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Cognitive Crisis, Learning Characteristics, and
Transformation Paths of Principals' Learning in
the Digital-Intelligent Era

DENG Rui & ZHI Tingjin

(Faculty of Education, East China Normal University, Shanghai 200062, China )

Abstract: Digital-intelligent technologies are profoundly reshaping the educational ecosystem,

placing systemic transformation demands on principals’ cognition and learning approaches. Grounded

in transformative learning theory and incorporating a critical perspective on technology, this study

tracks the offline professional development process of 32 high school backbone principals to analyze the

characteristics, challenges, and underlying causes of principal learning in the digital-intelligent era.

The findings reveal that principal learning in this context is a spiral upward process of "cognitive

disorientation — critical reflection — meaning reconstruction — action transformation,” which

necessitates the dissolution of experiential authority and the reconstruction of cognitive frameworks.

Principal learning faces challenges such as discursive transplantation, solidified experience, the

"experience cocoon,” the myth of technology, authority monopoly and pseudo-consensus, and lack of

embodiment. These challenges stem from individual cognitive inertia, organizational cultural inertia,

misaligned institutional incentives, and technological environmental constraints. Promoting the

transformation of principal learning requires multi-stakeholder collaboration: innovating institutions to

build a supportive ecosystem for cognitive reconstruction, reforming training to trigger principals’

learning journeys in accordance with cognitive laws, and enhancing subjective consciousness to

establish a cyclic mechanism for cognitive iteration.

Key words: digital-intelligent era; principals'learning; cognitive reconstruction; action

transformation
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