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Executive summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore and identify a set of effective leadership principles and strategies for successful school leaders. This executive summary aims to, provide an outline of the research process, report key findings and provide recommendations for the benefit of future school leaders.

The study aimed to gain an overall understanding of the current South African educational context by mapping out the structure of their schooling system and seeking the opinions, thoughts and professional experiences of effective educational leaders. The methodology involved case studies of, and interviews with, a delegation from the Department of Basic Education, the president of the Eastern Cape Principals Association, elders from a traditional Swasi tribe, the headmistress of the community school in the Kliptown ghetto and principal educators from the University of Johannesburg. This approach would allow for the inclusion of any unforseen data that may be relevant to current or future educational knowledge. Currently, there remains little research into the education system of The Republic of South Africa.

South Africa offered an ideal arena for seeking this information for many reasons. Since the abolition of apartheid laws in 1994, all levels of government operation, including education, have experienced significant reform. I was interested to see how a newly born educational system would evolve from one of segregation to total inclusion. Most importantly, I wanted to observe the professional work of those leaders responsible for creating the national vision for South African education and determining the steps needed in order to get there.  

Research findings indicated a homogeny in guiding principles for successful school leaders. In this regard, a leader’s level of success was wholly determined by the professional opinions of their peers. This included recommendations from, ministers for the Department of Basic Education, the members of the executive from the South African Principals Association and professors from the University of Johannesburg. It is important to note that the educational contexts for each institution visited, were remarkably unique to the group as a whole. Although each was marked in some way by profound poverty, the strategies of the school leader were often determined by the demographics of the setting for example student numbers and city, rural or tribal environments. Hence, no clear homogeny in strategies was found. There was an overwhelming consensus by those interviewed, that the quality of relationships between all stakeholders was central in determining the success of a school.

In establishing the recommendations of this report it was necessary to determine the most current educational research into the impact of organisational leadership on the management of relationships.  

The management of relationships model and the open systems theory model offer valuable frameworks through which we can gain an understanding of the vast interconnectedness and impact that relationships play in organisational management.  Open systems use the principles of biology and the natural sciences, in determining the survival of an organisation. The relationship model takes focus on the vast interconnectedness of relationships and the tensions this may cause for managers.

1. Overview of the research study

This research was undertaken by Matthew Jacobson, a recipient of a New South Wales Department of Education and Communities, North Coast Regional Leadership Fellowship 2010–2011 presented by the Deputy Director-General, Schools.
South Africa is currently undergoing significant educational reform. Their Minister for Education, Naledi Pandor, began this recent campaign with Quality Teaching, at the forefront of national priorities. She strives to cover a vast array of objectives including teacher accountability, parent engagement and meaningful professional development.

Clearly, for such an endeavour to be achievable, school principals need to have a set of principles and strategies to help guide them on the pathway to success. This research has focused on identifying a homogeny of ideals that build strong and cohesive school communities. 

2. Background information

Matthew Jacobson is a school principal, employed by the New South Wales Department of Education and Communities. He is currently into his seventh year of school leadership and has been the principal of three public schools in remote, rural and coastal New South Wales. Matthew now leads Fingal Head Public School, a relatively small community located on the far north coast of New South Wales.  

“The principal occupies the pivotal position in the school and is accountable for the leadership and management consistent with relevant state legislation and the policies and priorities of the New South Wales government. The task is complex and requires the principal to be the leading learner in the school, and a role model to staff and the community” (New South Wales Department of Education and Communities, 2001, p.1). This core role statement for NSW public school principals, in the opinion of Mr Jacobson, falls short in describing a key element in the role of the school leader.  A principal must have the skills and experience necessary to build and maintain meaningful relationships in addition to leading and managing the school.

The end of apartheid, in 1994, signified the emergence of a leadership that was able to overcome years of conflict and adversity.  It was this context that inspired Matthew to seek the expertise of the leaders responsible for making such a change possible.

Brief history of South African:

· Prior to Dutch and English colonisation in 1652 and 1795 respectively, black South Africans were not widely subjected to a condition of poverty. The introduction of the clock, a cash economy and the concept of servitude were inflicted on the original inhabitants.
· By 1948 apartheid policy separated all aspects of society even the educational curriculum between blacks and whites. Black South Africans were considered inferior by many within South African society and only permitted to study to a level that prepared them for menial work. 
3. Research question

Is there a homogeny in strategies and principles amongst successful educational leaders in their approach to developing strong and cohesive learning communities?
4. Research methodology

The research methodology included visiting leadership centres, schools, villages, community institutions and a university to:

· interview principals, educational leaders, policy makers and representatives from leadership institutions to elicit information about effective school leadership
· observe leadership practices within educational settings, particularly to see the types of strategies employed to implement change in the school community
· examine documentation, such as departmental policy and relevant literature.
The visits happened over a period of two weeks during July 2011. Due to the nature of the South African terrain and the proximity of schools, in relation to each other and transportation, sites were accessed via a combination of air travel and long distance car travel.
Initial dialogue with South African educators allowed for an audience with officers from the minister’s office at The Department of Basic Education in Pretoria. Our discussion covered the educational history of South Africa, as well as current initiatives. They also assisted me in identifying successful educational leaders within the country. This, in turn, led me to, Victoria Park Grey Primary School in Port Elizabeth, Eastern Cape, a traditional Swasi village school in Sadie, Mpumalanga, The Kliptown Community School, Soweto and the University of Johannesburg.  

In terms of analysing the overall findings, it was important to consider the uniqueness of the South African context. During the interviews, individuals were drawn to describe the context of apartheid history in relation to the current approach to leadership.  

5. Findings 

South Africa has a population of approximately 48.8 million people with 22 million of their citizens identifying as black South Africans and accounting for the 21.7% of the unemployment rate. These statistics were regularly at the core of leadership discussions. All interviewees indicated that striving to establish parity, in overall quality of life, for all South Africans was an urgent and national concern. They all viewed their roles as educational leaders in terms of realising that ambition.
The question “Is there a homogeny in strategies and principles amongst successful educational leaders in their approach to developing strong and cohesive learning communities?” was the focus of the interviews with all parties involved. The key findings are outlined below:

Victoria Park Grey Primary School – Located in the city of Port Elisabeth, this school provides a traditionally British style curriculum to a student population largely made up of black South Africans. Their principal, Mr William Foaden described his core business as building and maintaining strong relationships. The first and foremost he believed was his reliance on a close relationship with God. He emphasised this point due to the condition of his school which over the last five to ten years had become increasingly unstable in its ability to stay afloat financially. He said it has managed to stay open primarily due to a series of inexplicable miracles or moments of sheer good fortune.

Mr Foaden describes himself as being “celebratory” at seeing the end of the apartheid era. However, he said that the disbanding of the apartheid government created many ongoing problems in education that have had a deep impact on his school.  In particular, as black South Africans were now entitled to enrol at his school, many white South Africans began to reject the idea of mixed race classrooms and sought education in the private sector. This has led to a larger proportion of the student body coming from low socio-economic backgrounds and, thus, unable to pay for, the much needed, student contribution fees.

At the time of this research, nepotism, maladministration and misconduct have played a part in recent post-apartheid educational reform. Lack of financial, administrative and leadership training for Eastern Cape executive education officers has resulted in the closing of the regional office and a federal take-over by the administration in Pretoria. The level of misadministration was so severe that many teachers did not receive a substantial part of their salary, Victoria Park Grey and many similar schools were unable to pay for basic utilities and students went without basic resources.

Traditional Swasi School – Located in a traditional Swasi village, on the northern border of Lesotho and South Africa, this school provided education for approximately 20 pupils. This non-government based school was identified by the South African Principals Association as being a high performing school. This was due to its sound financial success, being featured in the media and operated exclusively by black South Africans for black South Africans.

Upon my arrival it became clear that my research would be inhibited by two key variables. First, the members of this tribe were non-English speaking. Their language was unique in that it did not to appear to have any background in the Anglo-Germanic languages, rather, their words were highlighted with tongue clicking.  Secondly, the leader of the tribe would not come within more than 20 metres of me.  I can only guess at the reason behind this as other young men were not as reserved.

The Swasi School appeared to present a curriculum largely steeped in building relationships.  The cow was obviously the foundation culture and closely related to the survival of the tribe. Therefore, their buildings represented cow horns, members of the tribe are married in the same place that their cows are tethered for milking and bleeding, and they sleep near the cows when they are sick.  

A primary strategy for their successful school seems to be the clear separation of gender. Male and female work and tuition is quite different. Upon adulthood marriage is polygamous.

The Community School in Kliptown – Located in Johannesburg, South Africa’s largest city.  During the times of racial segregation, this suburb was a sprawling slum, arguably the world’s largest ghetto, and was developed as an area to house the servants of the wealthy in Johannesburg. Notoriously dangerous, it is home to high rates of murder, rape, kidnappings and has high rates of people with the HIV and Aids. Life expectancy is low and children are commonly orphaned by disease.

Post-apartheid Soweto has seen considerable urban development including housing, hospitals, schools and a university. However, within the heart of Soweto lies a locality known as Kliptown. This area was, and still is, so dangerous that police presence is non-existent. Guided by representatives from the Department of Basic Education, we walked into Kliptown on foot, to observe the living conditions of the people residing there. Their homes, known as “shanties”, were little more than three metre by three metre structures built of concrete block and sheets of iron for roofing. At the time of my visit, it was reported that 600 people were sharing three water taps. This was to supply water for all of their cooking, cleaning and bathing. There was no evidence of electricity or waste disposal and there were no more than 12 portable toilets.

Islamic volunteers had fabricated a makeshift school for 40 children using disused shipping containers, donations from charity organisations and relied heavily on donations from visitors such as myself. Taking charge of the centre in shifts, volunteers would work to provide meals of primarily vitamin fortified porridge and, security in a lock up container acting as a womens’ shelter.

1.
Equity in Education

Approximately 61% of black South Africans, although legally allowed to access the same educational institutions as all South Africans, are often inhibited by the conditions of acute poverty. Thus, they are subjected to an inferior form of schooling.  It is not uncommon for these students to have outdoor classrooms, unqualified teachers, teachers that do not turn up on duty due to lack of pay, lack of access to toilets and running water and overcrowded classrooms with upwards of 60 to even 90 pupils per teacher.
2.
Homogeny in strategies 

Ultimately, the contrast in educational settings was so vast that no clear consistency in leadership strategies was able to emerge. Each educational leader articulated the strategies that were specific to their own educational context. Hence, some leaders focused on academic attainment, others on meeting the basic needs of their learners with finding food, running water, toilets and shelter, while others were concerned with tribal traditions and approaches to agriculture. 
3.
Homogeny in principles
Nevertheless, individual strategies were driven by a set of universal leadership principles. There was a strong set of commonalities in principles between all the school leaders interviewed. Each emphasised the importance of establishing and maintaining strong relationships with all stakeholders. Whether aware of it or not, these successful leaders all adhered to the principles as found in the Dimensions of Relational Coordination (Gittell, 2003). Strong and cohesive relationships are founded on the principles of:

a. shared goals

b. shared knowledge

c. mutual respect

d. frequent and timely communication

e. problem-solving communication.
6. Implications for leadership

There are striking differences between the educational contexts of Australia and South Africa. South Africa is currently operating with a largely labour intensive workforce while Australia has, quite clearly, moved into a post-Industrial era.  

Post-Industrial management has seen a transition from a manufacture based economy to one driven by knowledge and service. Modern workers enter the workforce with a high skill set in labour and technical abilities. Awards and certification, through higher education, give these modern-age employees greater access to opportunity and power (Linstead, Fulop & Lilley, 2009, p.10). Current management research takes a particular focus on the importance of recognising the central role that relationships play in the productivity and survival of an organisation. The Management of Relationships model and the Open Systems theory model offer valuable frameworks through which we can gain an understanding of the vast interconnectedness and impact that relationships play in organisational management.

The Open Systems Theory Model

Katz and Kahn (1978, page 33) claim that the open system model identifies and frames the cycles of input, transformation, output and renewed input which are characteristic of the organisational pattern. This methodology to management research offers congruence to the principles of work in biology and the physical sciences. Here, researchers suggest a model which purports that successful organisations are those that incorporate the same principles that govern the survival and, perhaps, dominance of organic organisms in the natural world.

The Open Systems theory model offers a very clinical and scientific approach to understanding the internal and external systems of an organisation. In the case of the newly appointed school principal, perhaps the most interesting concept of the Open System is, Negative Entropy. This principle suggests that there is a limited amount of energy in any system and that, at some point, the system must seek further energy from the environment in order to grow. The survival of an organisation is dependent on these transactions with the environment being positive (Linstead, Fulop & Lilley, 2009, page 629).  

Educational organisations, when seeking to replenish system energy, will initially draw on the system support of students, teachers, and parents. The dilemma here was that, regardless of the principal’s decision to make changes, action or inaction would cause division and thus, create further difficulties in countering the entropic process.

Ultimately, taking a clearly unbiased position was necessary in ensuring the survival of the school. It requires the redefining of boundaries to clarify the systems and rules for a fair and structured school environment. This in mind, a negative consequence of the Open Systems model is that it merely names the characteristics that ensure organisational survival. It would be of great use to see further inclusions to define and address the deformities and diseases that can impact of individual open, systems.

The Management of Relationships Model

Linstead, Fullop & Lilley (2009, p.21) offer a model of relationship management that acknowledges the tension in the role of a manager, between the need to address the organisation’s “rational-purposive” dimension and that of meeting the needs of their own personal desires. Furthermore, the authors claim that the core business of any organisational leader involves the management of relationships. Linstead, Fullop & Lilley (2009, page 19-20) report that, “Relationships are constantly changing and the process of managing, and perhaps improving, them is continuous”. It is not surprising to hear managers often refer to their work as largely one of “putting out fires”. They continue to add, that…”. In short, existing studies suggest that, at a basic practical level, without building, maintaining and developing relationships a manager cannot manage”.

The Management of Relationships model offer the greatest insight into the work of a school principal. Although a binding principle for key stakeholders is that all interest groups should work together toward providing a quality education for their students, often personal interests can cloud the issue. Students, teachers, parents, supervisors and community groups all enter into the relationship arena with a specific agenda.  As a school principal, there is a tension in seeking to have a positive exchange with the group involved and enforcing the use of systems, when another interest group is getting overlooked, or the agenda doesn’t fall in accordance with the aims of the school.

Particularly relevant are the issues of student discipline. Teachers want to see that the classrooms are kept free of disruptive behaviour, parents want to see consistency in professional judgement and the hierarchy wants to ensure that policy and guidelines have been followed. In most cases, when policy is followed, there is limited damage to relationships.

The Management of Systems model and the Open Systems Theory Model offer valuable frameworks through which we can gain an understanding of the vast interconnectedness and impact that relationships play in organisational management.  Open Systems use the principles of biology and the natural sciences, in determining the conditions for the successful survival of an organisation. The Relationship Model takes focus on the vast interconnectedness of relationships and the tensions this may cause for managers.  

It would be contrary to state that one model is superior to another. Rather they are complimentary to establishing a favourable organisational environment.

7. Recommendations 

That the New South Wales Department of Education and Communities:

· Redefine and/or redevelop the role statement for school leaders as described in the key policy Leading and Managing the School.  Ideally, it would incorporate the importance of school leaders building and maintaining strong and cohesive learning communities both in a local and broader capacity.
· Provide professional learning for school leaders that allows for a research based approach toward enhancing leadership capacity in building community relationships.

That School Principals:

· Develop a clear set of principles to guide their professional journey toward developing strong and cohesive school communities. In particular, they would follow a research-based approach to developing strong organisational relationships.
· Employ the models of Open Systems and Management of Relationships to ensure the survival and, most importantly, success of their school.
Further Research:

· Organisational Management should not be studied in an isolated context, such as education on its own. Leadership and business administration offer considerable insight into the principalship. The Open Systems and Management of Relationships models are widely beneficial in helping a school leader recognise, define and understand the vast interconnectedness that their schools key stakeholders offer. However, each theory falls short when used on its own. Hence, further research into organisational relationships would be beneficial to school leaders.
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