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Abstract - This study aims to systematically examine the leadership characteristics of principals in Vocational High Schools (SMK)
using a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach. It explores three interrelated dimensions: school organizational structures, the
strategic roles of principals, and the challenges encountered in vocational education leadership. A total of ten peer-reviewed journal
articles published between 2019 and 2024 were selected through a structured search using Google Scholar. The findings reveal that
effective leadership in SMKs is influenced by managerial competence, transformational leadership styles, and the ability to adapt to
external changes. Key challenges include misalignment between curricula and industry demands, inadequate infrastructure, and
limited stakeholder engagement. The study recommends fostering collaborative leadership practices and enhancing institutional
support and professional development for school leaders. These insights are expected to inform the development of contextually
responsive and future-oriented leadership models in vocational education.
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and industrial needs, limitations in infrastructure, low
I. INTRODUCTION involvement of external stakeholders, and uneven quality of
teaching personnel. These challenges make the leadership role
of school principals increasingly critical. School leaders in
vocational settings must navigate institutional pressures while
responding to technological, industrial, and regulatory shifts.
Principals are required to adopt both transformational and
situational leadership styles to address internal organizational
needs and external disruptions [3]. This positioning redefines
the principal not merely as an administrator, but as a strategic
change agent capable of leading innovation, fostering
collaboration, and building a high-performing school culture

Vocational High Schools (SMK) play a strategic role in
preparing a competent and industry-ready workforce in the era
of the Industrial Revolution 4.0. As vocational education
institutions, SMKs are expected to equip students with both
technical expertise and soft skills required to meet the
evolving demands of the labor market. In this context, the
principal serves as a central figure in shaping the quality of
school management, educational innovation, and institutional
adaptability. The leadership of the principal encompasses not
only the implementation of the school’s vision and mission, s . )
but also the mobilization of all school resources toward aligned with vocational demands.

achieving meaningful and sustainable educational outcomes [1] In addltloq to these leadership den,la,n,d?" principals must
2] manage a diverse array of responsibilities encompassing

managerial, pedagogical, and socio-cultural functions. Their
effectiveness relies on interpersonal competence, participatory
policy-making, and the ability to create a supportive and
inclusive work climate [4]. Leadership characteristics such as
emotional intelligence, strategic communication, motivation,
and the ability to unlock human potential are key to fostering
professional learning communities in vocational education. A
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For all articles published in IJETEED. De.s pite  the S ignificance O.f principal .leaders.hip in
vocational education, there remains a lack of integrative and

context-sensitive analyses in the current literature. Most

studies tend to focus narrowly on managerial competence or

individual leadership traits without exploring the interrelated

dimensions of organizational structure, strategic roles, and
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The vocational school environment presents a number of

complex challenges, such as misalignment between curricula
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implementation challenges in vocational settings. Furthermore,
limited attention has been given to synthesizing empirical
findings into a coherent framework that addresses the unique
needs of SMKs [6]. This research gap highlights the need for a
comprehensive review that maps leadership practices through
multiple lenses, particularly in the wake of ongoing
educational reforms and industrial transformation.

Indonesia’s education system has been undergoing rapid
changes, notably with the implementation of the Merdeka
Belajar policy and efforts to align vocational education with
Industry 4.0 demands. These shifts underscore the urgency to
examine how leadership in vocational schools can remain
relevant, innovative, and future-ready. As vocational
institutions are expected to contribute to national economic
competitiveness, understanding the dynamics of school
leadership becomes a critical imperative.

To address these issues, this study adopts a Systematic
Literature Review (SLR) approach to explore the leadership
characteristics of principals in vocational education settings.
The review focuses on three interrelated dimensions: (1)
school organizational structures, (2) the strategic role of
principals, and (3) the challenges encountered in
implementing leadership effectively in vocational high
schools. By synthesizing relevant scholarly articles published
between 2019 and 2024, this study aims to provide
empirically grounded insights that contribute to the
development of innovative, contextual, and adaptive
leadership models for SMKs. The findings are expected to
offer practical implications for educational practitioners,
policymakers, and future researchers in the field of vocational
leadership.

II. METHODS

A. Research Design

This study adopted a Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
approach to explore and synthesize existing research on
school leadership in vocational education settings. The SLR
method allows for a structured and objective analysis of
relevant literature, enabling the identification of recurring
themes, research gaps, and future directions. This approach
was selected for its methodological rigor and its capacity to
provide a comprehensive understanding based on empirical
and theoretical sources [7] .
B. Search Strategy

The literature search was conducted using Google Scholar
as the primary electronic database. The search utilized the
"Publish or Perish" software to facilitate efficient extraction of
academic articles. Keywords used included combinations such

as  “leadership of vocational school principals”,
“kepemimpinan kepala sekolah kejuruan”, and
“transformational leadership in SMK”. To ensure the

relevance and currency of the information, the search was
restricted to studies published between 2019 and 2024,
reflecting recent developments in vocational education
leadership and aligning with the evolving needs of educational
reform and industrial transformation [8].
C. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Articles were selected based on predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria to maintain the quality and relevance of the
review.
Inclusion criteria were as follows:

Published between 2019 and 2024;
Focused specifically on leadership in vocational
education or SMK;
3. Peer-reviewed journal articles;
4. Written in English or Indonesian.
Exclusion criteria included:
1. Articles unrelated to school leadership or vocational

N —

education;
2. Non-empirical publications such as opinion pieces or
editorials;
3. Studies lacking methodological clarity or
transparency.
D. Quality Assessment
To ensure methodological soundness, each article

underwent a quality appraisal process using a simplified
version of the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
checklist. Articles were evaluated based on the following
criteria:

1. Clarity of research objectives;

2. Appropriateness of research design;

3. Transparency in data collection and analysis;

4. Relevance to vocational education leadership;

5. Strength of findings and implications.

Only articles scoring 4 out of 5 or higher were retained for
final synthesis. This assessment ensured that the review
incorporated only credible and methodologically robust
studies [7].

E. Data Extraction

A total of 200 articles were initially retrieved from Google
Scholar. After screening titles and abstracts, 20 articles were
selected for full-text review. Based on the inclusion criteria
and quality assessment, 10 articles were finalized for analysis.
These articles were then examined using thematic analysis to
identify commonalities and differences across studies. Three
central themes were developed through this synthesis:

1. The structure of school organization;

2. The strategic role of the school principal;

3. Challenges in implementing leadership in vocational
settings.

This analytical approach allowed for a coherent
categorization of findings and a more nuanced understanding
of the multifaceted nature of vocational school leadership.

F. PRISMA Flow Diagram

The article selection process followed the PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses)
framework. The diagram below illustrates the selection flow
from identification to final inclusion:
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Fig. 1 PRISMA flow diagram of the literature selection process.
After the full-text assessment of 20 selected articles, 10
articles were excluded based on predetermined criteria. The
reasons for exclusion were categorized into three main types:
1. Reason 1: Irrelevance to Vocational Leadership
Context (n = 4) These articles did not specifically
address the leadership roles of school principals
within the vocational education sector (SMK).
Instead, they focused on general educational
leadership or primary/secondary non-vocational
institutions, which did not align with the scope of this
stud

2. Reason 2: Methodological Limitations (n = 3)
Several studies were excluded due to inadequate
research design or lack of methodological clarity.
These included articles without clear research

questions, insufficient data analysis, or non-
systematic literature reviews that did not meet the
quality threshold.

3. Reason 3: Low Contextual Relevance (n = 3)

Some articles, although thematically relevant, were
excluded because their findings were not applicable
to the Indonesian vocational education context. For
instance, studies that examined leadership in highly
resourced international settings without accounting
for the challenges in developing vocational school
systems were deemed not transferable.

These exclusion criteria ensured that only high-quality and
contextually relevant studies were included in the final
synthesis, thereby strengthening the validity and applicability
of the findings to the Indonesian SMK leadership landscape.

III. RESULT AND DISCUSSION

The leadership of school principals in the context of
vocational education plays a central role in determining the
quality of management and the achievement of institutional
goals. Vocational High Schools (SMK) as vocational
education institutions require leadership that is responsive to
changing times, technology, and the needs of the industrial
world. According to [9], Principals in vocational schools are

required to have strong managerial skills, visionary leadership,
and collaborative strategies that are adaptive to the vocational
context. In this situation, teachers and educators also play the
role of the main implementer of the policies passed down
from the principal, making the leadership system more
structured and directed [10]. Thus, the principal does not just
act as an administrator, but as an agent of change that shapes
the work culture, professionalism, and character development
of students based on technical skills.

Ten selected articles that met the inclusion criteria were
analyzed thematically to identify patterns and gaps in the
literature of substance to the topic of vocational education
leadership. The seven journals generally explore three main
domains: the organizational structure of vocational schools,
the strategic role of principals, and the challenges in effective
leadership implementation. Most studies agree that the success
of principals in managing vocational institutions is strongly
influenced by the integration between individual capacity,
institutional support, and a dynamic external environment [11].
The challenge of the inequality between industrial needs and
the readiness of education units is also highlighted in several
findings. Table 1 summarizes the summary of the seven
journals reviewed, including author information, year of
publication, focus of main findings, and contribution to
strengthening school leadership practices in vocational
education environments.

TABLEI
RESEARCH RESULTS ON SYSTEMATIC ANALYSIS OF SCHOOL LEADERSHIP
Author(s) Main Focus Contribution
and Year

Miftah Implementation of Highlights the

(2024) transformational importance of proactive
leadership and its impact | and inclusive leadership
on student achievement to improve learning
[12] outcomes

Nasrulloh Visionary leadership Emphasizes

(2022) involving four roles: multidimensional
director, coach, agent of | leadership roles in SMK
change, spokesperson strategic management
[13]

Irmayani & | Role of principals as [lustrates comprehensive

Munandar educators, leaders, leadership functions in

(2020) supervisors, and character education and
motivators [14] academic supervision

Istikomah Democratic leadership in | Demonstrates the value

(2019) school governance [15] of participatory decision-

making in school
leadership

Maryodona | Statistical impact of Shows measurable

(2021) principal leadership on impact of leadership style
teacher performance [16] | on teacher productivity

Dewi Factors influencing Identifies how leadership

(2019) teacher performance: behavior shapes teacher
motivation, discipline, performance metrics
time management [17]

Rodhiyana Assessment of Reveals variation in
leadership quality across | leadership capacity and
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(2024) vocational schools in its effect on school
Eastern Aceh [4] management quality

Suhaedin Principal’s role in Highlights the need for

(2024) managing student integrated management
services, resources, and and leadership
motivation [18] competence

Harahap Influence of leadership Reinforces the synergy

(2023) and organizational between leadership
culture on teacher behavior and institutional
performance [19] culture

Jamil Examine and describe Teacher professional

(2024) the role of school development through
leadership in enhancing holistic, data-driven
teacher professionalism strategic planning and the
at SMKN Taman Fajar sustainable integration of
(Taman Fajar structured competency
Vocational High School) | programs.
[20]

A synthesis of the reviewed literature identifies three
interrelated domains in vocational school leadership:
organizational structuring, strategic leadership roles, and
implementation challenges. The role of the principal extends
beyond administrative duties, encompassing functions as a
change agent, instructional leader, and organizational
strategist [12]-[14]. This expanded role necessitates the ability
to coordinate institutional resources, foster collaboration, and
align educational objectives with external demands.

Effective organizational structures are characterized by
shared leadership, transparent governance, and distributed
responsibilities. Empirical evidence suggests that schools with
participatory  decision-making frameworks demonstrate
greater adaptability and improved institutional performance
[13]-[15]. Such structures empower principals to facilitate
pedagogical innovation and streamline administrative
processes while encouraging teacher involvement in school
development efforts.

In terms of strategic leadership, transformational and
situational models emerge as dominant approaches across
studies. These models are consistently linked to enhanced
teacher professionalism, improved student outcomes, and a
more cohesive school culture [12], [16], [19]. Principals are
required to integrate visionary leadership with practical skills
in human resource management, data-driven planning, and
professional development support [17], [18]. The dual role of
instructional supervision and organizational leadership is
considered essential for fostering a learning environment that
is responsive to industrial and technological shifts.

Nevertheless, leadership implementation is  often
constrained by contextual limitations. Several studies
highlight disparities in infrastructure, the misalignment of
curricula with industry needs, and limited stakeholder
participation as persistent barriers [4], [20]. These challenges
underscore the importance of equipping school leaders with
adaptive capacities and collaborative competencies. Effective
leadership in vocational schools requires systemic support,
including partnerships with industries, engagement with local
government bodies, and inclusive community involvement.

The synthesis of these findings indicates a pressing need for
policy reforms and leadership development programs tailored

to the vocational education context. Future initiatives should
emphasize the integration of holistic leadership frameworks,
localized best practices, and continuous professional training.
Empowering principals with strategic, interpersonal, and
analytical competencies is imperative for ensuring the
relevance and quality of vocational education in an evolving
industrial landscape [11], [12], [18].

IV. CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

Based on a systematic analysis of recent literature, it is
evident that school principal leadership in vocational
education plays a critical role in improving institutional
management and aligning educational goals with industrial
demands. Leadership effectiveness is largely influenced by the
principal’s capacity to combine a visionary perspective with
both transformational and situational leadership styles,
fostering an adaptive, collaborative, and innovation-oriented
school culture. Principals who effectively manage resources,
establish strong communication networks, and cultivate a
professional teaching environment significantly enhance
student achievement and institutional relevance. However, the
implementation of such leadership practices is often hindered
by contextual limitations, including inadequate infrastructure,
limited stakeholder involvement, and misalignment between
vocational curricula and industry requirements. These
challenges highlight the need for a more adaptive and context-
sensitive leadership framework tailored to the unique demands
of vocational education.

To effectively overcome these challenges, vocational
school leaders should receive comprehensive leadership
development that integrates strategic planning, data-informed
decision-making, and multi-stakeholder collaboration. Such
programs must extend beyond managerial skills to include
instructional leadership, human resource management, and
adaptive capacities for navigating technological advancements
and policy shifts. It is essential for policymakers to formulate
and institutionalize leadership initiatives that are specifically
designed for vocational education contexts and aligned with
national workforce strategies and regional industry demands.
In parallel, higher education institutions should embed
leadership competency development within postgraduate
curricula, particularly in programs preparing vocational
educators, to cultivate future leaders capable of operating in
dynamic and resource-constrained environments. Additionally,
further research is needed to examine the potential of
emerging leadership models—such as digital leadership and
distributed leadership—in enhancing governance and
responsiveness in vocational schools, especially amid the
transformative shifts associated with Education 5.0 and post-
pandemic challenges. With these strategic, evidence-based
interventions, the leadership capacity of vocational school
principals can be significantly strengthened, thereby ensuring
the system’s continued adaptability, quality, and contribution
to national development.
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