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ABSTRACT The paper explores how rural secondary school governing bodies (SGBs) in the Nkangala education
district in Mpumalanga province take decisions to determine if the process is in line with the South African Schools
Act (SASA). The respondents were from three rural SGBs. Each SGB in the three schools had eleven members
(33n). The respondents responded to an open-ended questionnaire. Subsequent to the open-ended questionnaire,
the researcher attended SGBs meetings as a non-participant observer. Data was gathered by means of socio- grams
and an analysis of the decision-making process. The findings in the study are that the majority of decisions taken
by the sample schools are not in line with SASA. Only one meeting in which all the members participated resulted
in a democratic decision. Although a majority decision was taken in one of the schools, the parents did not
participate in the debate; they only nodded their heads in support of the proposals of the principal  who was the
chairperson of the meeting .The findings of this study revealed that the rural secondary SGBs in the three schools
did not operate in accordance with SASA which endowed them with powers to participate in the decision-making
process during meetings.

INTRODUCTION

Prior to the attainment of democracy in South
Africa, school governance was different from
the present democratic expectations. The man-
ner in which schools serving White communi-
ties were governed differed from the schools
serving Black communities, for example, in most
schools serving the white communities, statu-
tory parent bodies were established which had
a wide range of decision-making powers; as a
result, the former Model C schools tended to
operate more democratically than the rural
schools where many parents were uninvolved
in school governance (Mncube 2007). Follow-
ing the 1994 democratic election, a non-racial
education system based on democratic princi-
ples was instituted. SGBs were ushered by the
new political and educational dispensation in
South Africa. The ideal of democratisation in all
spheres of life was of key importance; this was
vision implied that stakeholders in SGBs partic-
ipated in meetings. Decision–making by full par-
ticipation in school governance meant a total
break away from the erstwhile apartheid educa-
tion regime bringing a sense of ownership and
acceptability to local communities (SACE 1996).
According to Simkins (2000), a policy framework
was established in England and Wales under
the Education Reform Act of 1988. Under these
arrangements, school governing bodies have

been granted considerable powers to manage
their own affairs. In South Africa as well the in-
troduction of SGBs was aimed at encouraging
stakeholders to participate in school affairs;
which also meant that parents, regardless of their
level of education, were expected to make their
voices heard during meetings. In terms of SASA,
the introduction of SGBs in schools meant that
the power had been devolved to SGBs. If the
SGBs do not have the real power to take deci-
sions that will affect the direction of the school,
democratisation will only be an illusion and par-
ticipative governance an empty promise. Allo-
cating power to SGBs implies that the SGB mem-
bers are able and willing to take decisions that
are made in the spirit of true democracy. Mn-
cube (2010) argued that the parents at some ru-
ral schools were reluctant to participate in the
decision-making as a result of their low educa-
tional level or power struggles in SGBs.

Similarly, in international literature, Dinham
and Scott (2000) alleged that the 1980’s was char-
acterised by “a rush of simultaneous reconstruc-
tion in many countries around the world in an
effort to improve teaching outcomes and learner
performance.” They further reported that these
reconstructions did not begin as curricular
changes, but quickly honed in on the control
and governance in schools. It is mentioned in-
ternationally that the partnership between par-
ents, local authorities, the local community and
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teachers has changed over time. These changes
have made individual schools and their gover-
nors more powerful  (www.durham.gov.uk). From
national and international perspective, SGBs are
expected to be enthusiastic and committed to
wanting children to get the best from their
schools; be discreet, open minded and fair; will-
ing to raise questions constructively; and par-
ticipate in discussions and decision-making.
(www.essex.gov.uk).

This paper argues that undemocratic gover-
nance in rural schools in South Africa will re-
main a challenge unless parents in rural SGBs
participate in the decision- making process. Fol-
lowing the model used by Bannink and Os-
sewaarde (2012), the researcher aspired to exam-
ine how parents in rural SGBs make decisions
by classifying these decisions into centralised
and decentralised decisions.

The paper comprises seven sections: the in-
troduction; the definition of concepts; the theo-
retical framework in which the researcher dis-
cusses theories about decisions as understood
by Kozine (2004); the methodology whereby the
process of data collection is outlined; the find-
ings; a discussion of the findings; and the rec-
ommendation and conclusion.

Historical Background

Prior to the democratic government in South
Africa, the provinces had different educational
policies, but all the schools in a specific prov-
ince followed the same syllabus and wrote the
same public examination. Schools were not equal-
ly resourced, others received more money whiles
others received low budget. Some provinces in-
sisted on single-medium education; either En-
glish or Afrikaans and some of them allowed
dual or parallel medium schools. Education in
the different provinces was centralised under
the Department of Bantu Education, the gov-
ernment then established homelands; and when
these homelands became independent, control
of education was given to them. In 1990 Nelson
Mandela and other political leaders were re-
leased. Democracy started to become politically
correct. Government was thinking of giving the
parents a say in the schools; and decided to
hold referendums at each school. Four models
were presented to the parents, namely Model A,
B, C, and D. If a majority of 90% of the parents in
a school, in an 80% poll, decided to adopt a

specific model, they could have it implemented.
Model A was basically the status quo. Model B
was similar, except that the school could decide
on its own admission policy; which meant that
the governing body of the school could decide
on how many children to admit. Model C schools
were private schools that controlled their own
admission policy and they were responsible for
maintaining all the buildings and the property.
There would be a subsidy for teachers; but not
to cover the entire maintenance. Model D was
basically one for special needs. In some of the
posh suburbs, the richer parents were attracted
to Model C which seemed to be the cheapest
way of obtaining private schools (Van Wyk
1998). A number of parents held consultative
meetings to discuss ways in which Model C
could be resisted, but they could not succeed.

South African Schools’ Act

One thorny issue in South Africa before 1990
was the involvement of parents through repre-
sentatives of school governing bodies.  McPher-
son cited by Mncube (2007), indicated that the
functioning of SGBs varied from school to school
and that the former model C schools tended to
operate more democratically. In rural schools,
many parents have no prior experience of school
governance which poses a challenge to the ru-
ral secondary SGBs with regard the decision-
making process as their responsibility. The in-
troduction of the South African Schools’ Act
(SASA) 84 of 1996 was a way of democratising
South African schools and giving SGBs powers
to govern. The Act further indicates that stake-
holders in education, especially those close to
the schools, must accept responsibility for their
schools’ affairs and strive towards involving
each SGB stakeholder in the decision-making
process.

SASA section 16 is very explicit in stating
that the management tasks to be undertaken by
school principals refer to aspects such as line
function duties and policy implementation; while
governance duties should be allocated to the
SGBs. Among other functions, the SGBs should
decide on an admission policy for the school;
the religious practices to be followed at the
school; the uniform and language policy of the
school within the framework laid down in the
National Education Policy Act (NEPA) of 1996
and SASA; the development of the mission
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statement; the adoption of a code of conduct
for learners; and the budget of the school.

Mncube (2008) confirms the above when he
stating the following:

“ In South Africa, school governance refers
to the institutional structure entrusted with the
responsibility or authority to formulate and
adopt school policy on a range of issues which

include school uniforms; school budgets
and developmental priorities; endorsement of
the code of conduct for learners”.

These functions show the important role of
the SGBs and the link they form between the
school and the community they serve. Various
studies have been conducted on SGBs in South
Africa (Van Wyk 1998; Mncube 2005; Karisson
2002; Heystek 2004). However, little research has
been conducted to show how the ideals of de-
mocracy can be realised at grassroots level
where parents take decisions, because they rep-
resent the majority in the SGB. This paper aims
at closing this gap.

Concepts Used in the Study

School Governing Body

 A body established in terms of SASA which
has a governance responsibility in every school
in South Africa. The SGBs consist of parents,
learners and teachers in secondary schools (Van
Wyk 1998) and each member‘s voice should be
heard during the decision-making process.

Socio-gram

 A graphic representation of a person’s so-
cial links. In this paper, socio-grams are used as
a graph drawn to plot decisions taken by the
SGBs of the three sample schools.

Decision-making

According to Furby and Beyth-Marom
(1992), decision making is the process of select-
ing a logical choice. For the purpose of this pa-
per, decision-making is based on the premise
that SGBs are provided with opportunities to
explore ways in making their voices heard.

Democratic Decision: A decision taken by
considering the views of the majority. For the
purpose of this study, democratic decision im-
plies that all the SGB members are included equal-

ly in the decision-making process and the deci-
sions would be considered as legitimate by ev-
erybody concerned.

Majority Decision: A decision that selects
alternatives which have a majority.

Consensus Decision: A group process that
seeks the consent, not necessarily the agree-
ment of participants to the solution of objec-
tives.

Minority Decision: When a few people de-
cide on the matter under discussion without
consulting other members.

Lack of Response Decision: When members
keep quiet and do not participate in the deci-
sion-making process. They have either not been
informed about the matter under discussion or
they have decided not to participate in the deci-
sion–making process at all.

Authoritative Decision: A decision charac-
terised by highly concentrated and centralised
power.

Unanimous Decision: A decision taken when
all the members agree without opposition after
evaluating the alternatives.

This paper looks at seven types of decisions
identified by Rosenbaum (1996) namely, demo-
cratic, majority; minority; unanimous; lack of
response; consensus; and authoritative deci-
sions. These types of decisions are used as a
basis for establishing the decisions taken by
rural SGBs. It may be that the majority of impor-
tant decisions are made through a process of
consultation, but it may also be that decisions
are left to one or more informed members of the
SGBs. If the latter is true, it may imply that dem-
ocratically established SGBs are functioning in
a very undemocratic fashion which will defeat
the purpose and the intent of the SGBs; and is
not in accordance with SASA.

Theoretical Framework

Kozine (2004) distinguished between con-
ventional and non-conventional theories of de-
cision-making. For the purpose of this article,
non-conventional theories of decision-making
may serve as a basis to understand how rural
secondary SGBs make decisions. According to
non-conventional theories of decision-making,
human activities should be guided and aimed at
preventing damage to the environment. The prin-
ciple of precautionary action in these theories is
introduced as a means of dealing with uncer-
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tainty and ignorance in decision-making. This
principle can be used in the study to shed light
on the parents’ ignorance of their responsibility
of taking decisions. The principle further encour-
ages flexibility and robust discussions during
meetings to arrive at sound decisions. One pro-
ponent of the theory, Bayesiasm (Kozine 2004),
emphasised the quantity and quality of informa-
tion the decision-maker must have as an impor-
tant factor when making a decision. Sometimes
SGBs in rural secondary schools are called ur-
gently to adjudicate on a matter without receiv-
ing information.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

 The study adopts quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches. Many writings about mixed
methods have focused on the use of compo-
nent designs (parallel and sequential) in which
the different elements are kept separate, thus,
allowing each element to be true to its own de-
sign (Creswell 1994; Morse 1991; Morgan 1998).
We hope to achieve this in the paper in order to
answer the following research question:

How can democratic decision-making con-
tribute to effective school governance?

Data Collection

 Two data collection instruments were used.
Thirty-three SGB members completed an open-

ended questionnaire in which they indicated
their level of education; their experience as mem-
bers of the SGB; and the number of planned and
urgent meetings they attended. Qualitative data
was collected during SGB meetings where the
researcher was a non-participant observer.

Sampling

 The sampling was purposive comprising
three rural secondary schools from the Nkanga-
la education district in Mpumalanga province.
Secondary schools were selected, because all
the stakeholders are represented in the SGB –
the learners, parents, teachers, school manage-
ment and support staff. After the regional direc-
tor had given written permission for the three
schools to participate in the study, the research-
er arranged to make a presentation on the pur-
pose of the study to the affected members of the
SGB. The schools remained anonymous and
were labelled A, B and C; and the 33 SGB mem-
bers from the three schools also remained anon-
ymous.

DATA  ANALYSIS

Graphic representations were used in Fig-
ures 1-4 to analyse the open-ended question-
naires:

 Figure 1  shows the educational level of SGB
members in the three schools, starting from be-
low grade 5 to grade 12 and above.

Fig. 1. Educational level of SGBs

20

18
16

14
12

10
8

6
4

2
0

S No of  SGB

Below grade 5 Below grade 6
& 9

Below grade
10 & 12

Below grade 12



DECISION-MAKING WITHIN RURAL SECONDARY SCHOOL GOVERNING 279

Fig. 2 . Individual’s experience as a serving SGB member, not necessarily in the same school

Fig . 3. Meeting attendance – planned meetings
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 In terms of SASA, there are four planned
meetings for SGBs annually; Figure 3 represents
the attendance of these meetings by the sample
SGBs.

 The principals sometimes call the SGBs for
urgent meetings, especially the chairperson and
treasurer. Urgent meetings attended by the sam-
ple SGB members are represented in Figure 4.

With regard to data collected through ob-
servation, the researcher used model used by
Bannink; Ossewaarde (2012), where they used

vertical and horizontal axis; centralised and de-
centralised to show policy autonomy and imple-
mentation discretion. In this paper the research-
er used the model to classify decisions on pow-
er and group involvement in an attempt to un-
derstand how rural SGBs take decisions.

  Figure 5 draws a distinction between two
sets of variables to be taken into account when
classifying decisions. On the horizontal axis, the
location of power (whether centralised or de-
centralised) is indicated. Power refers to the in-

Fig. 4 . Meeting attendance– urgent meetings

Fig. 5. Classification of decisions based on power and group involvement
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fluence one person has over others in getting
them to do what he/she wishes them to do. Pow-
er may be centralised in one or more individuals
based on their position, expert knowledge or
potential sphere of influence. The more power is
centralised in one or more individuals the more
likely it is that decisions will be dominated by
them. The vertical axis distinguishes between
the individual and the group. The more role play-
ers are involved in the decisions to be taken the
better the chances that the decisions will be ac-
cepted and supported by the majority of people.
Based on the outline above, the decisions taken
during SGBs meetings were plotted according
to their power/people involvement relationships.
The decisions were analysed by means of so-
cio-grams. The following symbols were used as
indication of what was said during the meet-
ings:

Chairperson starts the discussion.

RESULTS

 The findings from the open-ended question-
naires were as follows: the educational level of
SBGs: three members of the SGB had qualifica-
tions lower than grade 5, 18 were between grade
6–9, six members were between grade 10–12 and
another six of them were above grade 12; the
experience of SBGs: One member served for than
six years on the, ten members served for more
than three years, 12 members served for one year
– the majority in this category are teachers and
learners; the attendance of planned meetings:
12 members of the SGB attended two meetings
while 18 members attended one meeting and ten
attended three meetings; the attendance of ur-
gent meetings: differed from the planned meet-
ings, eight SGB members attended four meet-
ings, nine attended two meetings, another nine
attended three meetings, and seven attended
one meeting.

 Qualitative data was analysed through so-
cio-grams; decisions needed to be taken regard-
ing security, the use of drugs, the wearing of
school uniform and an increase in school fees.
The following SGB members attended all the
meetings: The principal; the chairperson; five
parents, (among whom a treasurer); two teach-

Fig. 6.  Decision 1- Improving the security at the school
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ers (one of whom acted as secretary); and two
learners. There were thirty three members who
attended all the meetings, eleven from each SGB.

With regard to a decision that needed to be
taken on the security at school A, the principal
provided information and said that the build-
ings had been vandalised during the school
holidays and extensive damage had been done.
Figure 6 illustrates the mapping of the communi-
cation at the meetings.

Analysis of Decision: Improving
Security (School A)

The communication flow indicated in Figure
6 reflects a situation where there was little inter-
action between the various members who at-
tended the SGB meeting. They did not explore
alternatives, but accepted the information pro-
vided by the principal who was also the chair-
person of the meeting. Reservations by group
members were not discussed in detail and even
though the final decision was put to the vote, it
resulted in a majority decision. The lack of inter-
action and interrogation of ideas provides evi-

dence of strong elements of authoritarian and
minority decision-making.

At the same meeting, a decision had to be
taken regarding the use of drugs on the school
premises. The principal mentioned that after
lunch the boys became arrogant especially when
the teachers wanted to discipline them for com-
ing late. Some of them smelled of dagga which is
a prohibited drug in South African schools. The
SGBs wanted to restore order and discipline. Fig-
ure 7 illustrates the mapping of the communica-
tion at the meeting.

 Analysis of Decision: Coping With Drug
Problem (School A)

 The communication flow indicated in Fig-
ure 7 reflects a much higher level of interaction
and discussion than the previous example (Fig.
6). Alternative solutions were proposed and dis-
cussed. Very few members did not participate
and the parents; and the educators suggested
possible solutions. The debate assisted the
group in reaching a democratic decision.

Fig. 7. Decision 2 - Coping with the drug problem experienced by the school
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At school B a decision needed to be taken
regarding the wearing of uniforms at the school.
After the chairperson remarked on the matter, it
was noted that some parents raised concerns
that it was expensive for them to travel to town
to go and buy school uniforms. Figure 8 illus-
trates the mapping of the communication at the
meeting.

Analysis of the Decision:-Improving the
Wearing of School Uniforms (School B)

The communication flow indicated in Figure
8 reflects a situation where information was giv-
en rather than of interaction and discussion. Five
members were actively involved in giving infor-
mation and no alternative solutions were pro-
posed.

 A minority decision was taken based on the
information provided by experts, namely an ed-
ucator and the principal. This decision-making
process cannot be classified as truly democrat-
ic.

At the same meeting a decision needed to be
taken regarding an increase in the school funds

the following year. Members of the SGB wanted
to find out if it was necessary to look at the
needs of the school and how many parents could
afford the new amount. Figure 9 illustrates the
mapping of the communication at the meeting.

 Analysis of Decision: Increase in School Fund
(School B)

 The communication flow indicated in Fig-
ure 9 reflects much more interaction and discus-
sion. Alternative solutions were proposed and
discussed and almost all the members had a say
in the decision that was taken. A consensus de-
cision was taken through debate and the evalu-
ation of given alternatives.

 A decision needed to be taken regarding late
admission of learners at school C. The principal
indicated that the closing date of admission for
the school was in September each year, but in
the following year there were always learners
who registered late, either due to the ignorance
of parents or learners claiming that they did not
have uniforms.

Figure 10 illustrates the mapping of the com-
munication at the meeting.

Fig. 8. Decision 3 - Improving on wearing uniform at the school
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Fig. 10. Decision 5 – attending to the problem of admission at the school

Fig. 9. Decision 4 - Dealing with the problem of school-fund increase at the school
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Analysis of the Decision: Admission at
School C

 The communication flow indicated in Fig-
ure 10 reflects a situation where there was little
interaction among the various members who at-
tended the meeting. The information provided
was sufficient to explain the problem and the
members were well aware of the impact of the
problem. The members of the SGB did not ex-
plore alternatives as they agreed and accepted
the information provided. Minority decision was
taken.

DISCUSSION

 The data that emerged from the open-ended
questionnaires were analysed, the study estab-
lished that the educational level of the majority
of school governing bodies was between grade
7-10, principals and teachers had qualifications
above grade 12 and learners were doing grade
11 at the time of the study. The educational level
might pose a challenge to effective decision-
making where certain members of SGBs would
find it difficult to follow the line of argument and
debate during meetings. Regardless of the num-
ber of years serving in the SGBs, some sample
SGBs members did not attend all the planned
meetings, and in most instances the principals
called urgent meetings with the chairperson and
treasurer, which compromised the democratic
decision-making process, since not all members
were part of urgent meetings. The study con-
cluded by noting that members who had the priv-
ilege of attending urgent meetings seemed to be
informed and they supported the principals dur-
ing the meetings. The study revealed that the
decisions taken during SGB meetings were not
democratic in nature. Even though a majority
decision was taken to a certain point, the parent
component of SGB did not participate fully; they
only supported what the principal said without
questioning him. During all the meetings, the
researcher observed that only one democratic
decision was taken. It was also noted that the
learners and educators questioned the principal
who acted as chairperson, while the parent com-
ponent kept quiet and participated only when
they were asked to vote. At a certain point they
supported what was said by nodding their
heads. From the discussion, it seems that the

parent components of the SGBs from the three
schools were reluctant to participate in the deci-
sion-making which is their responsibility in terms
of SASA; they thus shifted their responsibility
onto the principals, teachers and learners.

Based on what emerged from the findings,
rural secondary SGBs in the three schools are
not operating in accordance with SASA.

CONCLUSION

This paper has sought to explore how demo-
cratic decision-making can contribute to effec-
tive school governance. Decision-making in the
three schools may be enhanced by the involve-
ment of all the members of the SGB, especially
the parent component, because they are in the
majority. The findings provided evidence that
rural SGBs take undemocratic decisions which
are not in accordance with SASA. The types of
decisions taken in the meetings do not contrib-
ute towards effective school governance, be-
cause not all the members participated effectively
in the meetings. According to the findings, it is
essential that rural secondary SGBs be provid-
ed with information and understanding required
to make decisions. The lack of response and
minority decisions may imply that SGBs were
not informed about the issues discussed during
the meetings, possibly because the SGBs were
called urgently for unplanned meetings. The
educational level of some members of the SGBs
might contribute towards non- participation in
the meetings.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The primary recommendation in this paper is
that SGBs should be encouraged to take owner-
ship of their schools and move beyond mere
political representation. Universities should con-
sider offering short courses to all South African
SGBs. They should also be provided with enough
information and be experienced in interpreting
it. It may happen that SGBs are not given enough
quality information prior the meetings; this might
lead to minority decisions during meetings.
Drawing on the findings in the research ques-
tion above, the researcher inferred that there must
be certain requirements rural SGBs should con-
sider in order to participate in the decision- mak-
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ing process during meetings. Sufficient infor-
mation before the meetings and the understand-
ing of the matters under discussion could have
a marked effect on the manner in which SGBs
make decisions.
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