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1. Introduction 

The analysis of higher education leadership is complex due to the complex nature of the 
organization [1], unusual dual control structures, and the discrepancy between professional and 
administrative authority [2]. Current leadership theories, including trait theories, power and influence 
theories, and contingency theories fall short in higher education research, as they encourage a lead 
view of leadership as an individual endeavor [3]. Al-Omari explains study revealed that there were 

characteristics of academic deans; Initiating Structure :openness to different strategies in problem-

solving, the use of annual review to make sure staff/ faculty members' work to capacity, and flexibility 

in the amount of detail they provided on how the work should be done [4]. The contrast in Initiating 

Structure was in how they outlined their work. Results demonstrate that the female dean was more 

cooperative with other faculty and staff members. When it came to Consideration, both deans (male 

and female) agreed upon having an open door policy with their faculty, willing to make changes in the 

department, and that having high morale was very important within the department. 
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 The purpose of this study is to address how academic deans at Jordanian 

Universities' perceive their cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, 

collegial, political, and symbolic frames) based on their disciplines. 134 

academic deans have completed the survey and used in this study, with a 

response rate of 93%.  As for discipline, there were scientific 56 and 78 

humanities disciplines. A questionnaire with 22 items grouped into four 

scales, one each for the bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic 

frames.  The results indicated that the Bureaucratic leadership frame has 

a high level than all other cognitive leadership frames, followed by a 

political leadership frame with a high level, followed by a collegial 

leadership frame with moderate level, and symbolic leadership frame 

with moderate level. T-test results revealed that Bureaucratic leadership 

frame and political leadership frame had significant differences in favor 

of scientific discipline. While collegial and symbolic leadership frames 

had no significant differences. The study recommended that university 

leaders should support academic deans to enroll workshops and partake 

comprehensive training on cognitive leadership frames to help them 

realize their full potential in contributing and developing their colleges 

and universities. 
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More, the difficulty of the professional bureaucracy in higher education and the variety in 
perspectives competing for the right to reality [5] in colleges and universities today generate the need 
for leadership that clearly embraces a multiplex of viewpoints rather than one based on the 
presumption of a single and common reality [1]. For these reasons, it has been found that cognitive 
theories, and in particular the use of cognitive "frames" first proposed by [6], are the most appropriate 
for studying leadership in higher education. Cognitive leadership frames are typography of 
organizations resulting from the fact that leaders make judgments about the dynamics of their social 
organizations. By modifying the cognitive frame or "lens" that is used, a leader may perceive several 
viewpoints on the same selection on phenomena. Cognitive leadership frames may allow a leader to 
filter out specific issues while allowing others to move through [6]. The frames decide how to identify 
challenges, what questions are being posed, what types of knowledge are being collected, and what 
possible solutions are being considered [7]. They are helping us to "order the universe and decide what 
to do"[8]. 

In which leaders view their organizations, four distinct organizational frameworks have been 
proposed: these are the bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic frameworks. Academic 
institutions are dynamic organizations with diverse members and thus reflect a multi-reality 
environment. For this cause, leaders with the ability to use more than one cognitive framework would 
be more effective than those who evaluate and solve issues from a singular viewpoint [6]-[10]. The 
role of the academic dean is the one that has appeared more frequently in the higher education 
literature. Universities have been said to be just as strong as their schools, and schools are only as 
strong as their deans [28]. The role of academic deans has been studied for their ambiguity [11], their 
selection process [12], their evaluation process [13], [14], and their Structure [15]. In Jordanian 
universities, it was minimal research papers focus on academic deans as a whole. Yet, there is very 
little understanding of how academic disciplinary background impacts the behavior of academic deans 
and leadership overall. The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is located in the heart of the Middle East. 
The capital is Amman. Countries bordering Jordan are south-eastern Saudi Arabia, east Iraq, west 
Palestine, and north Syria. Jordan has access to the Red Sea through Aqaba port city, located at the 
northern end of Aqaba Gulf. Higher education in Jordan plays a key role in the process of 
comprehensive development. 

During the last two decades, the sector of higher education in Jordan witnessed a prominent 
development as well as progress evidenced by the increasing number of institutions of higher 
education, enrolled students, faculty members, administrative and academic members, and size of 
expenditures in this sector. Despite the limited financial resources in the kingdom, higher education 
lies within the priorities of the country due to the role it plays in promoting the economic, social, and 
knowledge level of the Jordanian citizens. The Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research 
(MOHESR) is responsible for implementing the higher education policy, coordination among higher 
education institutions, conducting agreements with other countries, recognition of universities and 
degrees from other countries, assisting the Council of Higher Education and providing it with 
necessary studies. The Ministry also works on bridging the gap between higher education output and 
the labor market to respond to the present and future needs of qualified and specialized cadres in 
various areas of knowledge. The Jordanian higher education in numbers (2018-2019): 10 Public 
universities, 19 private universities, 44 Community colleges, 282,403 Students (54% Females), 
42,000 international students from 105 countries, 10,812 Teaching staff, and 1,168 Study programs 
[36]. 

While the administrative responsibilities of deans are relatively consistent from unit to unit, the 
background and training of Deans tend to vary greatly by discipline. Most deans rise to their positions 
through the faculty ranks, and this means that each has been socialized in a specific discipline with its 
own related set of values, norms, and methods for viewing the world [29]-[31]. In Jordanian 
universities, a survey of the relevant literature indicated a paucity of research papers focus on 
academic deans as a whole. Yet, there is very little understanding of how academic disciplinary 
background impacts the behavior of academic deans, and leadership overall. The study surveys deans 
from a range of disciplines and examines whether and how deans from different backgrounds 
approach their administrative leadership differently. 
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This research study investigates the apparent effects of disciplinarity on cognitive leadership 
frames in the higher education setting. Thus, this study is guided by the following research question: 

Question 1: How do academic deans at Jordanian Universities' perceive their cognitive leadership 
frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic frames)? 

Question 2: Do academic dean's cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, and 
symbolic frames) at Jordanian Universities differ based on their disciplinary field? 

The work and performance of academic deans have been observed to be crucial to the success of 
individual units [32]. Yet the approaches to administrative work can vary greatly depending on the 
orientation of the individual leaders, and his or her use of dimensional perspectives or cognitive 
"lenses" and their combinations when making decisions and interacting with people. It could 
significantly inform higher education management in several ways: It could help inform better ways 
of identifying good future leaders. It could inform policymakers with the development of selection 
processes, assessment, or evaluation in the promotion and advancement of leaders to the deanship 
role. It could indicate the need for support or training of current and future deans. The findings of this 
study clarify the deans' responsibilities that most of them rise to their positions through the faculty 
ranks, which means that each has been socialized in a specific discipline with its own related set of 
values, norms and methods for viewing the world that may be supported by the literature [29]-[31].  

2. Method 

A search of the literature on disciplinarity and cognitive leadership styles uncovered only one 
significant research study on the effects of disciplinarity and the leadership behavior of academic 
deans to date. This lack of attention to one of the most important leadership roles in higher education 
clearly demonstrates a need for further scholarly research in this area. This study was a quantitative 
descriptive method conducting through utilizing cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, 
political, and symbolic frames); a set of a series of four scales, one each for the bureaucratic, collegial, 
political and symbolic frames that represent the potential cognitive frames as expressed through a list 
of leadership activities potentially performed by the deans. These items built upon work analyzing the 
impact of disciplinarity on academic deans' self-reported leadership behaviors [27]. 

The target population for the study included all academic deans in Jordanian universities during 
the first semester of academic year 2017/2018, a total of 200 academic deans representing a variety 
of academic majors. A sample of 150 academic deans was chosen randomly, but only 134 academic 
deans satisfactorily completed the survey response rate of 93%.  As for discipline, there were scientific 
56 and 78 humanities disciplines. The instrumentation used for the survey part was cognitive 
leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic frames).  Twenty-two items grouped 
into four scales, one each for the bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic frames. Academic 
deans typically perform the 22 behaviors. Following each behavior are four statements that may, or 
may not, relate to the academic dean's own reasons for performing the behavior. Responses are rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from "Strongly Disagree" (1) to "Strongly Agree" (5), with scale 
scores created by taking the mean of each subscale's items. 

To examine the validity of the instrument (face validity evidence) was presented to post-secondary 
education experts. They were asked to check whether the statements in the instrument are clear and 
linked appropriately with the areas that were classified to them in advance. Regarding the reliability 
of the instrument, a split-half procedure was used; a pilot study had been conducted. Fifteen academic 
deans participated in the pilot study; those academic deans did not participate in the final study. 
Stability coefficients for the instrument in each case were 0.88, 0.78, 0.75, and 0.83 for the first, 
second, third, and fourth subscales, respectively. These values can be considered reasonably 
satisfactory to support the objectives of the current study. 

The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 17 was used to analyze the data 
collected from the surveys. Descriptive statistics providing means and standard deviations were 
calculated for the first question. T-test was employed to answer the second question. To understand 
the results of this study, it was important to set specific cut points to interpret the participant's total 
scores related to their perception of their cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, 
and symbolic frames. Regarding the cut points, it should be noted that the researcher used the response 



ISSN 2684-9240 International Journal of Education and Learning 61 
Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2020, pp. 58-66 

 

Aieman Ahmad Al-Omari  (The impact of disciplinarity on the cognitive leadership frames of academic deans ...) 

scale of each item that ranged from 1 to 5 to determine these cut points according to the following 
manner: 1-2.33 = low, from 2.34 to 3.67 = moderate, and 3.68-5.00 = high levels. 

3. Results and Discussion 

Define the four frames or dimensions that have been found to classify behaviors best and leadership 
styles in higher education, see fig 1. These include four classifying dimensions [6] that have come to 
be labeled in the context of higher education as Bureaucratic, Collegial, Political, and Symbolic [10]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. The four frames (dimensions) that classify behaviors and leadership styles in higher education 

 
1) The Bureaucratic Dimension 

The bureaucratic or "structural" frame is drawn from a long tradition of organizational theory 

with origins in organizations' logical, standardized Structure and operations, which also seeks to 

illustrate "social architecture" and its implications. Classical theorists whose work forms the 

underpinnings of the bureaucratic model include Fayol, Mooney, and Urwick [28]. These theorists 

codified their insights by drawing on principles prominent in such areas as military and engineering, 

focusing on notions of precisely defined, hierarchically arranged jobs, with clear lines of command 

and communication. 

The bureaucratic leadership dimension promotes the notion that organizations are increasing their 

productivity and enhancing their output by the proper division of labor and specialization formation. 

Leaders create rational rules, policies, and predictable operating procedures to govern work 

conditions and to define standard procedures clearly. The organization's existence determines or 

prescribes the one best Structure, and each organization operates to attain the set goals and objectives. 

With the aid of vertical and lateral integration, teamwork, and controls, individuals and teams work 

together to achieve these objectives. Every organization is viewed as having a core processor 

"technology" that includes organizational beliefs about linking inputs and outcomes. 

According to this frame, leadership roles are based on ability and expertise-how [16]. Overall 

else, it is the analytical consistency of rational decisions taken by leaders that are valued. Leaders 

are searching for the right combination of power and direction so that individuals and organizations 

are not either too independent or too unsupported, and objectives are not over or under-defined.  

Similarly, leaders try to build structures for their organizations or divisions that, depending on 

changing conditions, would not be too loose or too rigid, and restructuring is considered one of the 

most significant methods leaders have to create change according to the bureaucratic frame. 
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2) The Collegial Dimension 

The collegial dimension, borrowed from the "human resources" viewpoint for higher education, 

defines the relationships between the institution's members and the institution itself. Instead of 

believing that individuals represent organizational needs, leadership actions, according to this aspect, 

assume that organizations operate to meet individual needs. Collegial-style leadership understands 

that a good job-to-individual fit enables the individual to find meaning and satisfaction in their work. 

At the same time, the organization takes advantage of the productivity, energy, creativity, and talent 

of the individual. When the match between individuals and organizations is perfect, both will enjoy 

the benefits, and both will suffer if the match is bad. 

Leaders seek to establish a collegial culture in which consensus, shared power, shared 

responsibility, and common goals are emphasized [10]. Collegial-style leaders should try to de-

emphasize the differences in rank and allow participants to collaborate and engage as partners in 

what can be considered a "colleague community." In their study of the university faculty, [17] found 

that three major components of collegiality are equally important expertise in various fields, the right 

to engage in institutional relations, and a comfortable and compassionate scholarly company in which 

partnerships, good discussion, and mutual assistance will flourish [17]. Collegial leadership stresses 

teamwork as the hallmark of an effective organization [16]. 

According to the collegial dimension, leaders need to exemplify the group's values in an 

exemplary way; adhere to the group's expectations of what leadership should be; use the existing 

channels of communication; never issue orders that will not be obeyed; listen carefully to group 

expectations; minimize status gaps to preserve open communication, and encourage the group's self-

control or self-discipline [10]. Collegial leaders balance the need for task fulfillment with the 

development of relationships, encourage a "shared language" among members, and above all, 

recognize the needs of the members of the community as the key to effectiveness and progress. 

 
3) The Political Dimension 

Organizations are political action systems similar to the type of political leadership, consisting of 
coalitions with various aims and priorities. Enduring differences between members of the coalition, 
such as views of reality, values, beliefs, or interests, is bound to generate conflict, as is the allocation 
of limited resources [16]. The style of political leadership assumes that relations of power, scarcity, 
interdependence, and divergent interests often yield political action [9], [18].  

The political perspective asserts that organizations are both "arenas" where internal politics are 
negotiated, and also political "agents" existing within wider arenas or political "ecosystems" [19]. As 
arenas, they provide a setting where a widely varied array of divergent interests and agendas are in an 
ongoing state of interplay. As agents or actors, organizations "exist, compete, and co-evolve" [9] in 
ecosystems with clusters of other organizations, each seeking to fulfill its own agenda. Relationships 
between and within ecosystems can be both collaborative and competitive. 

According to the political frame, positions of leadership are determined by the control of key 
resources [16]. Politics are at the heart of decision-making for leaders, and successful ones are able to 
influence and shape the rules of the game. Leaders as politicians are described by [9] to have four key 
skills: agenda setting [20], [21], mapping the political terrain [22], [23], networking, and forming 
coalitions [20], [22], and bargaining and negotiating [24]. Social control is considered to be vital for 
a leader since upholding one's authority depends on the degree to which partisans remain fearful or 
respectful of that authority. In short, the political frame asserts that those leaders who obtain and use 
power best will be the most successful. 

4) The Symbolic Dimension 

The symbolic style of leadership is based on understanding symbolic context and belief. 

Symbolically driven leadership assumes that organizations have several levels of meaning. 

Organizations are guided by their clearly different values and culture, and there will be deeper and 

deeper levels to be investigated for those researchers willing to clear away the consecutive layers.  

To a symbolically oriented leader, the ceremonies and practices, traditions, and stories, symbols, 

and legends of an organization all provide clues to the particular set of core assumptions embedded 

in an organization. Some of these are being performed internally in the organization's "theatre." In 

fact, the symbolic viewpoint describes an organization as "the awareness of a common reality" [25]. 
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Symbolically-oriented leaders emphasize expressive rather than instrumental actions [26]. They 
know that what matters about any event or process in an organization is not what happened but what 
it means and how the organization's members interpret it and that meanings are not "given" to us, we 
must create them [9]. Therefore, in the face of uncertainties, leaders need to create symbols to resolve 
confusion, find direction, and help the organization's members find purpose [16]. Leaders who 
understand the power of symbols and strive to strengthen their meaning are better equipped to 
understand and influence their organizations [9]. Use of metaphor, humor, and play brings out the 
human side of organizational work and can help unify members, and use of "visions"—visions for the 
future, visions of where the organization can go are powerful tools for leaders. Symbolically-oriented 
leaders are always aware of the symbolic consequences of their actions, and understand their roles as 
they affect the social construction of social "reality" construction process [25]. 

One recent study has utilized the dimensional perspective in regard to the behavioral leadership of 
academic deans. [27] sought to identify constructs associated with the four behavioral orientations 
(dimensions) that would distinguish academic deans from various discipline groups. She used a 
dimensional perspective to classify behaviors to determine whether deans were more inclined to 
behave in ways associated with one-dimensional orientation over another according to their academic 
discipline. Disciplines provide members with distinct attitudes, beliefs, norms, ways of doing things, 
and ways of looking at the world. Their impact on members' behavior may be deeper than was once 
believed. This disciplinary influence creates distinct preferences for filtering information, framing 
questions, problems, and solution sets, and ultimately understanding and leading academic units [27]. 
These preferences represent cognitive lenses or frames [10], [2]. They are cognitive tools that 
academic deans may rely on, especially given that there is very little comprehensive training or 
education in management and administrative leadership available to academic deans other than their 
prior training as scholars [28]. Potentially there is a direct relationship between the academic 
backgrounds of deans and the choice of specific cognitive frames they utilize in performing their 
leadership work. 

Faculty member behavior differs according to the norms and expectations of the discipline. Notable 
differences in decision-making, goal-orientation, how faculty members' time is spent, collaborative 
behavior, communication styles, and even predictable differences in faculty members' values and 
political orientation have been found.  Research One: How do academic deans at Hashemite 
University perceive their cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic 
frames)? The research question was about determining the academic deans at Hashemite University 
to perceive their cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic frames).  
Means and standard deviations were used to answer this question. Table 1 presents the means and 
standard deviations for each cognitive leadership frames.  As shown in Table 1; the mean of 
"Bureaucratic leadership frame" with high level, mean=3.78, and SD=.36 is higher than all other 
cognitive leadership frames, followed by "Political leadership frame" with high level, mean=3.73, and 
SD=.38, followed by "Collegial leadership frame" with Moderate level, mean=3.40, and SD= .59, and 
"Symbolic leadership frame" with Moderate level, mean=3.28, and SD=.54. 

Table 1.  Means and standard deviations for each cognitive leadership frames perceived by academic 

deans 

  Mean SD Level 

1 Bureaucratic 3.78 .36  High 

2 Collegial 3.40 .59  Moderate 

3 Political 3.73 .38  High 

4 Symbolic 3.28 .54  Moderate 

 
Question Two: Do academic dean's cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, 

and symbolic frames) at Jordanian Universities differ based on their disciplinary field? 

T-test was conducted to determine whether there are significant mean differences in the academic 
dean's cognitive leadership frames (bureaucratic, collegial, political, and symbolic frames) at 
Jordanian Universities' differ based on their disciplinary field. Table 2 presents t-test results, revealed 
that the "Bureaucratic leadership frame" and "Political leadership frame" had significant differences 
in favor of "scientific field". While "Collegial" and " "Symbolic" leadership frames had no significant 
differences. 
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Table 2.  T-test, means and standard deviations for "Cognitive leadership frames" as perceived by 

academic deans at Hashemite University 

Cognitive leadership 

frames 

discipline N Mean SD t df Sig. 

Bureaucratic scientific 56 3.88 .367 
2.642 132 .009* 

humanities 78 3.71 .357 

collegial scientific 56 3.41 .553 
.205 132 .838 

humanities 78 3.39 .624 

political scientific 56 3.82 .390 
2.142 132 .034* 

humanities 78 3.68 .374 

symbolic scientific 56 3.31 .523 
.518 132 .605 

humanities 78 3.26 .559 

 

5) Delimitations and limitations of the study 

The study was delimited to the academic deans in Jordanian universities during the first semester 
of the academic year 2017/2018, who responded to the study's survey. The bureaucratic, collegial, 
political, and symbolic frames were used to measure how do academic deans perceive their cognitive 
leadership frames. It was assumed that the variable "disciplinary field" was measurable; that the 
participants were truthful in their survey responses, providing accurate quantitative data; and the 
researcher approached the study in an unbiased manner and followed standards of academic rigor for 
objectivity. 

On the other hand, [16] observed that collegial-style leadership emphasizes teamwork as the 
hallmark of an effective organization, which has not happened to an efficient level among academic 
deans in Jordanian universities. This result may have consisted with [34] study that reveals all major 
decisions impacting the operations of colleges are centralized at the university level, the practice of 
faculty members of shared governance in all aspects (university board's role, the president's board's 
role, faculty members' role, Joint Decision-Making, Organizational Environment, Climate for 
Governance) in the Jordanian universities was in a low degree. Also, faculty members may see that 
the system is too autocratic, too inconsistent, unfair, and generally non-inclusive [34]. 

The point out that symbolically oriented leaders emphasize expressive rather than instrumental 
actions. They know that what matters about any event or process in an organization is not what 
happened. Still, what it means and how the members of the organization interpret it, and that meanings 
are not "given" to us, we have to develop them, which is not enough among academic deans [26], [9]. 
Higher education leaders "academic deans" may have passive or absent roles with their employees in 
their university regarding "collegial" and "symbolic" leadership frames, which is a valuable source of 
decision making effectiveness and in their activities and to promote understanding and goals that align 
with university needs. One key to increasing academic dean's abilities and desire to participate in 
leadership frames in their professional roles is increases institutional support. Institutions could offer 
optional training so that those unfamiliar with leadership frames could learn tips and best practices for 
effective use. In addition to that, Taylor [33] suggested that the mark of a leader and an attribute that 
puts him or her in a position to attract followers is when the leader demonstrates the ability to see 
more clearly the best destination for the organization. In educational institutions, leadership is one of 
the crucial steps for providing educational reforms and organizational development [35]. 

Based on the results of the research, and what Wolverton, Gmelch, Montez, and Nies identifies the 
cognitive tools the academic deans may rely on, there seems to be little thorough management and 
administrative leadership training or education available to academic deans other than their prior 
training as professors [28]. Therefore, the recommendation of this study encourages university leaders 
to support academic deans to enroll workshops and comprehensive training on cognitive leadership 
frames to help them realize their full potential in contributing and developing their colleges and 
universities. The research has the strength to advise policy and practice at the universities in a variety 
of ways. That involves the form of disciplinary background, or even the most effective gender 
administrators may be regarded when they make appointments to the position of dean.  
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4. Conclusion 

The study results showed that the mean of the "Bureaucratic leadership frame" with High level is 

higher than all other cognitive leadership frames, followed by "Political leadership frame" with High 

level, followed by "Collegial leadership frame" with Moderate level, and "Symbolic leadership frame" 

with Moderate level. T-test results revealed that "Bureaucratic leadership frame" and "Political 

leadership frame" had significant differences in favor of "scientific discipline." While "Collegial" and 

" "Symbolic" leadership frames had no significant differences. The results of this study indicated that 

the disciplinary background of academic deans is reflected in their actions. Since an academic dean's 

use of bureaucratic leadership frame as reported for this study appear to differ according to the dean's 

disciplinary field of study. The pattern of findings indicates that deans who have socialized in 

scientific disciplines have, among them, diverse approaches to leadership, which are bureaucratic and 

political leadership frames. 
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