
Academic Editors: Barbara Brown

and Sharon Friesen

Received: 12 December 2025

Revised: 13 January 2026

Accepted: 15 January 2026

Published: 20 January 2026

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license.

Article

Agentic Leadership During a War Crisis: School Principals
Displaced by War
Yehudit Bar-On and Chen Schechter *

Faculty of Education, Bar Ilan University, Ramat Gan 5290002, Israel; yehuditbr@education.gov.il
* Correspondence: chen.schechter@biu.ac.il

Abstract

This study explores how school principals evacuated from their schools in the wake of
the 7 October 2023 war perceived their unique challenges, the strategies they adopted,
and the ways in which their agency was shaped during the extreme crisis. Using semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with 33 displaced principals from elementary, middle,
secondary, and special education schools, we identified four interconnected dimensions
of the principals’ agency during wartime. Intrapersonal agency reflected the principal’s
inner identity as a foundation for action. Critical agency emerged from frustration with
systemic failures and bureaucratic obstacles, motivating the pursuit of meaningful change.
Collaborative agency was expressed in building and maintaining trust-based networks
and partnerships that enabled effective solutions. Finally, proactive agency was driven by
an internal desire for growth and influence, promoting innovative strategies and renewal
processes at organizational, emotional, and community levels. This leadership framework
for understanding principalship in wartime highlights agency as a holistic framework that
enables principals not only to ensure the survival of their schools, but also to respond
to chaotic realities. Practically, the findings inform the design of models for ensuring
educational continuity in emergencies, and tailored support mechanisms for displaced
educational communities.
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1. Introduction
The school principal’s role, complex and multi-dimensional in normal times, becomes

particularly challenging during emergencies (e.g., Sheena et al., 2025). During a crisis,
principals are required to deal with the psychological stress of students and staff, often in
geographically dispersed communities. They must continue to manage the school, promote
the emotional wellbeing of the students and faculty, and ensure the continuity of instruction
(Bhaduri, 2019; Fernandes et al., 2023).

To accomplish these goals, researchers have focused on the concept of agentic lead-
ership, describing the ability of individuals or groups, especially in times of crisis, to
influence, choose, and act independently and intentionally to achieve goals and impact
their environment (Biesta et al., 2017). This leadership perspective is expressed not only
in the creation of new practices in times of crisis, but also in the utilization of existing
knowledge and its adaptation to changing and extreme circumstances (Fernandes et al.,
2023; Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017). Leadership agency during crisis is embedded
in the social, cultural, and material context in which it is realized, and is reflected in the
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professional identities of its participants (Gordin Yoskovitz & Schechter, 2024; Liddicoat &
Taylor-Leech, 2021).

There are numerous studies that have focused on the role of school principals during
crises. Examples include the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Striepe & Kafa, 2025) and natural
disasters (e.g., Karasavidou & Alexopoulos, 2019). However, war crises pose unique
challenges that require school principals to develop adapted coping skills and mechanisms
(Tlili et al., 2024). The literature to date is limited, calling for empirical and narrative
research to explore the challenges school principals face during wartime.

Israel’s educational system faced numerous challenges following the 7 October war,
which took a heavy toll and severely traumatized students and educational staff. Approxi-
mately 25,000 students and hundreds of educators were forced to evacuate their homes
immediately, requiring the entire educational system and school administrators to deal
with the widely dispersed student body that was relocated to other parts of the country.
Hence, this study research question was how do principals evacuated from their schools in
the wake of the 7 October war perceive their capacity to initiate change during wartime,
and in which areas?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Crises in the Educational System

The term “crisis” describes a sudden and significant disruption in the normal func-
tioning of a system, community, or organization. The word’s origin is Greek, and means
“turning point” or “critical stage.” A crisis is defined as an extreme event with a negative
impact on human life, human activity, and the environment, requiring an immediate and
decisive response from the organization and its leaders (Al-Dahash et al., 2016; Sheena et al.,
2025). This is often an unexpected event that threatens stakeholders’ expectations, may
destabilize and endanger the organization, and can severely affect organizational perfor-
mance, generating negative outcomes (Smith & Riley, 2012; Striepe & Cunningham, 2022).

A crisis in the educational system threatens the safety, stability, and wellbeing of
the school community, and may have traumatic consequences for students, teachers, and
their families (Stephen, 2024). Unforeseen events such as natural disasters or terrorist
attacks negatively impact the physical and mental health of school community members
and disrupt teaching and learning processes (Karasavidou & Alexopoulos, 2019). For
example, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted routines and led to remote learning that
was not accessible to everyone, thus widening educational gaps (Al-Dahash et al., 2016;
Head, 2022; Thawnghmung et al., 2023). Moreover, research indicates that refugee children,
such as Ukrainian children in Poland or Syrian children in Lebanon, experience personal
and social adjustment difficulties stemming from the loss of continuity and stability in
their lives. A study conducted in five UK schools across three London districts revealed
that refugee children from Afghanistan, Albania, Congo, Ethiopia, Pakistan, and Somalia
frequently reported cases of bullying and racial harassment. These incidents had harmful
ramifications, including feelings of self-blame, helplessness, and a sense of social and
cultural non-belonging (Kidman & Chang, 2020; Mohamed & Thomas, 2017).

A crisis may be man-made, natural, or a combination of both, and it can lead to a
lack of preparedness that affects the system’s capacity to cope, which requires the prin-
cipal to possess a set of skills and attributes different from those used in routine times
(Striepe & Cunningham, 2022). Schools are required to reorganize using prior knowledge,
functional flexibility, and alternative plans that include ongoing evaluation and monitor-
ing (Al-Dahash et al., 2016). The educational system must manage information, impart
coping skills, adapt teaching methods, and support the emotional wellbeing of students
and faculty (Kidman & Chang, 2020). Kerr and King (2019) emphasize the importance
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of training emergency teams, collaborating with community emergency services, and ef-
fective communication as part of a crisis management system. Maintaining a collective
interpretation of crises is also necessary for drawing lessons and future preparedness (Zhou
et al., 2018). Tailored strategies need to be developed, especially for vulnerable populations,
as the impact of the crisis extends beyond the school and affects the entire community
(Karasavidou & Alexopoulos, 2019; Khorram-Manesh et al., 2021).

A crisis is not merely a threat; it may also function as a catalyst for systemic change and
organizational growth. Smith and Riley (2012) contend that crises should be understood
as “opportunity solutions” that enable organizations to renew their energy, experiment
with innovative ideas, and ultimately emerge in a stronger position than prior to the event.
Large-scale crises create a unique opportunity to reconsider educational goals and redesign
outdated and ineffective systems, fostering the development of collaborative networks
and strengthened community solidarity, even under extreme conditions (Azorín, 2020;
Harris, 2020; Striepe & Kafa, 2025). Moreover, crises may stimulate innovation, facilitate
the development of novel curricula that would be unattainable under routine conditions,
enhance pedagogical and organizational practices, and expand principals’ role perceptions
toward community leadership with broader systemic impact (Hudson et al., 2024; Sheena
et al., 2025).

2.2. Principals in Times of Crisis: Challenges and Opportunities

The school principal’s role, complex and multi-dimensional even in normal times,
becomes particularly challenging during emergencies (Fernandes et al., 2023). During
a crisis, principals must be flexible and rapidly activate mechanisms to respond to the
uncertainty and stress that crises bring in their wake. Poor preparation can lead to severe
failures in the short and long term (Bhaduri, 2019; Schechter et al., 2024; Sheena et al., 2025).
Hence, effective leaders are problem solvers, collaborate with stakeholders, and lead change
processes on the fly (Da’as et al., 2024). Successful principals demonstrate flexibility, critical
thinking, and the ability to quickly adapt to changing situations during a crisis (Ramos-Pla
et al., 2021). They must also have the foresight to develop contingency plans for a variety
of emergency scenarios (Bhaduri, 2019; Sadovnikova et al., 2018). Leadership during a
crisis departs markedly from routine and centers on providing exceptional emotional and
community care while prioritizing collective wellbeing. It requires flexible role adaptation,
broad collaboration, and collective decision-making, alongside rapid, open communication
to maintain trust and enable swift, complex decisions. These practices are shaped by
environmental and personal contexts, including geographic location, school culture, and
the leader’s values (Striepe & Cunningham, 2022).

Effective communication that strengthens the team, maintains continuous contact with
parents and the community, and supports diverse populations including students who
speak different languages are some of the practical strategies for coping with crises (Polatcan
et al., 2024). In addition, principals must maintain work routines and adapt dynamically
to the changing reality (Stephen, 2024). They need to build a sense of belonging and
security among students (Rozenfeld et al., 2020), adapt teaching methods to pedagogical,
technological, and emotional challenges in the changing reality (Rozenfeld et al., 2020;
Stephen, 2024), and maintain sensitivity to and empathy with staff, students, and the
community, while managing and overseeing daily tasks (Comanducci, 2020). Maintaining
a work–life balance and functional continuity also pose key challenges in times of crisis
(Brion & Kiral, 2021).

The COVID-19 crisis offered a saliant example of the importance of context-dependent
leadership. Principals who demonstrated resilience, innovation, and creativity were able
to maintain educational continuity and community support (Striepe & Kafa, 2025). De-
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centralized leadership models gain validity in emergency situations, as they contribute
to organizational flexibility, collaboration, and a heightened sense of belonging (Azorín,
2020; Harris, 2020). Successful coping with crises combines emotional intelligence and
professional skills. In such situations, successful leaders must adapt constantly and build
strong relationships (Mutch, 2015; Smith & Riley, 2012).

Despite the critical importance of school leadership during a war crisis, existing re-
search still lacks a comprehensive overview of the skills and attributes principals need
to navigate these complex challenges. Very few have specifically investigated the princi-
pal’s role in building school resilience and fostering meaningful learning under war-crisis
conditions (Lafferty et al., 2024; Mahfouz et al., 2019; Pepper et al., 2010; Tlili et al., 2024).
For example, Brooks and Brooks (2019), focusing on Mindanao, Philippines, highlighted
how culturally sensitive leadership, led by female principals, contributed to fostering
inclusive learning environments, even under protracted conflict. Similarly, Brooks’ (2015)
work in southern Thailand demonstrated principals’ strategic thinking and willingness to
compromise with government agencies for the benefit of their schools and communities
in areas of ethno-political conflict. From an internal-reflective standpoint, Pherali’s (2016)
investigation into the psychological impact of war on Nepali principals indicated these
individuals were traumatized by the ongoing pressures of the conflict. The study revealed
that attempting to maintain a balanced relationship with the warring parties, to secure their
own survival and that of the schools they managed, was a traumatic experience.

For principals, coping successfully during wartime depends heavily on their ability
to be flexible and innovative with regard to operational planning, the management of
quality learning, and continuous monitoring (Alon & Schechter, in press; Hudson et al.,
2024). Principals who can foster a sense of belonging and security within an educational
setting are considered a key factor in successfully coping with the crises brought on by war
and ensuring educational continuity (Pherali, 2016; Schechter et al., 2024). For example,
Hudson et al. (2024) highlighted the need for adaptive educational leadership in Ukraine
to address the emotional, social, political, and academic consequences of the prolonged
conflict with Russia. Although war crises pose unique challenges that require school
principals to develop adapted coping skills and mechanisms (Tlili et al., 2024), the literature
to date is limited, calling for empirical and narrative research to explore the challenges and
opportunities facing school principals in war zones.

2.3. Conceptual Framework: Agentic Leadership During Crises

Agency is defined as the ability of individuals or groups to act independently, based
on conscious and informed choices and with an understanding of the consequences of
their actions, in order to achieve goals and influence their environment (Chen-Levi et al.,
2024; Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017). In an educational context, agency is expressed
through the ability to initiate and regulate, exercise judgment, effect change, challenge
established norms, and shape responses in the face of challenging circumstances (Liddicoat
& Taylor-Leech, 2021). This capacity develops gradually and is influenced by personal
resources, efforts, and structural contexts (Biesta et al., 2015, 2017).

Agency is not equivalent to absolute freedom of action. It always exists within a
socio-cultural context. Thus, social structures can both enable and limit agency. This is a
multi-dimensional concept that includes autonomy, initiative, choice under constraints,
influence on the environment, dynamism, goal orientation, and the ability to grow within
the limitations of the system (Liddicoat & Taylor-Leech, 2021). The ability of the individual
or organization to be an active player in change, identify needs, and align goals with their
social and physical environment of operation determines their level of agency (Koskela &
Kärkkäinen, 2021).
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Agency is linked to identity, values, courage, and creativity. It involves understanding
the past and the implications of the present, and the ability to influence the future (Biesta
et al., 2017; Richardson et al., 2021; Umpstead et al., 2024). Unlike traditional approaches
that view school principals as the “top-down” policy implementer, the concept of principals’
agency sees them as active agents of change. This agency is reflected in their ability to
navigate conflicting demands from the Education Ministry, the local government, and the
community (Gordin Yoskovitz & Schechter, 2024); to act proactively rather than merely
react to events (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017); to interpret and implement policies in
an adapted rather than compliant manner; to obtain resources innovatively; and to view
crises as an opportunity for growth (Wenner & Settlage, 2015).

In this context, the school principals’ perceptions of their role as an active leader in a
crisis—one who navigates chaos, maintains balance, and promotes meaningful processes—are
also important (Kim & Gewirtz, 2020; Mars & Rhoades, 2012). During crises, principals
work to strengthen the emotional community within the school, with their position in the
system largely determining the boundaries of their agency (Jabbar, 2016). The success of
principals during a crisis depends on the connection between their personal perceptions
and those of the system, and the environmental conditions in which the school operates
(Wilcox & Lawson, 2018). A deep understanding of agentic leadership, with an empha-
sis on educational principalship in crisis situations, can help shape effective responses
during emergencies.

2.4. Research Context

In the wake of the 7 October war, 25,000 students and thousands of staff members were
evacuated from communities near the Gaza border and sent to other parts of the country
for their safety. The educational system was required to quickly establish alternative
instructional frameworks and deal with the broad geographical dispersion of students
and staff. Many schools pivoted to online teaching, requiring the rapid adaptation of
teaching content and methods. The uniqueness of this situation provides an opportunity to
explore how displaced school principals coped with the challenges facing their educational
institutions during a war.

3. Method
The study focuses on the questions: how do principals evacuated from their schools

in the wake of the 7 October war perceive their capacity to initiate change during wartime,
and in which areas? We employed a qualitative methodology to collect rich, detailed
descriptions of how the displaced principals perceived their roles and navigated the chal-
lenges they faced as school leaders. Thus, our study is a narrative inquiry that explores
the meaning-making processes (Patton, 2002) experienced by displaced principals during
the war.

3.1. Participants

The study’s population consisted of 33 school principals evacuated from educational
institutions in the region. Using a purposive sampling method allowed us to consciously
select participants with relevant knowledge and experience related to the phenomenon
under investigation. 18 principals headed public schools, 10 worked in public religious
schools, one was a principal in a recognized but unofficial school and 4 worked in ultra-
Orthodox schools. There were 18 elementary school principals, 4 middle school principals,
9 high school principals, and 2 special education school principals. Twenty-three of them
were women, and 10 men. There were 29 master’s degree holders and 4 bachelor’s degree
holders. They had worked as principals for 1 to 18 years, with an average of 7.5 years.
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3.2. Data Collection

Data were collected using semi-structured in-depth interviews. This method is suitable
for studying complex phenomena in their natural context, and allowed us to identify
various themes in the data (Clarke & Braun, 2016; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008). The narrative
approach also reveals the meanings that participants attribute to their personal experiences
(Tuval-Mashiach & Spector-Mersel, 2010). The interview protocol was developed based on
both the theoretical and empirical literature and a pilot study with two displaced school
principals. Following the pilot phase, the interview questions were refined to enable the
extraction of rich and comprehensive data regarding the areas of agency in which the
principals were engaged. After this refinement, a total of 22 questions were formulated,
focusing on the principals’ domains of activity during the war. These domains included
actual management practices, proactivity and leadership, meaningful experiences, support
systems, partnerships, reflection, and personal and institutional resilience. It is important
to note that while the interview addressed multiple topics, the present study specifically
focused on the perspective of agency within the principals’ areas of action. For example,
displaced principals were asked questions focusing on when they felt they were acting
as agents of change for themselves or for the school, what processes they started, who
they affected—the community, the local authority, the Education Ministry—and what
encouraged them to initiate changes during the war. All 33 interviews were conducted
over a six-week period in 2025.

The research was approved by the ethics committee of the Chief Scientist’s Unit at
the Ministry of Education. After receiving approval, we approached the district admin-
istration, which approved the research proposal for the group of principals. We assured
the participants that their names or any other identifying details would not be mentioned,
and that the information would be used for research purposes only. We took these steps to
ensure the confidentiality, respect, and privacy of the participants.

3.3. Data Analysis

Data collection and analysis were conducted continuously through four stages: con-
densing, coding, categorizing, and theorizing (Miles et al., 2014). In the first stage, we
identified segments related to the displaced principals’ perceptions regarding the domains
in which they exercised agency during the evacuation period. In the second, each statement
was inductively coded according to the aspect of the principals’ perceptions about their
role that it represented, reflecting their views rather than predefined categories (Rossman &
Rallis, 2012). The third stage involved grouping similar statements into broader categories
and refining contradictory data through ongoing analysis (Richards & Morse, 2013). We
then examined the relationships among the categories. The final stage was to construct a
unified conceptual framework by integrating the categories and exploring their intercon-
nections (Richards & Morse, 2013). We reorganized the coded statements with common
elements until coherent categories emerged. These categories were subsequently combined
to form a comprehensive conceptual structure. We performed the analysis in two phases:
First, we analyzed displaced principals’ perspectives separately. Then, in the second phase,
we analyzed these perspectives to generate common categories and elucidate differences
between the voices (Cohen et al., 2011). We used a coding index throughout the analysis
process, thus generating categories was an inductive process, based on various perspectives
articulated by participants (Rossman & Rallis, 2012).

4. Findings
In light of the research question, which focused on the question: How do evacuated

school principals perceive their capacity to initiate change during wartime, and in which
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areas? four central domains of principals’ agency emerged: intrapersonal agency, critical
agency, collaborative agency, and proactive agency.

4.1. Intrapersonal Agency

The crisis revealed the softer dimensions of leadership, grounded in a deep personal
commitment that does not stem solely from the principals’ formal role but from the very
core of their identity, experiences, and values. This commitment is expressed in the blurring
of boundaries between the personal and the professional, in identifying with the role as
a mission, and in the ability to transform personal experiences of the crisis into a source
of strength and resilience. In this way, the personal identity of school leaders serves as a
driving force for action.

4.1.1. Blurring the Line Between One’s Personal Identity and Role

One of the most prominent characteristics of this leadership is the deep intertwining
of the principals’ family and personal life with their professional role. They did not set
aside their identity as family people, but actively integrated it into their work, even at a
heavy personal cost. Elin, a middle-high-school principal, exemplified extreme personal
sacrifice, leaving her home to live alone in a hotel in Netanya for four months:

In our community, there were several homes in mourning [. . .] a lookout from the
community was murdered, a police officer on duty was killed, and another family was
mourning after a death of one of its members. My husband is also 100% in his role, and I
need to be 100% as well, with the children in the middle. In my prayers I said to God, I
take care of your children, you take care of my children, because my children at home also
needed me [. . .] and I traveled for days on end.

Many of the principals interviewed not only managed the crisis but also experienced
it personally and deeply. Often, this experience became a lever and source of strength for
action. Opal, an elementary school principal, noted that she was not only managing the
crisis but also living it as well, blurring the line between her personal and professional lives:

I myself come from the same place, I myself have experienced the terrorists, I myself know
what it is like. But I also know what it is like to be in action [. . .] I feel like my head
is just above water, despite everything I’ve been through. I see my surroundings, the
community members, how lost they were, how confused. And I saw myself, like flashes of
light, because of the work I do.

Many of the principals described how performing their role, despite its difficulties,
helped them cope with their personal crisis and trauma. Ari, an elementary school principal,
admitted that, “It was precisely the work, precisely the senior position I held . . . understanding
that I have a responsibility toward people that helped me function.” Jan, a middle-high-school
principal, explicitly linked his personal struggle with his wife’s illness:

And I tell myself, the team, and anyone who asks, that whoever lives with an ill partner
knows that your life hangs by a thread from month to month. You are forced to learn, to
handle the situation and live with a crazy sense of uncertainty about the future [. . .] For
me, war is a trifle. I am preoccupied with larger existential questions of uncertainty, and
if anything prepared me for the war situation—it was my private war at home.

The blurring of boundaries between their personal and professional identities turned
the principals into role models and personal examples, serving as an anchor of hope and
resilience amidst chaos.

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16010156

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16010156


Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 156 8 of 18

4.1.2. A Sense of Mission

Many principals experienced their role during the crisis as a kind of mission, which
often became an anchor and a source of strength for themselves as well. This perception
gave their actions deep meaning and strengthened their commitment. Elin, for example,
saw her role as a heavenly mission: “I really see this as a kind of mission, because we are kind of
a mouthpiece to convey the message [. . .] The chair I am sitting on was sent from heaven for me to
sit on [. . .] This mission is to influence our future generations.”

May, as a new principal, described her entry into the role as a defining moment in her
professional life:

A true leader should say ‘here I am’ in every situation, be mobilized even when it is
inconvenient for them [. . .] This is a role of self-sacrifice, of life-and-death matters. My
husband told me, ‘May, you were made queen.’ [. . .] It was indeed a challenge, but my
personality grew from it in to a level I never believed possible [. . .] What motivated me
was realizing that I was needed, that I was significant to these students.

Diana, an elementary school principal, saw her role as deeply meaningful and a call to
action: “How I chose to do what I loved, connected . . . The price seemed fair to me because it was for
something I had dreamed of doing.” Thus, the very dealing with the role of principal, despite its
many difficulties, was a significant psychological anchor and a source of personal strength
for the principals, even helping them cope with the trauma they experienced.

4.1.3. Acknowledging Personal Difficulties: The Authenticity of Vulnerable Leadership

Alongside the immense commitment, the principals expressed touching sincerity
about their personal difficulties, fears, workload, and the prices they paid, precisely within
the context of their deep commitment. This recognition of difficulties did not impair their
functioning. It complemented it and strengthened the authenticity of their leadership.
David shared candidly: “We haven’t been sleeping much at night on a regular basis for about a
month and a half now, even longer. The team is very, very tired, exhausted. . . Most of them were
also evacuated from their homes, and everyone experienced 7 October at very, very extreme levels.”

Rosie, an elementary school principal, said, “I put my family aside, sad to say,” but chose
to share her daily struggles with the team: “Today I am having a difficult day, today went like
this and that. As if by sharing, I was creating a ‘bonding moment.’” Taylor, a middle-high-school
principal, admitted to sometimes being unable to show empathy when she herself needed
it, and needing detachment: “I need to disappear for a while to restart.” Lucy, an elementary
school principal, was honest about her personal difficulty: “I just want to collapse now, just
want to get into bed and not to get out.” She emphasized the need “to disconnect and take care of
myself, sharing moments of helplessness.” These difficulties, expressed sincerely, illustrate that
leaders are not invincible. Yet, despite the pain, fear, and stress, they managed to function
and lead. Their authenticity is what allowed them to connect better with their teachers and
serve as a human anchor for them.

4.1.4. Leadership as an Expression of Personal Growth

Agency based on personal commitment is not just a response to a crisis. It is also
driven by a deep internal drive for growth, learning, and impact. The principals did
not just react to the existing circumstances. They also initiated changes, sought ways to
develop, and saw the crisis as an opportunity to innovate and improve themselves and
their environment. Many principals experienced the crisis as a catalyst for personal growth
and the discovery of abilities they were not previously aware of. For example, Alex said “I
discovered that in times of distress I have special strengths—strengths that may have been hidden
within me.” Nancy learned about powers she did not know she possessed: “I broke the glass
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ceiling; I did things and broke out of the box [. . .] I knew I was doing crazy things.” Natalie, a
middle-high-school principal, admitted:

I decided that no matter what, I would project confidence to everyone, because the last
thing people needed to feel in the war was my own insecurity [. . .] In the end, one of the
teachers told me: ‘You know what I discovered about you during the war? You’re more of
a leader than a principal, and therefore you are a good principal.’

The internal drive of the principals was also expressed in their active initiatives for
change and the constant seeking of innovations. Ari, an elementary school principal, spoke
about his call for long-term support and investment in developing a vision and work plan
for the coming years. Ron saw the opportunities the war created:

I was looking to be relevant in places where no one else would be [. . .] Suddenly you can
create something from nothing and, with God’s help, rebuild a school. Being a school
principal in every sense of the word, responding to parents, responding to students,
building curricula that you create yourself regardless of what students are used to,
improvising, juggling [. . .] You’re constantly working inside and out, so you’re an
ultra-manager.

These principals demonstrated an inexhaustible internal drive for change, learning,
and development, not only for the organization but also for their personal growth. They saw
the crisis as a platform for discovering new strengths and the fulfilment of their potential.

4.2. Critical Agency

The second theme that emerged was the tension between the need for autonomy and
flexibility in the field, and bureaucratic rigidity. The crisis placed the principals in situations
without an existing infrastructure, or familiar models. In response, many principals became
proactive. They willingly broke the molds and thought outside the box. Thus, for example,
Alex opened up a kindergarten in the hotel in which the evacuees were relocated. Opal, an
elementary school principal, built a school in tents for 600 students and staff whom she did
not know at all. Sheila, an elementary school principal, refused the option offered to her
by the hotel, stating that “it’s not suitable for my community,” and went to look for another
place herself. Adam, an elementary school principal, examined the general open education
spaces and stated that this model “would not provide the response children needed.” Instead of
giving in to the easy or default solution, he initiated and developed a unique framework
for his school. Maggie, a middle-and high-school principal, challenged the assumption that
regular classes were necessary and focused on lessons that would improve the wellbeing of
the children and staff:

Personally, the war really proved to me the importance of school as an anchor, as a kind
of a sense of belonging, as a kind of place that gives me stability. The education system
is much more than just graduating children with a matriculation diploma but rather
providing them with a toolbox for life.

Additionally, the principals demonstrated creativity in changing learning structures
and breaking conventions. Ron, a middle-high-school principal, rearranged the classes
into levels rather than grades, focused on teaching core subjects, to get students out of the
hotels and away from the computer screens.

The principals also showed exceptional flexibility in utilizing human and physical
resources. May established learning spaces in buildings such as a spa, a restaurant, and a
clothing store not intended for a special education school. Shein, a high school principal,
created a learning model divided into three physical locations and a Zoom hub. Nancy set
up a soccer field in the parking lot. Jonathan integrated non-teaching staff into teaching
roles. All of these actions demonstrate the principals’ ability to act courageously and with
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initiative to create innovative solutions even under extreme pressure, breaking established
norms and assumptions.

4.3. Collaborative Agency

The third theme was the principals’ ability to build, maintain, and manage an exten-
sive network of connections and interfaces with various internal and external stakeholders.
Through these collaborations, they could promote their organizational, educational, and
therapeutic goals, and cope with the challenges the crisis created. The principals consis-
tently emphasized the critical importance of these relationships for functioning effectively
and achieving goals. The relationships allowed them to find resources, build trust and
resilience, and help the schools continue to function in an uncertain environment.

4.3.1. Managing Internal Relationships

The ability to manage strong internal relationships, especially with staff, students, and
parents, is the basis for the school’s ability to function effectively in both emergency and
routine situations. The principals invested tremendous effort in maintaining the team, many
of whose members were evacuees or trauma victims themselves. Eitan described a team
that was “not well maintained.” He was required to step in to recruit members, assign roles,
build teams, grant teachers the autonomy to act, and provide personal and therapeutic
support. Julie, an elementary school principal, observed that “the power of the teacher is
revealed precisely in these moments.” Maya, a special education principal, emphasized the
importance of watching over the staff:

Let’s say a teacher comes and says, “I am overwhelmed, I cannot do this anymore.” Then,
let’s see who of the staff can replace you in the classroom for a moment, Breathe, relax.
You have to watch closely, every morning, the minute they arrive, in order to know how
to start managing them, so that they can function themselves and influence the students
[. . .] Knowing that in the end, a person finds strength when they feel meaningful.

The principals emphasized the need to invest in the team. The emphasis was on
caring for the “team’s wellbeing” through regular online meetings, personal talks, listening
to their difficulties, treating them to meals and workshops, and providing emotional and
psychological support. As Opal put it, the principals were “flexible with the teachers according
to their needs,” and supported them individually. As Lucy described: “We tailored the suit
to each person.” Diana noted: “My relationships, my trust, and the fact that I trust people from
my educational team who are capable of doing things, ultimately allowed me to get things done.”
Principals who were successful in establishing strong teams had staffs that demonstrated
exceptional dedication.

The relationships with parents were described as challenging and complex, but vital.
The principals built mutual trust with parents through complete transparency, personal
talks, meetings, and workshops. They acted in close cooperation with the parent represen-
tative committee, which “was an integral part of the school,” as Rita noted. As Emmanuel
stated, it was important to “recruit them and promote the children.”

4.3.2. External Collaborations

In addition to internal collaborations, the principals also built extensive networks of
contacts, formal and informal, with a wide range of external groups. These connections
were vital for recruiting resources, securing systemic support, and advancing educational
and therapeutic goals.

The first group that was vital were the Education Ministry. Principals mentioned
the strong relationship with the Ministry of Education’s supervisory authorities and a
special budget from the Education Ministry as a critical resource that allowed consultation,
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learning and financial flexibility in funding programs, treatments, and activities. Ari, a
primary school principal, shares that “I can say only positive things about the Ministry of
Education. I feel that they are making a genuine effort to support me, both in terms of the budgets
we receive and the backing they provide.” Similarly, Rosie, an elementary school principal said:

I have to give a big ‘hats off’ (kudos) to the Ministry of Education for giving the mandate
and the autonomy to make decisions and for being with us throughout this entire process.
Whether it was the school inspector who stood behind every decision I made after I
presented my rationale and was a full partner in advancing the processes, or meetings with
the District and Headquarters. I felt that they trusted me . . . I felt that the bureaucracy
was reduced and things happened quickly.

The second group was the local governments of the communities. They were key
partners in logistics, budgeting, and coordination. Many principals praised the close
cooperation with local municipalities and education departments. Adele said that the
municipality provided them with good budgets and was a full partner. Elin noted: “When
this connection is strong and then a war comes, it is clear that I am taken into account in all
initiatives. The education department at the municipality is highly functional and provided strength
by weekly Zoom meetings and information dissemination.”

The third group of external collaborations was with non-governmental organizations
and volunteers who provided complementary support, particularly in the areas of enrich-
ment and logistics. Principals initiated contacts with external entities such as non-profit
organizations, student groups, research institutes, high-tech companies, private donors,
and museums to obtain resources, personnel, and enrichment activities.

The fourth group of external collaborations was with the existing schools in the
evacuation areas. The principals encouraged them to take in evacuated students and
sought to utilize the existing infrastructure. Some principals brought in teams from other
schools to teach in the learning clusters they opened. The principals of both schools
helped each other and provided mutual support, advice, and knowledge sharing, as Aline
emphasized:

The fact that here in the municipality there is a very strong community of principals gave
me the resilience to always listen and consult. Despite being the principal of a tiny high
school compared to the large [high] schools in the city, there was a high level of mutual
respect, so they shared every Zoom meeting they had with me.

Collaborative agency is not just a tool, but a worldview that places relationships at the
center of action. It requires flexibility, empathy, constant initiative, and the ability to garner
trust and commitment from all stakeholders, within and outside the organization.

4.4. Proactive Agency

The fourth theme was proactive agency, meaning the ability to actively influence the
environment, initiate changes, and work toward achieving goals, even under conditions
of uncertainty and trauma. In times of crisis, this agency is not only a necessary response,
but also a driving force for initiative and growth on various levels: personal, organiza-
tional, pedagogical, emotional, and communal. This perception of their role as proactive
agents allowed the principals to transcend the boundaries of passive response and become
generators of action, innovation, and rehabilitation.

During the crisis, school administrators not only responded to the changing reality
but also initiated and established new frameworks in an unprecedented manner to deal
with the enormous logistical, educational, and emotional challenges. Many principals took
on the unimaginable task of “opening a school” or establishing a “center where students would
come” in various evacuation locations such as hotels, colleges, and public buildings. Anna,
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an elementary school principal, established a “school from scratch” in Netanya as a “house
for healing.”

This initiative stemmed from a deep understanding of the need to create a calm, stable,
and quiet work environment as a foundation for healing, within an educational reality
that had never existed before. Beyond the physical structures, the principals introduced
educational content and methods that addressed the changing needs. For example, Yonatan
implemented new therapeutic programs such as a “therapeutic kitchen space, and therapeutic
horseback riding” as part of a long-term response to the emotional needs of the students
and staff. Adele’s agency led to a significant increase in the number of students her school
serviced (from 150 to 380), thanks to the positive atmosphere created and the ability to
maintain an educational and experiential framework despite the difficulties. She even won
an award for her work. Similarly, the changes that Limor made in the areas of emotional
support, water sports, and other programs had a “profound impact on the student and staff
experience at the school and beyond . . . she created a movement of learning and development out of
the crisis.”

The principals’ proactive agency not only enabled the continued existence and func-
tioning of the schools but was also a key factor in their growth and strengthening, both
at the institutional and individual levels. Diana noted that the reopening of the original
school was a key factor that allowed communities to return home. “If there were no education,
they would not return.” In this context, Rita said:

I really think thanks to the war I understood the importance and significance of this
mission, and to what extent school is the anchor for children. And how much we are doing
the most important thing in the world. I do not know how many years I will hold this
position of principal. But I do know we are doing the right thing. I simply save people, I
touch people. I am a principal . . . I know that if I do it right, I save children, families, and
the world here, for years ahead.

The principals focused on emotional growth, mental wellbeing, and resilience. Natalie
quoted a student who said that the educational system “saved him and brought him back to
sanity.” Sean created a “wonderful emotional envelope for the students,” noting that a student
whose father was murdered on 7 October managed to graduate with excellent grades.
David strengthened the sense of belonging through memorial and remembrance events,

“creating a sense of hope in the face of despair.”
The principals’ agency was not limited to their immediate responses only, but also to

their foresight and building a future. Natalie’s most notable tangible result was the large
percentage of students who graduated with matriculation diplomas despite the difficulties.
The principals aimed to provide a sense of stability and presence, build personal and
systemic resilience, and most importantly, “saving these children, not ruining their future,”
by maintaining educational continuity and matriculation exams. Nancy’s impact was
measured not only by results such as reaching the finals of the space competition, and an
increase in the school’s ranking, but also by the emotional and perceptual changes in the
community. She stated:

I diverted their attention from the sirens, the darkness, the frustration, the pain [. . .] I
diverted their attention to learning. I believe I saved lives [. . .] what we do here is social
mobility [. . .] I will continue to do everything on this shift to justify the responsibility
placed on me.

Thelma maintained that their initiatives would have an impact on the future: “They
will come to learn from us about what we did during this period.” Elin has received widespread
recognition, and thanks to “our performance, we were nominated for an education award this
year.” Lucy mentioned:
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The war was a lever for progress. Things I couldn’t do before, like providing emotional
support to 425 students in the schedule [. . .] We jumped into it without thinking twice
[. . .] This is something I most want to continue with because it’s essential [. . .] The war
allowed us to advance a few more steps forward. It has not taken us back, by no means.

Thus, the agency of school principals during the crisis proved to be a decisive factor
not only in survival and functioning, but also as a powerful engine for initiative and growth.

5. Discussion
The four dimensions of agency we identified in our displaced school principals are

interconnected (please see Figure 1). Their intrapersonal agency emerged as the primary
driving force. This form of agency is a deep engine that stems from the principals’ personal
identity, values, and experiences. It blurs the lines between the personal and professional,
and transforms the crisis into a source of strength and a desire to make an impact (Wilcox
& Lawson, 2018). The actions of managers during times of crisis are directly influenced
by their past experiences, personal values, and professional characteristics (Striepe &
Cunningham, 2022). The principals’ inner drive, therefore, can be understood as a reflection
of their professional habitus, as a system of durable dispositions that shapes individuals’
perceptions, practices, and responses within specific contexts, formed through long-term
immersion in the educational field and activated during times of crisis (Bourdieu, 1990).

Figure 1. Illustrates how the four dimensions of principals’ agency interact.

From this basis, two courses of action arise: critical agency and collaborative agency.
Critical agency stems from frustration with the absence of infrastructures, and the lack of
established models for education’s operating under such extreme conditions. It created
a sense of mission in the principals and a drive to operate outside of the norms, break
conventions, and cross hierarchical boundaries (Wenner & Settlage, 2015). In this regard,
Alexander (2013) notes that crises often expose the weaknesses and contradictions of
bureaucratic systems, creating both a moral and operational imperative for leaders to act
autonomously and adaptively. Decision-making processes in complex crises do not follow
conventional pathways and at times require “radical decisions” and calculated risks in
order to address urgent needs (Striepe & Cunningham, 2022).
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The principals’ critical agency emerged from the frustration they experienced due to
the prevailing uncertainty. Some principals felt that the guidelines provided did not always
align with their needs and that there was a lack of educational models for addressing this
crisis. It is important to remember that the crisis was unprecedented in its scope, and
the system faced challenges of an unparalleled nature, thus working around the clock to
provide responses and resources. The emotions of these principals reflect a ground-level
perspective and point to communication gaps that require careful consideration. The need
to “think outside the box” and “break the mold” was a clear expression of agency within
limited or controversial spaces. When the rules are unclear or contradictory, room for
agentic action opens up (Gourd, 2015). Displaced principals initiated and established
new educational frameworks under impossible conditions. This proactive approach went
beyond the expectations of “objective truth” and was rooted in the internal logic of the
principals’ narratives within their social, political, and cultural context. They often played
the role of change agents opposed to certain aspects of the policy or its interpretations
(Liddicoat & Taylor-Leech, 2021). These acts of resistance illustrate Bourdieu’s (1991) insight
that social actors are not passive products of structure but capable of reflexive action within
constraints—embodying both compliance and transformation.

Collaborative agency relies on creating a network of internal and external connections,
and places relationships at the heart of the principals’ activities (Koskela & Kärkkäinen,
2021). In extreme situations, conventional managerial hierarchies tend to break down and
be replaced by a collective and collaborative approach, enabling various stakeholders to
contribute their unique expertise to coping with the situation (Striepe & Cunningham, 2022).
Alexander (2021) argues that effective disaster leadership depends not only on individual
competence but also on cultivating collaborative structures of trust and communication
that enable communities to recover and adapt. In times of crisis, the interface between
critical agency and collaborative agency is pivotal, driving innovation and growth. In the
absence of established reaction models, critical agency creates the imperative to develop
creative solutions. Collaborative agency enables the realization of these solutions by
mobilizing numerous partners from across systems and building deep trust relationships.
In this regard, Alexander (2013) highlights that crises serve as laboratories for innovation,
where traditional protocols are suspended and new adaptive strategies emerge through
interaction, experimentation, and shared learning. Through this synergy, where the critical
approach identifies the need and the collaborative approach enables its realization, the
principals’ agency becomes a driving force for growth.

To accomplish their goals, the principals established collaborations internally and
externally. They consistently emphasized the critical importance of these relationships
for their effective performance. Principals cultivated strong internal relationships with
staff, students, and parents, viewing them as the basis for the school’s ability to function in
emergency situations. Developing formal and informal learning networks was a significant
challenge, with principals relying on teams, peer principals, and professional WhatsApp
groups. These communities were an important source of learning, information gathering,
and support (Schechter et al., 2024; Sheena et al., 2025). These professional networks
constitute spaces for the accumulation of social and symbolic capital that reinforce collective
agency (Bourdieu, 1990). The principals also built an extensive network of connections
with the Ministry of Education, local authorities, organizations, and volunteers. These
networks served as a “critical lifeline” in providing solutions that were not available within
the official institutional frameworks (Liddicoat & Taylor-Leech, 2021).

Finally, the principals experienced the crisis created by the war as an agentic engine for
initiative and personal growth. This internal drive led to educational initiatives and creative
activities, such as establishing schools in buildings not made for them, and challenging
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traditional perceptions of a school’s function. Although disasters are regarded as pushing
the ability of normal systems to function effectively (Al-Dahash et al., 2016), the principals
in this study not only coped with the crisis but also turned it into a lever for change and
renewal (Bhaduri, 2019; Fernandes et al., 2023). This corresponds with Bourdieu’s (1990)
claim that practice emerges from the creative tension between objective structures and
embodied dispositions. Alexander (2013, 2021) contends that genuine resilience in disaster
contexts arises when leadership transforms adversity into innovation, embedding learning
and moral purpose within institutional and community recovery. Thus, this extreme crisis
provided both challenges and opportunities for the school principals to exercise their
agency (Gourd, 2015).

Theoretical and Practical Contribution and Future Research

From a theoretical perspective, this study adds to our understanding of educational
leadership during wartime crises, an area about which we know little, particularly concern-
ing the roles of principals in displaced communities and schools. The study highlights the
unique complexity of principals’ functioning in times of emergency and provides a holistic
framework for examining their agency that integrates personal, critical, collaborative, and
proactive dimensions (Biesta et al., 2017; Chen-Levi et al., 2024; Fernandes et al., 2023).
Hence, the study reinforces the notion that crises are not only threats but also turning
points that create opportunities for innovation, professional renewal, and the development
of new strategic directions in school leadership (Bowers et al., 2017; Sadovnikova et al.,
2018). Moreover, the findings underscore that school leadership in wartime is not limited to
survival, but also centered on sustaining community resilience and educational continuity
despite displacement, trauma, and security threats (Hudson et al., 2024). This perspective
highlights the role of principals as proactive change agents who balance systemic demands
with the needs of their communities (Wenner & Settlage, 2015; Wilcox & Lawson, 2018).

From the practical perspective, the study demonstrates how agency, as opposed to
passive reaction, is an active driving force that enables not only survival but also growth
and deep change within a chaotic environment. It clarifies that such growth can also occur
even in the face of trauma (Whitaker & Kniffin, 2022). It is a positive response of leaders
to crisis, indicating development rather than merely reaction. Therefore, the Education
Ministry and local municipalities should accord school principals flexibility, administrative
autonomy, and support, and recognize the paramount importance of their proactive and
supported agency. There is a need for emergency plans and the development of wartime
leadership models. It is important to include training for dealing with conditions of extreme
uncertainty in the principals’ professional development and to develop their ability to
transform personal difficulties into a source of strength, as they build and manage formal
and informal learning networks.

This study has a number of limitations that provide opportunities for future research.
First, this qualitative study was based solely on reports from displaced principals without
cross-referencing the information with other stakeholders involved in the school system,
such as teachers, parents, students, or superintendents. Furthermore, the principals were
interviewed only once, so they provided a retrospective reflection on their experiences. Fu-
ture research could consider the perspectives of additional stakeholders in the educational
system to create a more comprehensive picture of agency and examine the long-term effects
of the principals’ agency on schools and educational communities during crises.
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