspects. The findings suggest that WSF, in its current
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form, tends to obstruct rather than aid school sustainability. However, this study also
casts a spotlight on the pivotal role of principal leadership, underscoring the necessity for
principals to embody entrepreneurial leaders, inspiring and spearheading innovation in
their schools amid constraints such as rigid funding structures similar to that of WSF. The
principal in the study exemplifies this by effectively leveraging his resources, both human
and financial, to cultivate an environment that is conducive to innovation and learning. This
successful exploitation of resources represents teachers’ professional capital growth [47].
The principal built this capital through various means: fostering consensus among staff
(social capital), identifying innovative opportunities (decisional capital), championing new
initiatives (decisional capital), and proactively sourcing resources (human capital). Under
his leadership, teachers transformed from learners to collaborators and, ultimately, to
leaders. This metamorphosis was powered by a shift in pedagogical approach and the
introduction of new facilities that encouraged experiential learning. Therefore, despite
the challenges posed by limited and inflexible funding mechanisms, the proactive and
strategic use of resources can bolster teachers’ professional capital and school sustainability
by fostering innovation.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

The study’s findings regarding the principal’s perceptions of WSF align with the
existing literature from beyond Hong Kong, highlighting this school’s tendency to allocate
a significant portion of its budget to staffing and maintenance [6]. However, the partic-
ipating school’s staff did not appear to have any concerns about prioritizing initiatives.
In reality, the principal used WSF as the primary source for piloting and supporting the
daily operational costs associated with initiatives. While implementing such initiatives
required significant effort to save resources, the findings suggest that WSF was adequate
for sustaining the school’s innovative endeavors, even if it was not completely sufficient
for radical changes.

This study adds value to the existing literature on principal leadership by shedding
light on how principals can utilize WSF and government-regulated financial management
mechanisms to foster teacher growth. Prior research has largely focused on leaders’ inno-
vations and how they manage their budgets [8,9]. The findings of the present study show
how a principal tactfully used regulated financial management mechanisms to encourage
teachers to initiate projects according to his example initiatives. This finding indicates that
the principal was able to expand the management of WSF beyond the typical budgeting
needed for the school’s day-to-day operations, and this led to some teachers acquiring the
energy and skills to advance their own initiatives.

The findings also demonstrate how principals encourage consensus-building and
advocacy for innovation, thereby increasing innovative practices through the effective
use of financial resources. This study’s findings unlock new avenues for financial re-
source management studies as principals not only comply with regulations but also devise
ways to conserve and acquire funding for school initiatives. Future studies should investi-
gate how principals use their budgets creatively to foster and sustain innovation.

The principal in this study has demonstrated the potential of entrepreneurial leader-
ship in successfully addressing financial challenges. However, it is important to recognize
that the ability to manage financial resources effectively is unique to each individual.
This distinctive experience illuminates an alternative approach to leadership in financial
management, encompassing responses to planned and emergent situations, among other
facets that are specific to administration. Studies suggest that school leaders who adopt
instructional, transformational, or transactional styles can also effectively allocate financial
resources to enhance teacher performance [10–12]. Given the broad range of circumstances
and leadership styles, directly comparing their experiences would be inappropriate.
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5.2. Practical Implications

WSF initially played a significant role in promoting small-scale innovation. However,
afterward, its focus shifted toward sustaining innovation so that it became a regular part of
school operations. Such sustainment was revealed by the incorporation of new facilities
into the experiential learning curriculum by the teachers, with support from WSF. Studies
have mainly pointed to the limitations of WSF in spurring radical initiatives [18]. However,
the present findings indicate that while WSF may have a limited ability to support radical
initiatives, the effective allocation of financial resources can still enable sustained innovation.
School leaders can guide teachers in embedding innovations into daily operations to ensure
the possibility of using WSF to maintain innovation sustainability.

Unlike previous findings showing that teachers are often dissatisfied with school
funding decisions (REFs), the present study findings revealed that many teachers were
relatively indifferent toward financial matters. This attitude appears to have facilitated the
smooth allocation of financial resources for new initiatives. Future studies should explore
the cause and other potential influences of this issue.

5.3. Policy Implications

The principal’s perceptions of WSF reveal a concerning trend toward exacerbating
school inequity, which seriously threatens the sustainability of school improvement. Schools
operating under such inequitable conditions often struggle to maintain their educational
standards and innovate, thereby undermining their long-term viability. This finding
underscores an important issue regarding WSF policy. Schools that serve students with
special needs require greater resources to provide an equitable education. Despite this need
for additional resources, typical funding allocation practice is solely based on the number of
students and, thus, fails to address the unique needs of each school community; therefore,
schools with greater needs due to their student profiles often receive insufficient funding,
further perpetuating pre-existing educational inequities while negatively impacting such a
school’s performance and its ability to attract students and parents. This cycle of inequity
and underperformance erodes schools’ sustainability, impairing their capacity to evolve
and adapt to changing educational landscapes. Accordingly, there is a pressing need
for a more equitable approach to funding education that prioritizes the diverse needs of
students and schools. This could involve adopting a needs-based funding formula and
providing targeted support for smaller schools that promotes equitable resource allocation
and successful outcomes for all students, ultimately reinforcing school sustainability in
terms of continuous improvement.

The study’s findings underscore the important role of financial flexibility, particularly
in terms of savings, in fostering the initiation of new initiatives. This heightened flexibility
directly contributes to the sustainability of school improvements. However, the “call-
back” system, as described by the author of [14], limits the potential generation of the
additional funds required to pilot these initiatives. Extending the duration of the “call-
back” system from a single financial year to two or more years may facilitate schools
in retaining more resources, enabling them to pilot new initiatives or enhance existing
practices. This potential change could significantly contribute to the sustainability of
initiative operations and continuous school improvement processes. To mitigate the risk
of misappropriating funds to support untested innovations, the effective management
of financial resources in schools is of paramount importance. To this end, the authors of
Refs. [22,23] propose a five-step iterative process that educational authorities and school
principals should implement.

6. Limitations and Conclusions

As is typical of case study research, the findings of this study cannot be generalized.
One fundamental constraint in studying school finances is the sensitive nature of the asso-
ciated data. Financial information, especially within public schools, is often regarded as
confidential, thereby limiting public accessibility. Schools seldom disclose their financial
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statements, as such disclosure may infringe upon their privacy rights. This lack of trans-
parency renders the acquisition of comprehensive and reliable data challenging, creating
a significant hurdle for research in this area. However, this research aims to address a
question that has seldom been explored—the use of WSF to spur innovation in schools.
Financial management in schools is often opaque and is seldom publicly disclosed or
discussed in the literature. The school was purposely selected because it had previously
struggled with WSF, yet it overcame these challenges while using WSF to foster innovation
for its students. By conducting a case study, the author was able to investigate the interac-
tions between the school’s principal and its teachers in depth, focusing on gaining a deep
understanding of the dynamic changes in the school’s culture and budgeting practices.
This approach is particularly valuable, as many schools are currently facing challenges with
their own WSF. Another limitation concerned the length of the study. Although three years
may appear sufficient for understanding the impact of a funding decision, ideally, a longer
period would have provided better evidence of the sustainability of the initiatives. Our
study offers insights that can advance the knowledge of principals and other stakeholders,
exploring the possibility of using various leadership strategies to leverage WSF for school
innovation and enhance school sustainability.

In conclusion, this case study has revealed the significant impact that a principal’s
character, in this case, his entrepreneurial traits, can have on a school’s ability to effectively
use its WSF for maintaining operations and fostering innovation. By actively engaging
with staff, advocating for innovation, seeking resources, and mitigating risks, the principal
was able to transform a failing school into an innovative educational establishment [35].
These findings align with previous studies on teachers’ entrepreneurial behavior [19,46],
which suggest that individuals with entrepreneurial characteristics tend to enact a series
of competencies and possess attributes that enable them to seize opportunities to scale up
innovation in schools. This not only elevates the quality of education but also significantly
contributes to the sustainability of schools by enabling them to adapt and thrive in an
ever-changing educational landscape. Consequently, the author argues that a deeper
understanding of the entrepreneurial behaviors exhibited by school leaders is crucial for
promoting the effective utilization of WSF and driving positive change to ensure school
sustainability through continuous improvement.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Findings of the Year 2018/19.

Findings Pattern Category Representative Quotes

The need to
reduce financial
rigidity

Agreeing with the need for
stringent financial
management practices

“As schools, we’re accountable to society for how we use taxpayer resources.
To make responsible decisions, we follow financial management requirements
(five steps) by Education Bureau and align our school plan with our goals to
ensure transparency and accountability” Principal

Exacerbating inequity for
struggling students and
schools

“The current education funding system is unfair and creates inequity. We have
many students from low-income families, and the resources we receive aren’t
enough to properly care for them. We have to put in triple the effort to provide
the support they need with the same resources as other schools.” Principal

Rigidity leads to innovation
discontinuity

“The government’s special funding for new policies, especially for SEN
students, is not sustainable in the long term. They may need different experts
or equipment to support their learning, and it constantly changes. However,
all budgets were fixed at the beginning of the year, most likely spent on hiring
teachers.” Principal

Breaking free from the
vicious cycle of survival

“The current school funding system creates a vicious cycle of survival where
weaker schools like ours are losing resources while richer schools get more. We
can’t keep going like this if we want to provide the best education for our kids.
The system needs to change, and that’s something I have felt strongly about
since my first year here.” Principal

Preparing for
Student-
Centered School
Innovation

Evaluating school
renovation needs through a
student-centered lens

“In my first few months, I saw that the school was in disarray with poor
maintenance, which affected student retention. So, I spoke with each student
individually to understand their expectations of me.” Principal

Comprehensive feedback on
departmental plans to
establish a clear “why” and
“how”

“It’s important for our teachers to clearly understand why they are being asked
to do something and the steps involved in implementing it. This helps them to
approach their work in a more thoughtful and effective way.” Principal
“Since joining us, he has diligently reviewed our plans, asking questions and
seeking to understand our reasoning. He’s detail-oriented, even checking our
grammar to ensure clarity in our writing.” Teacher A

Engaging middle leaders to
shape school innovation
direction

“He reached out to me, [Vice-Principal B], and some of our passionate
colleagues to discuss the school’s future direction. Over three months, we had
many conversations where he shared his insights on what he had learned from
students and his thoughts on the role of schools. Together, we decided on three
key directions: our schools are for the future, for the well-being, for the
community.” Vice-Principal A

Reinforcing the importance
of a student-centered
innovation direction to
teachers

“He talks about his ideal school in every scenario you can imagine, from staff
meetings to informal chats to morning assemblies. It’s clear that he is
passionate about our school.” Teacher B

Committing to financial
resource conservation

“To prepare for potential fund recalls, I save whenever possible. I’m mindful
of my spending, as colleagues often forget their budgets. At year-end, I plan to
use the remaining funds effectively before the accounting period
ends.” Principal

Recognizing the
possibility of
imminent change
in the school

Recognizing the significance
of rigorous planning and
committing to continuous
improvement

“When he asked me to start with the “why” of each item, it was a new way of
thinking. This led me to polish my plan more than three times under his
instruction, seeking to refine and improve it each time.” Teacher C

Anticipating change with a
clear sense of purpose

“At first, all I knew was his slogan. I agree with his direction but I didn’t
clearly understand what he wanted to do. It felt like waiting for the thunder
before the rain.” Teacher A

Unawareness of the
principal’s fiscal
conservation

“It finally dawned on us that he had saved a lot when he announced plans to
build a cafe in the upcoming academic year.” Vice-Principal A
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Table A2. Findings of the Year 2019/20.

Findings Pattern Category Representative Quotes

Adversity
breeding survival
intention

Reliance on WSF as seed
funding for innovation
initiation

“I only have a small saving from WSF, so I need to use it best to do some
changes. At least . . . If you can’t succeed, you should aim for a noble failure.”
Principal

Actively seeking
non-monetary resources

“I have no expectations on how WSF can help us, so I focus on exploring
non-monetary resources within the school to achieve our goals.” Principal

Practice as a
champion

Prioritizing infrastructure
over the curriculum

“Due to limited resources, I have decided to prioritize investing in facilities
over the curriculum. I believe that improving our facilities can create a more
positive learning environment for our students.” Principal

Inclusive and supportive
decision-making

“I invite Vice-principals and several teachers to determine the priority of
building facilities that would be highly beneficial. We meet every day before it
starts.” Principal
“He prioritizes the best interests of the students and reminds us not to be
overly concerned with financial constraints. He just encourages the free flow
of ideas to achieve the best outcomes.” Teacher A

Networking with potential
colleagues

“It’s unclear how the principal found out about our electrical worker licenses,
but he proactively reached out to us to collaborate on plans for building a new
cafe on campus.” Teacher A

Exemplifying self-sacrifice
“It’s unbelievable that the principal and janitor used a big hammer to break
down the wall and built the cafe by themselves, purchasing all the necessary
materials.” Vice-Principal B

Unleashing the
innovative
potential of
teachers

Facilities acting as a catalyst “After seeing the new facilities, we better understood the school’s
development direction and how we can better serve our students.” Teacher C

Stimulating pedagogical
change

“The new facilities have stimulated us to reevaluate our teaching methods and
explore innovative ways of providing authentic experiential learning
opportunities for our students.” Teacher B

Sparking innovative
thinking for the next level

“The new facilities have inspired me to think outside the box and design a
learning environment that encourages experiential learning and pushes
students to reach their full potential.” Teacher A

Avoiding influencing
departmental financial
expenses

“Despite implementing numerous new initiatives, all budget plans were
approved under his leadership.” Vice-Principal A

Table A3. Findings of the Year 2020/21.

Findings Pattern Category Representative Quotes

Confidence in
moving away
from a reliance
on WSF

Supporting the
sustainability of past
innovations

“We have four new facilities for experiential learning, which we sustain
through using WSF. The expenses are reasonable and well worth the
investment in providing innovative educational opportunities for our
students.” Principal

Striving for financial
self-sufficiency to fuel
innovation

“I have four successful cases that serve as examples of securing external
financial support for future initiatives, showing that we can pursue innovative
funding opportunities and reduce our reliance on WSF.” Principal
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Table A3. Cont.

Findings Pattern Category Representative Quotes

Empowering
teachers to
become proactive
innovators

Networking with potential
funders

“Our principal’s efforts to promote our school’s success stories, particularly
our achievements in student learning and innovative facilities, have attracted
the interest of external parties who have expressed a desire to offer additional
financial support.” Teacher B

Collaboratively establishing
expected student learning
outcomes

“Our principal encourages us to build upon our success in utilizing our
innovative facilities and think about the next steps for our school’s growth. He
acknowledges and encourages us to pursue new innovations and define the
expected outcomes for our students in the future.” Vice-Principal B

Encouraging teachers to
apply for funding

“He provides direction and guidance, allowing us to develop proposals based
on our own ideas. He reviews and evaluates our proposals to ensure alignment
with his vision for the school’s growth and sustainability.” Teacher C

Teacher-led
resource
mobilization

Teachers placing their trust
in the principal

“He is right. We successfully secured external funding sources for our
mindfulness education, which support renovating a new special room and
employing additional staff for curriculum development.” Vice-Principal A

Inspiring a plan-writing
culture among teachers

“After successfully securing AI-STEM funding, three more colleagues
approached us to help write a funding proposal for mindfulness education,
which we were able to secure the following year for a total of 7 million dollars.”
Vice-Principal B

The absence of complaints
regarding merit-based
funding allocation

“There is no resentment or jealousy over resource allocation. Everyone has the
opportunity to apply for funding and earn what they work for. Don’t forget
that it also implies workload.” Teacher A

References
1. Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Innovative Learning Environment—A Leading OECD/CERI

Program; Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI): Paris, France, 2011.
2. Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Education at a Glance 2022, OECD Indicators; OECD Publishing:

Paris, France, 2022. [CrossRef]
3. Seals, C.; Mehta, S.; Wolf, L.G.; Marcotte, C. Theory and implementation of an innovative teacher professional development

program. J. Comput. Math. Sci. Teach. 2017, 36, 219–235.
4. Hayat, A.; Hasanvand, M.M.; Nikakhlag, S.; Dehghani, M.R. The Role of Transformational Leadership and its knowledge

management processes. J. Health Manag. Inform. 2015, 2, 41–46.
5. Roza, M.; Hagan, K.; Anderson, L. Variation is the norm: A landscape analysis of weighted student funding implementa-tion.

Public Budg. Financ. 2021, 41, 3–25. [CrossRef]
6. Baumol, W.J. The Cost Disease: Why Computers Get Cheaper and Health Care Doesn’t; Yale University Press: London, UK, 2012.
7. Kassouri, Y.; Bilgili, F.; Peter Majok Garang, A. Are government energy technology research, development, and demonstration

budgets converging or diverging? Insights from OECD countries. Technol. Anal. Strateg. Manag. 2022, 34, 563–577. [CrossRef]
8. Bush, T.; Oduro, G.K. New principals in Africa: Preparation, induction and practice. J. Educ. Adm. 2006, 44, 359–375. [CrossRef]
9. Palardy, G.J. Differential school effects among low, middle, and high social class composition schools: A multiple group,

mul-tilevel latent growth curve analysis. Sch. Eff. Sch. Improv. 2008, 19, 21–49. [CrossRef]
10. Bush, T. Research on educational leadership and management: Broadening the base. Educ. Manag. Adm. Leadersh. 2018, 4, 359–361.

[CrossRef]
11. Currie, G.; Boyett, I.; Suhomlinova, O. Transformational leadership within secondary schools in England. A Panacea Or-

Ganizational Ills? Public Adm. 2005, 83, 265–296. [CrossRef]
12. Mette, I.M.; Scribner, J.P. Turnaround, transformational, or transactional leadership: An ethical dilemma in school re-form.

J. Cases Educ. Leadersh. 2014, 17, 3–18. [CrossRef]
13. Shen, H.Z.; Yang, H. Educational entrepreneurship in Australian community languages schools: An analysis of ethnic prin-cipals’

experience and practice. Cogent Educ. 2022, 9, 2090187. [CrossRef]
14. Grubb, W.N. When money might matter: Using NELS88 to examine the weak effects of school funding. J. Educ. Financ. 2006, 31,

360–378.
15. Ladd, H.F.; Fiske, E.B. Weighted student funding in the Netherlands: A model for the US? J. Policy Anal. Manag. 2011, 30, 470–498.

[CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1787/3197152b-en
https://doi.org/10.1111/pbaf.12276
https://doi.org/10.1080/09537325.2021.1914330
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230610676587
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243450801936845
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143218758555
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0033-3298.2005.00450.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555458914549665
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2022.2090187
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.20589


Sustainability 2023, 15, 12592 19 of 20

16. Tuchman, S.; Gross, B.; Chu, L. Weighted student funding and outcomes: Implementation in 18 school districts. Peabody J. Educ.
2022, 97, 479–496. [CrossRef]

17. Jarmolowski, H.; Aldeman, C.; Roza, M. Do Districts Using Weighted Student Funding Formulas Deliver More Dollars to
Low-income Students? Peabody J. Educ. 2022, 97, 427–438. [CrossRef]

18. Chambers, J.G.; Levin, J.D.; Shambaugh, L. Exploring weighted student formulas as a policy for improving equity for dis-tributing
resources to schools: A case study of two California school districts. Econ. Educ. Rev. 2010, 29, 283–300. [CrossRef]

19. Ho, C.S.; Lu, J.; Bryant, D.A. Understanding teacher entrepreneurial behavior in schools: Conceptualization and empirical
investigation. J. Educ. Chang. 2021, 22, 535–564. [CrossRef]

20. Follows, B.E. Creating and funding school buildings that promote the inclusion of pupils with behaviour problems. Emot. Behav.
Diffic. 2003, 8, 303–315. [CrossRef]

21. Rahayu, S.; Ludigdo, U.; Irianto, G. Budgeting of School Operational Assistance Fund based on the value of gotong royong.
Procedia-Soc. Behav. Sci. 2015, 211, 364–369. [CrossRef]

22. McKinney, J.B. Effective Financial Management in Public and Nonprofit Agencies; Greenwood Publishing Group: Westport, CT,
USA, 2004.

23. Yizengaw, J.Y.; Agegnehu, M.A. Practices and challenges of school financial resource management implementation in Bahir Dar
City administration of Ethiopia: A comparative study between government and private secondary schools. Cogent Educ. 2021,
8, 1884340. [CrossRef]

24. Barbour, M.; Brown, R.; Waters, L.H.; Hoey, R.; Hunt, J.L.; Kennedy, K.; Ounsworth, C.; Powell, A.; Trimm, T. Online and Blended
Learning: A Survey of Policy and Practice from K-12 Schools around the World; International Association for K-12 Online Learning:
Vienna, VA, USA, 2011.

25. Clune, W.H. The shift from equity to adequacy in school finance. Educ. Policy 1994, 8, 376–394. [CrossRef]
26. Bruno, P. Weighted Student Funding and the Incentives of Charter Schools. In Recent Advancements in Education Finance and Policy;

Information Age Publishing Inc.: Charlotte, NC, USA, 2022; pp. 209–238.
27. Fiske, E.B.; Ladd, H.F. The Dutch experience with weighted student funding. Phi Delta Kappan 2010, 92, 49–53. [CrossRef]
28. Ritter, G.W.; Lauver, S.C. School finance reform in New Jersey: A piecemeal response to a systemic problem. J. Educ. Financ. 2003,

28, 575–598.
29. Woods, P.; Bagley, C.; Glatter, R. School Choice and Competition: Markets in the Public Interest? Routledge: London, UK, 2005.
30. Kim, J.; Reid, D.B.; Galey, S. “A very small cog in the wheel”: Principals’ perceptions of change and continuity in the wake of

ESSA reforms. Asia Pac. Educ. Rev. 2022, 1–14. [CrossRef]
31. Mardolkar, M.; Kumaran, N. Forecasting and avoiding student dropout using the k-nearest neighbor approach. SN Comput. Sci.

2020, 1, 96. [CrossRef]
32. Caplan, B. The Case against Education: Why the Education System Is a Waste of Time and Money; Princeton University Press: Princeton,

NJ, USA, 2018.
33. Blumenfeld, P.; Fishman, B.J.; Krajcik, J.; Marx, R.W.; Soloway, E. Creating usable innovations in systemic reform: Scaling up

technology-embedded project-based science in urban schools. Educ. Psychol. 2000, 3, 149–164. [CrossRef]
34. Ngobeni, S.T. Establishing and maintaining school-community partnerships: A challenge for school management teams. Int. J.

Leadersh. Educ. 2022, 1–26. [CrossRef]
35. Brauckmann-Sajkiewicz, S.; Pashiardis, P. Entrepreneurial leadership in schools: Linking creativity with accountability. Int. J.

Leadersh. Educ. 2022, 25, 787–801. [CrossRef]
36. Demirbilek, M.; Çetin, M. Entrepreneurship competencies of school principals: A scale development study. Int. J. Contemp. Educ.

Res. 2021, 8, 55–80. [CrossRef]
37. Ho, C.S.; Lu, J.; Bryant, D.A. The impact of teacher entrepreneurial behaviour: A timely investigation of an emerging phe-nomenon.

J. Educ. Adm. 2020, 58, 697–712. [CrossRef]
38. Lasky, S.A. Sociocultural approach to understanding teacher identity, agency and professional vulnerability in a context of

secondary school reform. Teach. Teach. Educ. 2005, 21, 899–916. [CrossRef]
39. Walker, A. Leaders seeking resonance: Managing the connectors that bind schools. Int. J. Leadersh. Educ. 2012, 15, 237–253.

[CrossRef]
40. James, M. A Decade of Reform in Hong Kong. In Implementing Educational Reform: Cases and Challenges; McLaughlin, C., Ruby, A.,

Eds.; Cambridge Education Research: Cambridge, UK, 2021; pp. 41–66. [CrossRef]
41. Chai, C.S. Teacher professional development for science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) education: A review

from the perspectives of technological pedagogical content (TPACK). Asia-Pac. Educ. Res. 2019, 28, 5–13. [CrossRef]
42. Merriam, S.B. Revised and Expanded from “Case Study Research in Education”; Jossey-Bass Publishers: San Francisco, CA, USA, 1998.
43. Maxwell, J.A. Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach, 3rd ed.; Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2013.
44. Miles, M.B.; Huberman, A.M.; Saldaña, J. Qualitative Data Analysis: A Methods Sourcebook; SAGE Publications Inc.: Thousand

Oaks, CA, USA, 2014.
45. Corbin, J.; Strauss, A. Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, 4th ed.; Sage

Publications: Los Angeles, LA, USA, 2015.

https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2022.2109917
https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2022.2109912
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2009.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-020-09406-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632750300507027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.11.047
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2021.1884340
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904894008004002
https://doi.org/10.1177/003172171009200108
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12564-022-09802-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42979-020-0102-0
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15326985EP3503_2
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2022.2117414
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2020.1804624
https://doi.org/10.33200/ijcer.847110
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-08-2019-0140
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2005.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2011.626079
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108864800.004
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-018-0400-7


Sustainability 2023, 15, 12592 20 of 20

46. Ho, C.S.M.; Man, T.W.Y. The conditions of opportunity recognition in schools: An investigation of how entrepreneurial teachers
discover new educational opportunities. J. Prof. Cap. Community 2022, 7, 109–125. [CrossRef]

47. Hargreaves, A.; Fullan, M. Professional Capital: Transforming Teaching in Every School; Teachers College Press: New York, NY,
USA, 2012.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1108/JPCC-04-2021-0022

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Weighted Student Funding (WSF) 
	The WSF Mechanism within Schools 
	Challenges for WSF 
	Policy Discontinuity 
	The Culture of Using All Available Funds 
	Prioritizing Short-Term Objectives 

	The Principals—The Key Decision-Makers of WSF 
	Hong Kong Context 

	Methodology 
	Sampling 
	Data Collection 
	Data Analysis 

	Findings 
	Gearing up for School Transformation in 2018/19 (Also See Appendix A, Table A1) 
	Seeding Innovation through Resource Optimization in 2019/20 (Also See Table A2) 
	Scaling up Innovative Practice in 2020/21 (Also See Table A3) 

	Discussion 
	Theoretical Implications 
	Practical Implications 
	Policy Implications 

	Limitations and Conclusions 
	Appendix A
	References

