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Introduction 

The post-1994 South African government has invested great hope in education as a basis for 

broader societal transformation (see Harley, Barasa, Bertram, Mattson, and Pillay, 2000; 

Harber, 2001; Taylor, Muller, and Vinjevold, 2003; Chisholm, 2004). The government’s 

investment in education has tripled since the end of apartheid
1
. At 6.6% of the country's 

GDP and 17.7% of total government spending, the country's education spending rate is high 

by international standards (SAInfo, 2007). The government has instigated wide-ranging 

initiatives to transform education from its apartheid past including improved access to 

education; efforts to reinstate a culture of teaching and learning in schools; a new, more 

equitable basis for school finance including an index of need and efforts to rationalize and 

redeploy staff; and, wide-ranging curriculum reform including the introduction of outcomes 

based education. However, despite years of reform effort, South Africa continues to lag 

behind in international comparisons and has failed to significantly raise the performance of 

historically disadvantaged learners (Taylor et al, 2003; Soudien, 2007). For some 

commentators the problem lies in the legacy of apartheid including deeply entrenched class 

and race relations (Soudien, 2007; Chisholm et al, 2004). For others it lies in the 

contradictory nature of post-apartheid policy torn as it is between social democratic goals of 

redistribution on the one hand and neo-liberal tendencies on the other (Harber, 2001; Tikly, 

2003). In his own typically candid assessment, Jansen (2001; 2002; 2005) has identified a 

lack of the ‘essentials’ by which he means suitably qualified and motivated  teachers, 

appropriate textbooks (and other learning materials) and time on task.  

 

A factor that has consistently been identified in the international literature over the last 

quarter century at least as being critical for managing change and raising the achievement of 

learners is that of effective leadership. This is true in both high (see for example, Weber, 

1971; Edmonds, 1979; Purkey and Smith, 1983; Mortimore, Sammons, Stoll, Lewis, & Ecob, ., 

1988; Sammons, Hillman, & Mortimore, 1995 and Fink, 2000) and low (see Lockheed and 

Levin, 1993; Heneveld, 1994; Heneveld and Craig, 1996; Velez, Schiefelbein, & Valenzuela 

1993) income settings. Perhaps surprisingly, this has received only limited attention to date 

from researchers interested in South African education (see Christie, 2001; Calitz, 2002; 

Lumby, 2003; Coleman, 2003, Prew, 2007, for example) and there is a shortage of evidence 

about what constitutes effective leadership particularly in the most disadvantaged and 

difficult delivery contexts. The aim of this paper is to contribute to an understanding of 

effective leadership through a focus on historically disadvantaged township and rural 

schools in South Africa during times of turbulent change. The paper draws on the results of 

original case study research in thirteen schools in Kwa-Zulu Natal province. 

 

In designing our study we have focused on disadvantaged schools that are doing relatively 

well in raising achievement. It should be pointed out that whilst we agree with the wider 
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evidence concerning the central role of effective leadership in successful schools, we are not 

suggesting that the leadership is solely responsible for this success. Postulating such a causal 

relationship would be to over-simplify a complex situation and it is more likely that the 

reasons behind the successes of the schools are in fact multi-dimensional. We are 

nonetheless interested in the role that leaders play in these contexts and how leadership 

interacts with wider contextual and other factors to facilitate positive change. In drawing 

attention to leadership practices in more successful township and rural schools we also hope 

to balance the generally negative view of such schools and to point to some of the successes 

of leaders, educators and school communities. We also hope to provide examples of 

practices that school leaders and policy makers engaged in similarly challenging contexts 

may find relevant for informing their work. 

 

The paper will begin with an overview of our theoretical framework and in particular what 

we understand by ‘effective leadership’ in the South African context and our methodology. 

The paper will then provide an overview of the macro and micro contexts facing the case 

study schools as a basis for setting out the key characteristics for effective leadership in 

subsequent sections. The characteristics will be illustrated with a selection of vignettes and 

quotes from respondents in the case study schools. In conclusion the paper will summarise 

our main findings and identify areas for further research. The main argument advanced in 

the paper is that whilst effective leadership is to a large extent contingent on context it is 

possible to identify key dimensions of leadership that are relevant to township and rural 

schools.  

 

 

Understanding Effective Leadership in the South African Context 

The aim of this section is to locate our own study within the international literature on 

effective leadership. The concept of effective leadership is often associated with the school 

effectiveness tradition. Within this tradition, ‘effectiveness’ has often been defined in 

relation to a quantifiable measure of outcomes such as exam results. Such an approach has 

been criticized for not taking sufficient account of other potential outcomes that are 

reflected in education policy including HIV/AIDS awareness, the skills and attitudes required 

to combat HIV/AIDS, to alleviate poverty, to support sustainable development, to create 

‘good citizenship’ or a more equitable and socially just society (see also Morley and Rasool, 

1999). Whilst we acknowledge these critiques it is also the case that these outcomes are 

hard to assess and in the absence of relevant data we used improvement in academic 

achievement along with the perceptions of the ability of schools to manage complex change 

as key criteria for identifying ‘effective’ schools as a starting point. Having made our initial 

selection using these standard criteria, however, we also chose to problematise the idea of 

effective leadership as a research theme in itself. Our results reveal that for many 

respondents whilst traditional measures of academic achievement were important, so were 

a range of other outcomes.  

 

This relates to a second major criticism of the concept of effective leadership in that there is 

a danger that criteria that are considered to be effective in certain contexts (usually western 

industrialised contexts) are then taken to be universal.  Existing studies have identified a 

range of factors associated with effective leadership (see for example, Schreens and Bosker, 

1997; Sergiovanni, 2005; Leithwood et al, 1999; Russel, 2003; Fullan, 2003; Day et al, 2000).  

Recent studies of school quality in South and East Africa have added to our understanding of 

these factors (see Yu, 2007). These studies have been important for shaping our own initial 

conceptions. Mulford (2003), however, has argued that whilst there may be universal 

characteristics in relation to what constitutes effective leadership and indeed effective 
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education, these need to be questioned rather than assumed. The need to develop a 

contextualised understanding of leadership practices in Africa and elsewhere is shared by 

other authors (Crossley et al, 2005; Oduro, 2006; Riley, 2000; Horner, 2003; Riley and 

Macbeath, 2003). Understandings need to be seen, interpreted and possibly amended in the 

light of local values, perceptions and realities and there is a need to engage with local goals 

of education and leadership ‘which relate to the specific needs of children who live in 

distinct communities and which may vary from school to school’ (Townsend,1994: 105).  

Recognizing variation in local priorities and needs lends support to the view that effective 

leadership styles are contingent on context, i.e.  ‘… there is no one package for school 

leadership: no one model to be learned and applied, regardless of culture and context’. We 

aim to provide evidence to inform this debate through providing a contextualised 

understanding of effective leadership in largely contrasting locations in South Africa. 

 

The existence of a degree of flexibility about what constitutes effective leadership is widely 

recognized in times of complex change (Fullan, 2003). It also draws attention to the 

contested nature of the term as it is caught between various interpretations on the part of 

different stakeholders with differing interests in the outcomes of the leadership process. 

Such a view is particularly important in the South African context given the legacy of 

apartheid education policy and of the struggles to end authoritarian and often dehumanizing 

forms of leadership which was premised on the creation of separate education systems with 

separate values, purposes and styles of leadership. For these reasons, rather than seeking to 

promote one overarching model of ‘effective leadership’ we more modestly identify a set of 

dimensions against which the specific nature of effective leadership in different contexts can 

be evaluated and to set these within a larger context of the on-going transformation of the 

education system from highly unequal and racially based systems under apartheid past to a 

non-racial, democratic and more equitable one.  

 

For the reasons mentioned above the team were keen to adopt a grounded theory approach 

and to allow as far as possible the various dimensions of effective leadership to emerge from 

the data itself (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Strauss (1970) acknowledges that grounded 

theory can be used to extend existing theory. In this respect we did not approach the 

research with a completely blank slate. We were also guided by ideas from the international 

literature and it is important to make explicit what these were. The first of these concerns 

the evidence concerning the often distributed nature of effective leadership in many 

contexts, i.e. that ‘leadership in schools and colleges is not confined to head teachers and 

may be assumed by or dispersed to others including deputy heads, team leaders, curriculum 

leaders and class teachers’ (Coleman, 1994: 61). Furthermore, leadership may be exercised 

by those with formal positions of authority and less formally by individuals at any level or 

position within the school (Fink, 2000 and Ngcobo, 2005) or surrounding community that 

have specific expertise (for example technical or cultural expertise) or hold different kinds of 

power (for example, a member of the governing body who enjoys high regard within the 

community).  

 

Secondly, it is often argued that effective leadership for change relates to transformational 

capacity (see, for example, Coleman, 2003, Day, et al, 2000 and Latchem and Hanna, 2001) 

and to the ability of leaders to motivate their fellow professionals by transforming ‘self 

interest into the interest of the group through concern for a broader goal’ (Rosener, 1990: 

20, see also, Burns, 1978; Sergiovanni, 2005). However, whilst the evidence concerning the 

links between transformational leadership styles and effective leadership is strong in high 

income, western contexts there is more limited evidence concerning the relevance of 

transformational styles for effective leadership in historically disadvantaged and culturally 
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diverse settings such as those represented by township and rural schools  (see, for example, 

Boardman, 2001 and Parshiardis, 2001).  Understanding the contingency of transformational 

and transactional styles and the relationship between them therefore became a central 

concern for us. 

 

Much of the existing literature is framed by formal structural assumptions about the nature 

of leadership (see for instance Coleman, 2003; Calitz, 2002). More recent research, however, 

has highlighted the importance of informal inputs for school leadership effectiveness 

including the role of sometimes conflicting values and the cultural dimension (see, for 

example, Boardman, 2001, Day,  Harris, Hadfield,  Tolley, Beresford, 2000 and Leithwood,  

Jantzi, and Steinbach, 1999).  This relates to our view of the historically contested nature of 

leadership in the South African context. In line with this, a guiding hypothesis in this study 

was that leadership effectiveness depends to a significant degree on the extent to which 

‘leadership’ is able to achieve congruence between differing stakeholder values. This lays 

emphasis on the role of leaders in seeking to understand, negotiate and influence 

stakeholder values in relation to changing internal and external needs. 

 

The values that leaders of township and rural schools must engage with in South Africa are 

unique and need to be understood at various levels. Leaders must learn to manage across 

the boundaries and to deal with the new values emanating from national and provincial 

policy that may or may not clash with the values of teachers, parents and pupils. For 

example, the introduction of outcomes based education (OBE) and the abolition of corporal 

punishment and measures to ensure gender equity and redress in national policy need to be 

implemented against a backdrop of the quite traditional values that continue to be held by 

some teachers and parents as a consequence of their own past experiences and the legacy 

of apartheid education policy. The question of values in educational leadership is also 

related to differing political traditions and realities in the townships. During the 

transformation period schools became virtual battlegrounds and sites of struggle over these 

values which included differing conceptions about what education was for. Political 

structures in the township continue to exert an influence over the values of schools, as will 

be discussed below.  

 

Conflicting political traditions in the townships are linked in complex and fluid ways to ethnic 

identities and values. Leaders also need to be aware of the influence of cultural norms and 

values in the community within which a school is situated. However, rather than see these 

as relatively fixed over time as some commentators do we see identities and values as in a 

constant state of flux.  Thus, for example, whereas some authors (see Foskett and Lumby, 

2003, for example) have suggested that traditional African culture is premised on respect for 

elders rather than on so-called democratic principles and on quite conservative views about 

gender roles we found both of these assumptions to be problematic in relation to our case 

study schools. Rather, we prefer a view of culture as being more hybrid than traditional 

management theory makes allowances for, prone to change and contestation about how it 

ought to be interpreted between young and old, men and women, rich and poor. The 

‘reality’ that we encountered was one in which ‘traditional’ values increasingly compete with 

outside influences. In South Africa this is compounded by migratory labour which finds rural 

values continually enmeshing with the urban. Rather than deal with a uniform set of values, 

this means leaders must deal with sometimes quite differing sub-cultures and values held by 

different groups within the local community and the school that constitute something of a 

‘moving target’. 
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Such a view also serves to underline the central role of human relationships in leadership 

and change management. This is because managing change often requires helping people to 

overcome barriers to change and this requires emotional intelligence and the fostering of 

meaningful relationships (Fullan, 2003). The emphasis on values also draws attention to the 

processes by which leaders get involved in order to influence values as much as the 

individual attributes possessed by leaders (Day et al, 2000; MacBeath, Moos, and Forrest 

(1998);  Fullan, 2003; Foskett and Lumby, 2003). Day et al’s model was particularly influential 

on the team. In this model of effective leadership leaders align their values and vision with 

that of others; they demonstrate integrity and ‘walk the talk’; they are suitably responsive to 

outside change; and, they promote the continuing professional development of staff 

(including themselves) through teamwork, collaborative management, the provision of 

continuing professional development and critical reflection. 

 

Taken together the above considerations formed  a conceptual backdrop against which we 

conducted the research. To some extent our findings reaffirmed those of other studies. In 

other respects, however our findings extended and even challenged existing views.  

 

The study  

Consistent with our concern to investigate the underlying processes of leadership and to 

embed our understanding within an appreciation of the different contexts, we adopted a 

qualitative case study methodology. As suggested by Yin (2003: 13), a case study is an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, 

‘especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’. 

A virtue of a case study approach from the point of view of the study is that it allows for 

multi-perspective analyses. ‘This means that the researcher considers not just the voice and 

perspective of the actors, but also of the relevant groups of actors and the interaction 

between them’ (Tellis, 1997).  

 

Schools were purposively chosen using academic performance and ability to manage change 

as key criteria although other factors were taken into account. Good performance in 

national matriculation examinations formed the basis for the selection of secondary schools. 

Schools identified using this criterion were then subjected to perceptions by regional 

officials (subject advisors) regarding the schools’ ability to manage change in general and to 

implement the new outcomes based education (OBE) in particular. These perceptions were 

particularly important in selecting primary schools for the sample since the South African 

education system does not provide for nationally determined external assessments at this 

level. Claims by the subject advisors were that those schools that were coping with the 

implementation of this complex curriculum were also coping well with the management of 

other changes. The view was that the subject advisors’ experiences with the schools brought 

an element of objectivity in the selection of schools at this level.  

 

Convenience sampling was also used in selecting schools. For example, schools were 

selected in districts where the team had well established contacts who could report on the 

performance of the schools in relation to the selection criteria. The bias towards secondary 

schools reflects the greater accessibility and reliability of learner outcome data at the 

secondary level whilst the bias towards urban schools reflected the greater ease with which 

these schools could be accessed by the team. The bias was not inconsistent with project 

aims however, insofar as there is some evidence that township schools as a whole under-

perform compared to their rural counterparts, and that this is related to the historical legacy 

of the breakdown of teaching and learning in townships during the last years of apartheid 

and with the subsequent legacy of politically motivated violence (Christie, 1997). 
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In focusing on township and rural schools serving the African community we wanted to 

broadly reflect the demographic realities of the province in that most children attend these 

kinds of schools. We also hoped to address a major gap in the literature. We were, however, 

also acutely aware that township and rural schools operate within a larger unified system 

and so the sample also included one former Indian and one former Coloured school along 

with two formerly white schools all of which are now desegregated. However, these schools 

acted as a point of comparison with the historically African township and rural schools 

rather than as a key focus for the research itself
2
. 

  

 

 

 

 

Table one: Sample composition  

 

 

Rural schools   Township schools Suburban schools 

 TOTAL 

        

 

03   06   04     13  

 

 

African      Historically White Historically Indian Historically Colored  TOTAL 

 

 

09  02   01   01  13 

 

 

 Primary schools  Secondary schools Combined schools TOTAL 

 

 

  04   07   02  13 

 

 

Each case study school was visited once over a period of two days
3
. All the Principals and 

deputy Principals in the sample schools were individually interviewed along with two HODs 

in each school.  The sample of HODs was biased towards those who had been teaching at 

the school for a longer period of time and had therefore witnessed more changes than 

members of staff. Data from teachers, parents and pupils were gathered in focus groups of 

5-6 participants in each group. The pupil focus groups comprised learners perceived to be 

‘influential’ members of the schools’ student bodies. In secondary schools this meant 

Learner Representative Councils (LRCS) membership while it included class prefects in 

primary schools. Learners from different levels of schooling/ study were chosen to get a 

spread of ages/ abilities. The sample of teachers was more opportunistic in each school 

although as was the case with the other categories of respondents, a gender balance was 

purposefully sought.  

 

Questions covered in the interviews/ focus groups were concerned with the respondents’ 

understanding and perceptions of the context of the school; the role of leaders in the school 
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community including their own role; recent changes that leaders have had to deal with; the 

strategies that leaders used to deal with changes; and, perceptions of the dimensions of 

effective leadership. The semi-structured format allowed for prompts to be used to probe 

issues more deeply where this was felt necessary and to take account of and to pursue 

themes and issues raised by the respondents themselves. In addition to the interviews, 

contextual data relating to each school was also gathered. This included basic information 

statistics including numbers of learners, class sizes, teacher pupils ratios etc.; photographs of 

the schools and surrounding area; documents such as the schools’ management structures 

and policies; and unstructured observations of the schools’ culture and climate. 

Triangulation between data sources was an important way of ensuring the trustworthiness 

of findings
4
. 

 

As mentioned, data analysis was informed by a grounded theory approach
5
. That is to say 

that analysis was conducted through a process in which findings were ‘inductively generated 

from robust data patterns’ (Haig, 2001: 2). This meant focusing on identifying what the 

participants valued and felt was important and for which they were so committed that they 

would allocate additional effort and time in each of the sample schools. This involved the: 

 

• location of patterns and themes; 

• checking of themes against observed actions; and 

• articulation of assumptions viewed as underlying leadership in these schools. 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990) 

 

The results of the thematic analysis are presented below. They are preceded however with 

an overview of the contexts of leadership and change across the case study schools. 

  

The contexts of change in the case study schools 

This section reports on the macro context (national policy initiatives) and provides a 

summary of the various micro (institutional and local) contexts of change. The aim is to 

provide a necessary background for considering effective leadership in the next section. A 

more detailed account of these contexts is provided in Tikly and Ngcobo (forthcoming) and 

so only the key issues will be addressed here. Turning first to the macro picture, some 

indication of the broader policy environment affecting schools has been given above. Among 

the large number of initiatives and changes that the schools in our sample typically had to 

deal with during the course of the study were the following: 

 

� The devolution of enrolment responsibility to schools within the terms of the South 

African Schools Act (1996); 

� The implementation of Outcomes Based Education (OBE); 

� The rationalisation and redeployment of staff;  

� The abolition of corporal punishment;  

� The introduction of ICTs into schools;  

� The introduction of the Integrated Quality Measurement System (IQMS); 

� In the case of the historically advantaged school, the admittance of increasing 

numbers of Black learners. 

 

Together these changes represent a turbulent change environment (Fullan, 2003). Neither 

have the above changes had the desired effect at the desired rate (Jansen, 2001). They have 

not, for example, brought back the so-called ‘culture of learning and teaching’ in township 

and rural schools (Department of Education, 1996; Christie, 2001). Rather, they have 

contributed to what Welton (2001) has described as innovation overload.  
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Turning now to the micro context of change, there was considerable variation in the quality 

of education on offer in the case study schools. Space does not allow for a comprehensive 

account although the situation in many township and rural schools has been described 

elsewhere (Christie, 2001; Jansen, 2001 etc.). There was considerable variation in the 

qualifications of the teaching staff particularly between the historically advantaged and 

disadvantaged schools in the sample. Many of the township and rural schools had a large 

significant number of under-qualified staff. Principals in these schools also had to deal with 

the legacy of the breakdown of teaching and learning that took place from the mid 1970s to 

the early 1990s and continued to result in sometimes poor teacher and pupil attendance and 

punctuality. Stark contrasts were also evident in the provision of materials and buildings. The 

historically White schools in the sample were generally well endowed with the learning 

materials and equipment and benefited from excellent sports facilities.  

 

Although, like the historically advantaged schools, some of the township and rural schools 

had been successful in mobilising additional resources to purchase equipment (including 

science and ICT equipment) and learning materials the situation was uneven. Many of the 

township and rural schools continued to suffer from a sometimes acute shortage of 

textbooks and other learning materials. Similarly, although many of the successful Principals 

had invested a lot of time and resource in trying to improve the environment of the school, 

many of the school buildings and grounds, particularly in the townships were dilapidated and 

in need of repair with holes in the ceilings and wall. There was a lack of recreational and 

sports facilities and the sanitary facilities on offer were often in a poor state and barely 

adequate to meet demand. Furniture and equipment such as photocopiers were often 

broken or vandalised. Many of the schools were overcrowded with numbers well in excess of 

the recommended learner-educator ratios. Given that this was the situation in many of the 

relatively successful township and rural schools one can only imagine what the situation 

might have been like elsewhere. Summing up the situation when he first took up his post one 

of the Principals of a township secondary school provided the following poignant description 

of what he had found: 

 

There were no fences; no doors; no windows; sheets of roof were 

missing. It was, you know, like [an] abandoned building with people 

inside; no resources. That was the scenario that we were facing….you 

couldn’t see the school from the road; you couldn’t park here because 

eh… the grass was so high; no fences; no gates; no water and then 

criminals eh…started walking in and out of the school whenever they 

liked. So there came a stage when the last principal was run out of the 

school; they had an acting person here and everything was stuck, 

everybody would come to school from half past seven until half pass 

nine; and they would leave from ten o’ clock to eleven. I went outside 

and there were no students and a little later I said, “Let me check the 

staff room.” I went to the staff room there were no staff.  

 

The majority of schools in our sample also had to deal with factors relating to a challenging 

external environment. The rural schools for instance tended to have larger catchment areas 

which posed particular difficulties not only for pupils and family members to access the 

schools but also for school leaders to go out and meet with the community. The education 

levels of parents in rural areas was often below that of township residents and engaging 

with parents involved overcoming barriers of illiteracy. Rural schools were also sometimes 

caught up in political processes and change specific to these areas. For example, although 
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they had been either farm  or community schools originally, they were now all government 

owned schools. Nonetheless, they were often obliged to maintain some kind of relationship 

with the farmer on whose land the school was situated. A further characteristic of these 

schools was that pupils attending them had more limited choices available to them. This 

affected the capacity of these schools to be selective in their intake as was the case with 

some of the township schools where the beginnings of a quasi-market in education was 

more visible, i.e. there was beginning to emerge a greater ‘landscape of choice’ for parents 

and pupils both with the township and beyond (see Tikly and Mabogoane, 1995; Woolman 

and Fleish, 2006 for a discussion of marketisation in the South African context).  

 

Even within the township settings there were huge variations in context. Some of these 

differences relate to the socio-economic and demographic profile of the local school 

communities. Some for instance served long-established township locations whereas others 

drew the majority of students from informal settlements that were created in some 

instances as a consequence of people fleeing political violence in other areas. In one 

instance, the Deputy Principal of a township school reported that whenever it rained many 

dwelling places would literally be washed away. In both the urban and rural areas, the 

incidence of unemployment was rampant with only limited job opportunities available in the 

vicinity of the schools. A sense of hopelessness led many youngsters including some of our 

interviewees to take drugs including dagga (marijuana) and mandrax. The drug culture also 

invaded many of the schools: 

 

I would say all around there’s a problem with drugs so you would find 

that students are smoking dagga and cigarettes (HOD, township 

secondary school) 

 

Despite all of the problems associated with the local environment, pupils from these and 

more established areas came to school wearing uniforms that however old always appeared 

in pristine condition. For many parents and pupils caught up in these situations it was clear 

that school provided a way out of the township and to a better life. 

 

The existence of extreme poverty and of a fluid population including large numbers of recent 

incomers impacted on crime and violence. The level of crime, although generally high, varied 

between case study schools. The implication was that although all had to make security of 

the school a priority, this was more easy to manage in some contexts than in others. In one 

school, thieves serially broke through the roof (a seemingly favoured route in for thieves in 

township schools) and had even managed to penetrate the school’s strong room. As a 

consequence the school had to keep valuable items including the photocopier in the district 

office. Other schools invested significant resources in putting up fences and hiring 

community members as security guards as well as a range of other innovative practices (see 

below).  

 

Violence impinged on the day to day realities of the schools. In one school, a boy was 

stabbed to death in the playground a few days before our visit and we were invited to 

attend the boy’s funeral in the local church. This experience underscored for us the 

importance of religious beliefs and practices in maintaining social cohesion within the school 

community in this case through providing an outlet for collective grief and an opportunity to 

celebrate the achievements of the dead boy who had been a high achiever at school in 

another institutional setting. Other aspects of the grim realities of township life included 

incidences of rape and sexual abuse. Some of the schools also reported high levels of 

teenage pregnancy.  
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HIV/AIDS also hung like a dark and menacing cloud around the communities. Nearly 

everyone had to some extent been touched by an AIDS related death and we sometimes 

came across instances where teachers had recently died of the disease. It was, however, 

difficult to elicit information about the impact of HIV/AIDS on school life and there is scope 

for further qualitative research into this important area. 

 

The local political context was also significant for two reasons.  Firstly, local political 

structures played a role in supporting the schools although this took different forms (see 

below). Secondly, the schools were often caught up in politically motivated violence. In one 

school for instance, some teachers were deterred from teaching there because they had 

different political affiliations to many members of the local school community. One primary 

case study school was located near to a hostel for migrant workers in a township who were 

mainly Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) supporters whereas the residents were ANC supporters. 

The hostel had been a focus for violent confrontations between ANC and IFP supporters 

during the 1980s and 1990s which over-spilled into the school and caused the school to 

temporarily close because of the danger posed to the children although by the end of the 

period of study much of the politically motivated violence had thankfully abated. 

 

Key Dimensions of effective leadership 

In this section we report on the findings of our study concerning the key dimensions of 

effective leadership. The dimensions can be seen as a comparative framework against which 

similarities as well as differences in leadership approaches between case study schools can 

be assessed. Some overarching comments relating to leadership effectiveness in the 

different contexts will be made in the conclusion. 

 

The structural dimension: formal versus distributed leadership 

The first dimension to be considered concerns the way that leadership was structured in the 

schools and the role of the principal. In general, leadership in the schools fell somewhere 

along a continuum between a formal structure and a more distributed approach in which 

leadership was dispersed through formal as well as informal means to other members of the 

school community. Starting with the role of the principal, however, in all cases the role of 

the principal was pivotal to the change process. In some instances they had been 

instrumental in establishing the school in its current form. In one rural primary school, for 

example, the Principal had been instrumental in persuading the local farmer to allow for a 

new school building on his land. In a township school the acting Principal had been involved 

from the inception of the school which was established by a religious trust. Significantly the 

Principals in the township and rural schools were associated with having taken a lead in 

restoring a culture of teaching and learning amongst staff and pupils: 

 

Since Mr. N [the Principal] came in our school we have really improved a 

lot because the learners were carrying weapons, daggas  eh… mandrax; 

you know anything that you can mention … He just asks you to leave any 

bad behaviour outside the gates and come in the school as a student 

…(learners in a township secondary school). 

 

Given the nature of the macro and micro contexts of the schools this was a monumental 

task. Examples of strategies that the Principals used are given in the sections below. 

Sometimes they involved working in partnership with external agencies including local 

political and religious structures to restore order. In other instances they involved working 

with communities and even the local farmer (in the case of one rural school) to secure the 



 11 

school from local criminals. In all cases the Principals focused on the ‘basics’ including staff 

and student discipline and punctuality and the provision of necessary resources.  

 

As noted, distributed leadership is increasingly seen as a feature of effective leadership 

within the international literature. In the schools in our sample this took a number of forms 

although it often tended to be understood implicitly rather than explicitly (That is to say, 

when asked about school leadership, most respondents immediately assumed that we were 

interested in the Principal’s role and it was only on further probing that the nature and 

extent of distributed leadership became apparent). In keeping with existing models, 

leadership was typically dispersed not only to deputy heads, heads of department and class 

teachers but also to pupils, parents and members of the wider community. This happened 

both as an aspect of formal school processes and of less formal relationships, networks and 

embedded cultural norms.  

 

In terms of the formal aspects, all of the secondary schools in the sample had established 

senior management teams. In the case of the township and rural schools in the sample, 

these had sometimes been only recently established. The opportunities that the SMTs 

provided for distributing leadership and management responsibilities were appreciated by 

the Principals:  

 

And the introduction of the SMTs has allowed us to make progress 

because we work together. Management is no longer done by myself 

alone, we do it as a team. We plan, so that when we see there is a 

problem we just approach it head on, we don’t allow time or space for 

anything to fester we just deal with the problem straight (Principal, 

township secondary school). 

 

Departmental teams were also considered important for similar reasons. Another formal 

means of distributing leadership was through delegation. In two of the township schools, for 

instance, responsibility for budgeting was delegated by the Principal to a deputy who had 

skills in this area and had been specifically appointed for this reason. The complex task of 

timetabling was also often delegated in the schools. The finding is significant because these 

specific kinds of administrative skills are often at a premium in township and rural schools 

(DoE, 2004). 

 

Distributed leadership also involved less formal means of fostering leadership capabilities at 

all levels of the organization and beyond. For example, a common strategy found in the 

township and rural schools was to delegate responsibility for implementing OBE to a group 

of educators. Sometimes these were younger members of staff who were considered to be 

more amenable to change and who had recently completed their teacher training and were 

perceived to be less constrained than some of their more senior colleagues by more 

traditional styles of teaching. Such responsibility sometimes involved attending workshops, 

conducting training for other staff as well as taking a lead in teaching the new curriculum. 

Many of the teachers indicated that their role as educators involved several dimensions of 

leadership: 

 

….I think everywhere you are you are a leader. In the corridor I’m the 

leader I have to correct them (pupils), in the classroom I’m a leader [ ] 

I’m the leader in whatever duty I’m given even if I’m not [formally] given 

a leadership role I’m the leader….(Educator in an historically White 

school) 
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Some of the perceived value of distributed leadership lay in the opportunities it opened up 

for staff development. This in turn was considered to have positive implications for 

organizational development and change management. Examples here included sending staff 

on workshops organised by the province, e.g. on OBE or the new system of staff appraisal. It 

also involved less formal arrangements such as developing partnership arrangements with 

other schools with better qualified teachers that involved passing on skills through informal 

mentoring arrangements. In one township school, the Principal specifically targeted 

educators in under-performing departments and sent them off to workshops or to 

neighbouring schools for training.  

 

A distinctive feature of distributed leadership in the sample schools was the sharing of 

leadership with parents and other members of the ‘external’ community. In the historically 

white, Indian and ‘Coloured’ schools this effectively meant that leadership was extended to 

the school governing boards who often exercised all of the powers over the budget, 

appointment of staff etc. that were vested in them in terms of the 1996 Schools Act. At the 

time of the research only a minority of township and rural schools had established School 

Governing Bodies (SGBs). Where these had been established, however, the leadership role 

of governors had been recognised. In the majority of historically African schools we visited, 

however, this system was still in its infancy and experiencing teething problems (see also 

Karlson et al, 2001; Mabasa and Themane, 2002; Moletsane 2002 and Vandeyar, 2002)
6
. In 

these contexts the distribution of leadership to members of the community happened less 

formally (see below).  

 

The process dimension: democratic versus top-down decision making 

A key dimension related to the processes of leadership and in particular the extent to which 

leadership was perceived as being more top-down or democratic in nature. This in turn was 

connected to the balance between transactional and more transformational approaches to 

motivating stakeholders behind change. Many of the case study schools appeared overtly 

democratic in nature. That is to say that on the surface at least they involved different 

stakeholders in decision making. Classroom teachers were invited to participate in school 

decision making largely through their involvement in school committees. In many instances 

this led to a genuine feeling of being involved as the following quote suggests: 

 

I think I must say that many decision because  most of the time we do 

the decision making, the principal does not tell us what to do, she makes 

us decide on what to do and how it should be done (Educator, township 

primary school). 

 

In secondary schools students were given formal leadership positions within the 

Representative Councils for Learners (RCLs) while in primary schools leadership 

responsibilities were vested on prefects or monitors. For example, in some of the township 

schools the SRCs were involved in resolving problems between educators and students. The 

involvement of staff and learners in decision making needs to be seen as an aspect of 

historic demands by teachers and learners and their organizations (see above). Scratching 

below the surface, however, the picture became more complex.  

 

To begin with, the degree to which teachers perceived that their voices were actually 

listened to varied. For, example, when asked who makes the decisions in her school one 

educator commented:  
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The management because they used to come to us with the decision but 

during the meeting you can easily see that already the decision has been 

taken. They are just here to tell us but they will ask … ‘do we go for that or 

not’ but you can easily deduce that already the decision is taken.  

 

In Hargreave’s (1994) terms this suggests a degree of ‘contrived collegiality’ rather than 

genuine collaboration in decision making. It also reflects the reality that not all decisions can 

be taken by all members of staff all the time, a point that was recognised by a teacher in an 

historically White school: 

 

Most of it is bottom up, but …there are times where … the management 

has to do specific decisions for the smooth running of the school 

(Teacher in an historically White school). 

 

It also became clear that whereas most Principals were considered to be ‘democratic’, 

‘consultative’ and ‘good listeners’ by staff they were also considered to be more top down 

and uncompromising in relation to some issues such as staff and student attendance and 

discipline.  

 

Like our Principal, sometimes he uses democracy, but at times he would 

say you have to do this thing, like it or not you will have to do it (Deputy 

Principal, township secondary school). 

 

Once again it was recognised that at times it was necessary and indeed desirable for the 

Principal to adopt more autocratic approaches to leadership, for example in relation to 

specific issues such as staff and pupils punctuality and attendance. As with the issue of 

consulting with staff, however, this needs to be understood in the context of an 

overwhelming preference on the part of stakeholders for a democratic approach.   

 

Returning to our theoretical framework above, our study suggests that although the 

leadership styles of the Principals can be described as predominantly democratic and 

transformational in nature, they in fact lay on a continuum between transformational and 

transactional approaches. Based on our findings it was possible to identify two ‘ideal types’ 

of approach each with implications for the way that staff were motivated to implement 

change. On the one hand the more transformational Principals sought to lead their staff 

through participatory, democratic means to positions where they were all united behind 

school values.  Staff in these schools was encouraged to develop their own leadership skills 

and qualities. On the other hand other Principals sought to ensure staff co-operation 

through more transactional means. Put crudely, staff accepted and promoted the values of 

the school in exchange for the leadership controlling discipline, raising resources and 

providing the basic conditions for effective teaching and learning to take place. It could be 

argued that the two ideal types represent fundamentally different approaches to supporting 

and motivating staff.  Interestingly however, and in keeping with the model of contingent 

leadership mentioned in previous sections, it was not unusual to find Principals adopting one 

or the other or a mixture of the two depending on the context of the school and the nature 

of the challenges being faced. In relation to previous examples, for instance, the distribution 

of leadership around curriculum development can be seen as an example of a 

transformational approach whilst at the same school the Principal was uncompromising in 

the use of rewards and sanctions to ensure pupils discipline. Of significance for our study is 

that although the means were different, both approaches resulted in the achievement of a 

shared vision and values.  
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The practice dimension: what do effective leaders prioritise? 

Under this dimension we explore the key areas of practice that the leaders in our sample 

prioritised. As with the other dimensions some leaders prioritised some areas more than 

others. 

 

i) Meaning making 

A key finding of our study concerned the importance of the school leadership in developing 

a common set of meanings around what the purpose of the school was and how this ought 

to be realised. This was often expressed in terms of a vision informed by an underlying set of 

values which differed between contexts (see also Coleman, 2003; Moos et al, 1998). 

According to some respondents having a shared vision was central to the school’s success in 

mobilising people around the change process: 

 

….maybe we were preaching the same gospel and they could see that all 

teachers are saying the same thing, let’s change. 

 

What the vision consisted of varied between settings. High academic achievement was a 

common theme because it was seen by many as a way out of poverty as was the 

development of other marketable skills. Many respondents also referred, however, to the 

role of the school in creating the ‘whole person’. This included attributes such as a good 

sense of morality, the inculcation of citizenship skills, respect for elders and for authority, 

understanding gender equity, respect for Christian and other religious values, respect for self 

and personal hygiene. In order to achieve these outcomes, respondents emphasized the role 

of the school in promoting excellence and inculcating discipline. They also discussed the 

importance of providing the necessary resources to support these outcomes. 

 

However, creating a vision based on a common set of values was not always easy (see also 

Fullan’s, 2003 discussion of the difficulty of creating shared values or in his terms,  ‘moral 

purpose’). At times it involved the leadership of the school negotiating sometimes 

contradictory values between different stakeholders, the schools and the national and 

provincial governments and even local political parties. A good example was around the 

abolition of corporal punishment. In implementing legislation banning corporal punishment 

many of the Principals in our study had to engage head on with the deeply held belief in 

many of the communities and amongst staff that schools should not ‘spare the rod’ if their 

children were to be well disciplined. In some instances this meant sweeping the issue under 

the carpet. It was quite clear on scratching below the surface that the practice of corporal 

punishment was continuing to take place in some of the schools. As one Head of 

Department put it:   

 

Talking traditionally or culturally, we [the ‘African community’] believe that 

kids need to be given some sort of a hiding so as to be in line or adhere to 

instructions, but that is a hot debate that we are actually debating with the 

parents, so as not to be on the wrong or caught on the wrong side with the 

department (of education). 

 

In fact, the schools had no choice other than to obey changes in the law which had outlawed 

corporal punishment. The leadership of the school, however, had to explain this to parents 

and to convince them that their children would still be subjected to effective, alternative 

forms of discipline.  By doing this the schools were able to build on a tradition of working 

with the local community to ensure good discipline (see below). 
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A further example relates to the implementation of OBE. All the schools were sensitive to 

the threat to existing values held by some teachers and parents who had been schooled 

under apartheid education with its emphasis on hierarchical, content driven and teacher 

centred approaches and rigid assessment regimes. Many of the Principals, senior managers 

and educators in the schools we visited took considerable time explaining the benefits of the 

new curriculum to teachers and parents and how it would advantage their children. This was 

necessary to dispel a view held by some parents that the curriculum only benefited 

wealthier children and that it could only be successfully implemented in advantaged and 

well resourced schools. Some leaders emphasised the role of parents in actually determining 

the curriculum.  

 

At the major meetings we call parents and they decide what they want the 

children to be taught, so at an early age to grade seven we able to guide 

them so we can help enrich as I said in the beginning the morals that they 

were taught. So whatever they gave us, ‘we want our children to be taught 

this’, now we know that when we plan our lessons, we need to plan our 

lessons along those lines (Educator, township secondary school). 

 

Others emphasised the important role that parents had to play in supporting their children 

learning as the following quote exemplifies: 

  

Because we know that OBE is good not just for the gifted, that it allows 

our children to develop their talents for financial independence we are 

now very conscientious about supervising our children’s’ homework 

(parent, township primary school). 

 

A third example concerns that of gender equity. In attempting to implement gender equity 

and in particular to promote more women to senior management positions, some of the 

Principals had to contend with negative attitudes amongst some male teachers and the 

perception that females were being unfairly favoured in the promotion stakes regardless of 

whether this was true or not in practice.  

 

ii) Putting value in the ‘basics’ 

Despite the differences in values amongst stakeholders it was possible to identify a common 

element in all of the successful schools that we have called ‘putting value in the basics’. This 

meant first and foremost paying attention to creating the conditions where teaching and 

learning could occur. For example, when asked what his school valued the most a teacher in 

a rural secondary school replied:  

 

…to foster the culture of teaching and learning, basically. That’s the 

underlying principle behind what we do here. Just to make sure that 

everybody comes to school and gets some kind of education at the end of 

the day.  

 

Similarly, a teacher in a township secondary school had this to say: 

 

Effective teaching, - effective learning.... we’ve got a fancy vision statement. 

Now I want to unpack that for you…good teaching, good learning in a 

disciplined environment.  
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In many of the case study schools, Principals spent a good proportion of their time ensuring 

teacher attendance and punctuality: 

 

We often hear him disciplining educators who have been absent from 

school; he requires a doctor’s certificate.  He stresses that he is the 

principal and they must obey the rules.  They should keep in mind that 

their responsibility is to teach children.  Everyone respects him, for 

example, when the bell rings all learners obey by picking up all papers 

that are lying around and put them into bins (Parents, township 

secondary) 

 

Ensuring that the basic resources required including text books, learning materials and other 

essential equipment was available was another important activity for Principals as well as for 

heads of department and individual teachers. Obtaining additional resources in contexts of 

stringency required considerable imagination and vision together with the ability to convince 

potential donors of the value of contributing to the school (see below). Principals also spent 

considerable time and effort ensuring fees were collected and in mobilizing additional funds 

for the schools.  

 

An emphasis on the basics often meant that senior managers patrolled the school buildings 

ensuring learners arrived on time for their classes. In one case the Principal of a township 

secondary school started to lock the gates having issued several warnings to pupils. In the 

secondary schools it also involved spending many additional hours outside of normal school 

hours, running ‘study sessions’. This involved students remaining at school after (or in some 

cases before) ‘official hours’ to do homework and going over their work under the 

supervision of teachers who took turns running the sessions. This was considered 

particularly important in the disadvantaged settings where pupils were unlikely to be able to 

study effectively at home or where their parents or carers were illiterate or unable to give 

study support. 

 

The pupils were often highly appreciative of the individual effort of the Principals and other 

senior managers in encouraging and supporting their studies and taking a personal interest 

in their work and progress. Ensuring discipline also meant working closely with parents and 

other community structures to help enforce the discipline of the students. This coincided 

with the priorities of parents and teachers and also of pupils themselves. 

 

iii) Working with the Community 

As noted, many of the township and rural schools unlike the more historically advantaged 

schools had difficulties in establishing school governing bodies (SGBs). In many cases, 

however, informal ways of engaging the leadership of parents and of the wider community 

were critical particularly in the areas of finance, security and/or discipline.  

 

Unlike in the more historically advantaged schools, varying levels of poverty directly 

impacted on the quality of education available because of the difficulties schools 

encountered in raising fees. In our study the typical amount of fee collected from parents 

varied between about R40 and R200. This contrasts to fees for some historically advantaged 

schools which can amount to between R1000-R20000. Nonetheless, the schools we visited 

typically managed to collect fees from between 40-60% of parents. This is a critical point. In 

township and rural schools, whereas the government typically pays most of the teachers’ 

salaries and for plant maintenance and upgrading, money raised from fees forms a 

significant proportion of the money spent on learning materials, equipment and furniture all 
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of which are critical components of a quality education. The limited capacity to raise fees 

contributed directly to the lack of resources in some instances. For example, in one primary 

school trying to implement a new English curriculum based on OBE, the only resource 

available was a plastic box containing old magazines. An educator in a township secondary 

school commented: 

 

Sometimes you find that there is a book that you would love all of them 

to buy and find that most of the time you have to provide information, 

write most of the time on the board, there’s a lot of things that we need. 

 

Not surprising then that all of our effective Principals expended considerable time and 

energy worrying about how to collect fees and to raise money from sponsors (see also 

Lumby, 2003). Indeed, despite the difficulties, some of the township and rural schools 

managed to maintain high levels of resourcing that contributed significantly to the quality of 

education that they were able to maintain. Most of the effective secondary schools, for 

instance had fully equipped science labs and computer suits which they took pride in 

showing off to guests and visitors. The availability of resources depended on the 

entrepreneurial abilities of the Principals and particularly on their ability to secure 

sponsorship from local companies. This proved to be a virtuous cycle with companies 

relatively happy to invest in successful schools.  

 

Developing links with the community extended well beyond issues of resource however. It 

was also considered critical for supporting teaching and learning more generally. This 

applied for instance to attendance and if the learner was experiencing a particular problem: 

 

Ja, we do involve parents…for instance so that when the learner is 

absent we want to make sure from the parent [that the absence is 

legitimate]….of course we can’t phone them because they don’t have 

phones at home but we write a letter to the parent to come and explain 

why the learner has been absent for so long. If the learner has got a 

problem in class we call the parent and we arrange a meeting with the 

parent.  

 

Discipline was another important area in which parental co-operation was typically sought 

(although as noted this often involved engaging in tricky discussions around corporal 

punishment). Significantly, parental involvement was considered important for supporting 

pupil learning outside of school: 

 

I …think that one has got to be closely related to the parents out there 

because the students work does not end in the school. In the school we 

give them direction, we tell them that this is what we are supposed to 

be doing, when they go out there they need to be doing what we have 

told them to do and when the parents cannot do that, then the work is 

not going to be done. …That is why we need to motivate their parents 

and show them the importance of educating their children.  

 

Many schools organised parents meetings typically once or twice a year. Compared to the 

historically advantaged schools in our sample, however, attendance was not always high in 

the township and rural schools and proved problematic for some parents. Some of the 

schools adopted innovative strategies to communicate with parents. In one township 

secondary school meetings were targeted at specific groups of learners in standard twelve 
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and this proved more successful in attracting parents. In another rural school the Principal 

spent significant amounts of time visiting parents who sometimes lived many kilometres 

from the school in remote villages as he felt this was the key to getting them to better 

understand their role in supporting their children’s learning especially given the high 

incidence of illiteracy amongst the rural community. During his visits he would explain in 

simple terms how parents could support their children’s learning through providing basic 

nutrition at home and through developing in them an understanding of the requirements of 

the curriculum. As a consequence of his success in raising achievement and examination 

results, pupils had also started to attend from the township which was a considerable 

distance away.  

 

Getting parents involved in their children’s education, especially where this had not been 

practiced in the past and in contexts of poverty involved both transactional and relationship-

based approaches in which the community not only gave to the school but where the school 

was also perceived to give to the community. For example, all of the effective primary 

schools provided support to poor communities through running the government funded 

feeding scheme. Other schools organised fund raising activities to support poorer students 

with basic equipment. One school especially took pride in assisting the poorer members of 

the community and saw it as a necessary part of its success in raising achievement. 

According to one Deputy Principal of a township school: 

 

We try to improve the standard of the community where we live in 

because these people are so poor. In winter we collect old clothes and 

keep them in the school. Then one day we give them to the community 

because there are children who come to school without wearing a jersey 

or something in winter, so we cater for them as well. We ask for 

donations from outside because there are children who come to school 

without even eating a slice of bread. We invite those parents so we can 

see whether they are really battling… 

 

School security was another area where a transactional approach proved effective. Some 

schools as mentioned above invested significant resources in putting up fences and hiring 

community members as security guards. There were also instances of extremely innovative 

practice. At a rural school for instance, the Principal had struck a deal with the local white 

farmer. Through his high standing in the community which was built on his success as a 

Principal and his involvement in the liberation struggle, the Principal was able to broker the 

safety of the farmer and his family in exchange for the local farm watch keeping a close eye 

on the school. The farmer had also erected a high electric fence around the school and as a 

result of these actions the school was able to keep its state of the art computer suite safe. In 

one of the township secondary schools, the school had provided accommodation for a local 

policeman in a house overlooking the school in exchange for him keeping an eye on it. They 

had also donated a plot of land overlooking the school to members of the community. In 

return, the people working the land kept an eye on the school. Although not faced with the 

same level of crime as some of the township schools, a similar strategy was used in one of 

the historically advantaged schools in our study where the Principal used his links with the 

local police force to ensure that the school was regularly patrolled at night.  

 

The local political context was also significant for as mentioned above, local political 

structures played a role in supporting the schools although this took different forms. In one 

rural school a returned exile and former member of Umkhonto we Sizwe
7
, had joined the 

governing body and played a critical role in helping to motivate for the establishment of the 
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school and in drumming up parental support for the school and encouraging parental 

involvement. He also visited the school regularly helping the school leadership to enforce 

attendance. In another township school a similar role was adopted by the local branch of the 

IFP which had considerable influence amongst the youth residing in the informal 

settlements. 

 

As already mentioned, another aspect of township life in the late nineteen nineties and early 

in the new millenium were the high levels of politically motivated violence. Although the 

violence had abated, at the time of the research some schools are still dealing with the 

aftermath. Teachers had been deterred from taking up a post in one school because they 

had different political affiliations to other members of the school community. Local political 

structures had been important in guaranteeing the safety of these teachers by ensuring that 

party members did not attack them. Another primary case study school was located near to 

a hostel for migrant workers in a township who were mainly IFP supporters whereas the 

residents were African National Congress (ANC) supporters. The hostel had been a focus for 

violent confrontations between ANC and IFP supporters during the 1980s and 1990s which 

over spilled into the school and caused the school to close. The Principal quickly realised that 

many of the children at the school had in fact been fathered by hostel dwellers and she 

exploited this to get their support for a truce that would guarantee that the school could 

reopen. She began to run adult basic literacy classes for the hostel dwellers so that they 

could assist with their children’s learning and got them to come into school to teach the 

children traditional Zulu singing and dancing. In this way, the Principal almost single-

handedly brought peace to the community. 

 

What the above examples all demonstrate is the extent of informal school community links 

in the township and rural schools and the centrality of these for effective leadership. This 

brings to mind concerns by authors such as Boardman (2001) and Lam and Punch (2001) 

that most schools are depriving themselves of the potential benefits that engaging with 

leaders in the wider community can bring. In a study on why some principals succeed and 

others struggle when faced with innovation and transformation Prew (2007: 448) similarly 

found that ‘the successful principals were particularly effective at working with the 

surrounding community on its own terms’. In South Africa, these concerns are reiterated in 

claims by the former Minister of Education, Prof K Asmal, in the Tirisano document that:…an 

education system for the 21st century cannot be built by a small group of people, or even 

the Government, working alone. It calls for a massive mobilisation of parents, learners, 

educators, community leaders, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and the private 

sector, motivated by a shared vision (Asmal, 1999). A key challenge for schools as they seek 

to establish more formalized structures is to build on existing links in a way that will 

continue to benefit learners.  

 

The personal dimension: qualities of effective leadership  

The focus of the analysis thus far has been largely on the structures, processes and practices 

associated with effective leadership in our sample schools. Part of our approach, however, 

was to also seek to identify some of the personal qualities and values held by the leaders. 

The Principals not surprisingly demonstrated a range of leadership qualities many of which 

were shared by other people in leadership positions in the school community. One of those 

identified was personal integrity or ‘walking the talk’ (see also Day, et al 2000). For example, 

many of the respondents reported that the Principals worked longer hours than the rest of 

the staff – reporting for work earlier and leaving the premises later. They were exemplary in 

carrying out their own teaching, administrative and management tasks. They were often 

upstanding individuals who held considerable respect within the wider community. They 
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demonstrated an obvious commitment to assisting learners and showing concern for 

community welfare. Another quality related to the issue of integrity was financial 

trustworthiness and acumen, i.e. that leaders were trusted with the money raised from fees 

and other sources and it was perceived that this money was used wisely. This is particularly 

significant for schools located in disadvantaged areas where parents often struggled to pay 

their school fees. (In one township school, for example, parents claimed that the current 

Principal had reduced the amount of fees collected to R20.00 per month from R30.00 but 

had still managed to finance fencing around the school, a task which the previous Principal 

had promised them but failed to deliver throughout his five year tenure at the school). 

 

The Principals were also perceived to value their relationships with staff and to trust them. 

They spent a lot of effort encouraging staff. One Principal regularly visited staff in their 

homes and many had an open door policy allowing staff to approach them with problems. 

Respondents also commented on the level of compassion and understanding shown by 

principals. All of these inter-personal factors were considered important for motivating staff. 

 

As noted, the Principals were expected to be democratic but also firm when necessary: 

 

She’s damn good. She’s firm, whenever she says something she stands 

by the word. She’s not afraid to say something, you know, even if it is 

not nice, to us people who this thing is directed to. One word is, she is 

firm (Educator, township secondary school). 

 

The Principals were also expected to be even handed and fair in their dealings with others. 

As one Head of Department put it, they are expected to ‘treat everybody the same, respect 

everybody you know’. 

 

Good communication was consistently identified as a characteristic of effective leadership. 

Principals were often seen by the respondents as official ‘gate-keepers’ of change related 

information and as being primarily responsible for acquiring related resources and 

mobilising support from the school community. These qualities in turn relied on effective 

communication. The communication role of the school leadership is especially significant in 

township and rural settings where formal sources of information including education offices, 

post offices, the internet, telephones and faxes are less readily available than in other 

settings. Stakeholders valued being given timely information regarding changes. This is 

understandable considering that individuals may only begin to ‘comply’ and cope when and 

if they are well informed of expectations.  As a teacher in a historically ‘Coloured’ school put 

it: 

 

We do get circulars. Our Principal makes sure that if there are changes … 

he goes to the secretary office and brings the circular in time and he 

makes sure that we get them. 

 

Besides the ability to effectively disseminate information, leaders were also required to be 

good listeners. As one Principal put it:   

 

I don’t see myself as a leader, I see myself as a follower because the 

people have got to show me the way then I ensure that they are 

following the right way, so it’s not always being in front, sometimes I 

must listen to what they are saying not always telling them what to do. 
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Partly as a result of the esteem in which they were held, the leaders were perceived to act as 

role models to others. This was important, for instance in projecting a positive rather than a 

negative view of change.  Being a good role model was also identified as an important 

characteristic of senior managers, classroom teachers and learners including prefects and 

monitors. A commonly held view expressed by a female teacher in a rural primary school for 

instance was,  

 

Yes we do see ourselves as leaders, they look up to us. I mean in general 

if you are teacher just standing up in front of them they see you as their 

leader. You have to lead by example. Everything you do, they will do. I 

have to earn their respect. Everything I do I make sure that there are 

followers looking up to me, so we are in other words leaders. So we 

must be leaders in order to earn good followers. You cannot expect 

them to behave good if you don’t. So, we have to lead by example. 

 

Effective leadership styles in the township and rural schools also appeared to have a gender 

dimension. It was not uncommon for instance for female leaders in our study to be 

characterized as having ‘nurturing’ qualities. For example, in one township lower primary 

school led by a female Principal the nature of relationships between the Principal, staff, 

parents and pupils was described by several respondents as nurturing and supportive. One 

parent reported an incident in which the Principal had driven her epileptic child home after 

this child had experienced a seizure. Such nurturing was also conveyed by a female teacher 

in a township secondary school in response to a question on how the teachers viewed their 

teaching roles: 

 

… we female teachers are like their mothers. I mean at home when you 

have a problem you start with your mother and then maybe after that 

you’ll come to your brother or father but first they’ll come to the female 

teachers because we are also very confidential, we make sure that we are 

not speaking (pass matters confided to us) to other teachers. If you are 

going to pass the information you go to the Principal and he will refer you 

to a social worker but we don’t discuss amongst ourselves, we are very 

confidential. 

 

Similarly, a female learner in a primary school stated: 

 

So it’s like when I look at them [the teachers] it’s like a motherly role, in 

every way that I need them they must be there for me. That is how I look at 

the role of a teacher. 

 

Some respondents noted that female leaders also faced particular difficulties on account of 

being female running up against sexist attitudes and beliefs and having their authority called 

into question by some male members of staff. 

 

Whilst female Principals were sometimes described as ‘motherly’, a number of male 

Principals were described as ‘fatherly’ and protective in terms of issues such as school 

security. Although these views of female and male leadership qualities appeared as a theme 

from our respondents there is inevitably a danger of gender strereotyping implicit in such 

characterizations. More research is needed into the complex dynamics underpinning 

gendered leadership practices and their relationship to cultural norms and values and to 

broader dynamics of power relations between men and women.  
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Conclusion  

In this concluding section we will summarise our main findings and identify areas for further 

research. Rather than present one over-arching model or a list of key characteristics we have 

sought to identify key dimensions of effective leadership that have served as a framework 

for comparing our findings with evidence from the wider literature as well as analysing 

similarities and differences in effective leadership practices between our case study schools.   

 

Some of the findings from our study concerning the nature of effective leadership were 

consistent with trends in the western literature (Day et al, 2000; Fink and Brayman, 2006; 

Leithwood, 1999, for example). Here the emphasis has been on the centrality of vision and 

values; the importance of transformational approaches to motivating others; the distributed 

nature of effective leadership; the importance of a focus on the instructional dimensions of 

leadership; managing across the boundaries and of personal qualities such as integrity and 

communication skills. As we have seen these aspects often took on a different form and 

emphasis in our case study schools related to the broader context of change. For instance, in 

the majority of our case study schools leaders demonstrated a mixture of top down, 

transactional approaches and more democratic transformational ones reflecting on the one 

hand the realities posed by local settings and the broader process of transformation from 

authoritarian to more democratic practices. Much more than appears to be the case in the 

Western literature there is a focus in the case study schools on what we have described as 

the ‘basics’: ensuring not only that effective teaching and learning take place but that the 

underlying conditions to permit this are present including necessary levels of resource and 

teacher and pupil attendance, punctuality and discipline. Here, our study is more in line with 

the views of scholars such as Jansen and with the findings of effectiveness studies from low 

income countries (Yu, 2007). Our study adds to existing understandings through providing 

evidence of the role of leadership in ensuring these conditions. Finally, the majority of 

schools in our sample had to work intensively with the community in ways related to the 

local context to mobilise resources and to broker a safe and secure environment for learners 

to learn. Bringing the best out of our most disadvantaged learners requires that the school 

engages with the contexts that they are from and seek ways to actively empower parents 

with ways to support their children’s learning. This involves engaging sensitively with a range 

of cultural values around the purpose of education and to find ways to harness the obvious 

enthusiasm amongst the most disadvantaged sections of society for education. Many of the 

leaders in our study expended a good deal of time doing just this.  

 

There were of course differences in the nature of effective leadership between schools 

related to differences in local contexts. Thus although the historically advantaged schools 

had to deal with challenges related to the local context such as an influx of non-traditional 

learners and a growing reliance on locally mobilised resources their contexts were more in 

keeping with those reported in the western literature. This may explain why the trends in 

effective leadership more closely followed western patterns although more comparative 

research is required in this respect. There were also differences between the township and 

rural schools with leaders in the latter schools and even between township schools dealing 

with differing populations and those impacted on the things that leaders had to prioritise as 

we have seen.  

 

Although we believe our study has developed important insights into an under-researched 

area we also recognise shortcomings and areas for further research. For example, 

subsequent studies could consider broadening the scope of what is taken to be ‘effective 
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leadership’ to embrace other potential outcomes from education besides academic 

achievement and change management. (It was also clear that many of the schools continued 

to use corporal punishment. What would effective leadership in schools that did not use 

corporal punishment look like)? We have also identified specific areas such as the impact of 

HIV/ AIDS, democratic governance and gender as areas for further investigation. In line with 

more recent work on sustainable leadership (Hargreaves and Fink, 2005, for instance) it 

would be useful to focus on the mechanisms by which effective leadership practices become 

embedded over time which would require a more longitudinal approach than was possible 

in our study. This would also entail engaging with the role of leadership training and in areas 

such as succession planning. In our study we hope to have highlighted the benefits that can 

be gained through focusing on schools that although historically disadvantaged contain 

within them a wealth of knowledge and expertise about how to bring about positive change. 

Finally, we have sought to develop a framework for comparing effective leadership across 

different contexts. It would be useful to further examine the utility of the framework though 

conducting comparisons across more case  study sites in South Africa and internationally.  
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1 In 1994, the government spent R31.8-billion on education; in 2006, the budget allocation was R92.1-
billion. 
2 The view of the team was that a comparative reflection on leadership similarities and differences in 
these schools would provide a useful springboard for the development of further understanding of 
leadership effectiveness and change in the province as a whole.   
3 The initial data gathering was by the authors in four schools in the Durban area. This served as a pilot 
for the subsequent gathering in the nine other schools spread over the KwaZulu-Natal province. 
4 Four strategies were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the research process and results. Firstly, 
different data sources were triangulated to provide a check on different factual information, e.g. 
relating to school and class sizes, staffing, attendance, dates and timings of significant events etc. 
Secondly, wherever possible, transcripts were validated with respondents. This was particularly 
important where the recordings of interviews were muffled or unclear. Thirdly, during the original pilot 
study the team discussed emerging findings and interpretations with respondents during a 
dissemination event to ensure our interpretation matched those of respondents. The team also met 
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regularly to discuss our approaches to analysis, themes emerging form the data and to be sure that we 
were consistent in the way that we interpreted the data. 
5 What most differentiates grounded theory from much other research is that it is explicitly ‘emergent’.  
Merriam (1998) has urged caution in combining a case study and grounded theory design lest the case 
study design is insufficiently flexible to allow for theory to genuinely ‘emerge’ from the data. 
Conducting our field work in phases with a pilot phase allowed us to adapt the case study methods in 
the light of emerging theory and to test new cases and modify instruments. Following Merriam we have 
attempted to keep the discussion of theory substantive and specific to the data gathered in the case 
study. We attempted to allow the theory to emerge ‘quickly’ at first and then to compare data with 
emerging themes and literature as part of an iterative process. Through theoretical sampling of different 
contexts and groups of respondents we also sought to maximise the similarities and the differences of 
information (Cresswell, 2003: 14). 
6 Our findings are also in contrast to other findings. For example, the Ministerial Review Report (2004) 
on school governance and Bush’ et al’s study (2004), suggest that the system of school governance is 
past its infancy. We argue that there is a need for caution in interpreting and generalising the findings 
from these reports. Firstly, Bush, et al’s study was conducted in the Gauteng’s province, a province 
whose general wealth, literacy and participation is, except for the Western Cape, ahead of the other 
provinces. Also, although generally positive, findings in the Ministerial Report Review, did point to 
areas of concern such as scant election participation resulting in SGB compositions that were not 
always representative of the general schools’ populations. 
7 Umkhonto we Sizwe (‘Spear of the Nation’) was the name given to the armed guerrilla wing of the 
ANC during the liberation struggle. 


