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ABSTRACT There is a dearth of literature concerning the social worlds of school administrative staff. The aim of
the presentpaper is to understand the complex (social) reality of their work. Hence, the researchers used the notion
of social worlds as a theoretical lens. The theoretical lens challenged us as researchers to understand the administrative
clerk not as individuals but as participants within the social world of public schools. A qualitative methodology and
case studies with multiple levels of input from participants were used. The researchers argued that the agency of the
school administrative clerk lies in reworking, reconstructing, and influencing the social world of the school. The
researchers asserted that the social worlds of school administrative clerks are closely tied to their perspectives, that
is, their subjective understanding of their social context. The researchers argued that school administrative clerks
are an integral part of the school social world-much more than the current discourse gives them credit for. The
researchers findings suggestedthat the role of school administrative clerks needs to be re-imagined and re-
conceptualized to recognize the existing commitments that they are dedicated to. Finally, using social world’s
theoretical lens clarifies the crucial role of administrative clerks for the successful running of their schools.
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INTRODUCTION

Schools are social arenas in which teachers
and principals act to teach the students of South
Africa. The management, leadership and admin-
istration of schools have been identified as con-
cepts and practices  that need to be understood
and improved so that students learning out-
comes can be improved in South African schools
This paper makes the argument that traditional
conception of management and leadership con-
centrates on principals and teachers but misses
crucial strata of employees namely: school ad-
ministrative clerks. The focus on school ad-
ministrative clerks work and their social contexts
has been  precipitated by the range of alterna-
tive school leadership models that exists, as a
result of schools embracing distributed or shared
leadership models (Aldridge 2008).

Objective

The objective of the present research is to
problematize the social worlds of school admin-

istrative clerks. It aims to inform the developers
of qualifications for school administrative clerks
and stakeholders who want to improve teaching
and learning how these role-players are linked
to the effective and efficient running of the
school. The aim is to show the embedded nature
of the activities of administrative clerks within
the particular social context. Further, the re-
searchers argued that their contribution is relat-
ed to their individual agency within their school
context.

Literature Review

Literature using the social worlds framework
to explore the work of school administrative
clerks in South Africa does not exist but there
are a few studies that attemptedto describe ad-
ministrative clerks work practices (Van Der Linde
1998; Naicker et al. 2011). Studies of the activi-
ties and the roles of administrative clerks in
schools (Casanova 1991; Van Der Linde 1998;
Thomson et al. 2007; Conley et al. 2010; Naicker
et al. 2011),highereducation institutions (Szek-
eres 2004; Mcinnis 1998; Whitchurch and Lon-
don 2004) and businesses (Fearfull 1996; Fear-
full et al. 2008; Truss 1993) found that they are
regarded as marginal and invisible even though
their contributions are essential for the smooth
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running of their workplaces. However, there  have
been studies highlighting  the agency and spa-
tial practices of school administrative clerks
(Bayat 2012). In addition, in a study of the im-
pact of school business managers’ performance
on incoming principals, Woods et al. (2012)
found that school business managers were cru-
cial in enabling these new principles to take on
their positions of principalship.

School administrative job descriptions were
conceived within a milieu where there was a dis-
tinction between line and staff (Kindig 1961).
Organizationswere then conceived as best run
by the principles of bureaucracy. Bureaucracy
can be defined by hierarchy and rule-bound be-
haviors. These two principles epitomizebureau-
cratic forms of organization (Kallinikos 2004). In
the case of the school, teachers and principals
are the ‘line’ and the administrative clerks are
the staff. Staff was meant to follow rules and
was lower on the hierarchy, which meant that
they had little authority in decision-making. Line
staff made all the decisions, they were less rule
bound and were higher up in the hierarchy.
School administrative clerks were thus consid-
ered and still are considered staff.

To explore administrative clerks’ work the
researchers turn to Strauss (1993). Strauss’ (1993)
foundational concept of social worlds is funda-
mental to the understanding of actions within
organizations. The concept of social worlds as a
way in which people are organized stems from
symbolic interactionism (Strauss 1993). The au-
thors propose that Strauss’ notion of social
worlds, gives us a lens to view the school as a
setting of negotiations and interactions. “In
Strauss’, theory on organizations as social
worlds he focuses upon action and interaction
as a continuous process” (Elkejaer 2004: 428).
More specifically, the researchers draw on the
assumptions that:

(1) Interactions take place in a structural con-
text (the school as a hierarchical organiza-
tionand the broader social context of the
teachers and the students), the conditions
here shape the possibilities for negotia-
tion and interaction;

(2) School administrative clerks, teachers and
principals as work groups can be viewed
as social worlds whose activities require
site (context)  and means; and

(3) Material conditions and resources are part
of the structural conditions for work.

Social worlds are “the fundamental building
block(s) of collective action” (Clarke 1991: 131).
A social world is an interactive unit that arises
when a number of individuals strive to act in some
collective way, often requiring the coordination
of separate perspectives and the sharing of re-
sources. It has “at least one primary activity (along
with related activities), … sites where activities
occur … [and] technology (inherited or innova-
tive means of carrying out the social world’s ac-
tivities)” (Strauss 1978: 122 ; cited in Clarke 1991:
131). A social world is an interactive unit, a “uni-
verse of regularized mutual response, communi-
cation or discourse” (Shibutani 1955: 524).

Clarke (1991)noticed that, membership of a
social world is constrained by the limits of effec-
tive communication rather than by geography
or formal structure. However, (Fitzpatrick et al.
1995) hold the view that  social worlds may be
well deûned, for example, an organizationalhier-
archy, or they may be loosely deûned,for
example,the community of World Wide Web us-
ers or the participants at a conference workshop.
In addition, they may be short or long-lived,
depending on the purpose for which they have
come together. Their shared goal may not nec-
essarily be well developed and completely know-
able. Strauss (1978, 1993), states that workplaces
are multiple arenas of social worlds made up by
commitments to specific work practices. Accord-
ingly, work is understood as coordinated collec-
tive actions and organizations are understood
as intertwined and overlapping multiple social
worlds (Clarke 1991; Strauss 1978, 1993).

Organisations are viewed as social arenas or
multiple social worlds of negotiated orders. Ac-
cording to Elkjaer and Huysman (2008: 172) “The
notion of organizations as arenas of social
worlds resembles the understanding of organi-
zations as communities of practices”. Shibutani
(1955) states that a social world is an interactive
unit that may influence the meaning that people
impute on events. Social worlds inform one what
information is important. The use of social
worlds informs us that studying work practices
involves not only focusing on harmony but also
on conflict and that, the focus is on participa-
tion. This enhances the perspective that the
emotional elements of organizational life and
work include tension and conflict which is re-
flected in the different commitments of organi-
zational members to organizational activities
(Huysman and Elkjaer 2006).
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Work may be defined as coordinated and
collective set of actions. Putting more simply, a
workplace does not have causes that lead to
activities because these are determined by par-
ticipant’s commitments to ‘have to’ and ‘want
to’ take part in coordinated and collective ac-
tion. Workers organise their workplaces through
commitments to social worlds, which are defined
as: “Groups with shared commitments to cer-
tain activities, sharing resources of many kinds
to achieve their goals, and building shared ide-
ologies about how to go about their business”
(Clarke 1991: 131; cited in Strauss 1993: 212).
Clarke (1991) hypothesises that the theory of
workplaces as made up of social worlds is based
on a perspective of organisational theory that
seeks to understand and conceptualise the com-
plexity of social organising rather than dismiss-
ing it. According to Strauss, most organisations
can be viewed as “arenas wherein members of
various sub worlds make differential claims, seek
differential ends, engage in contest and make or
break alliances in order to do the things they
wish to do” (Strauss 1978:125). In brief, “Strauss
postulates social worlds as the interactions be-
tween individual  actors  and  collective  groups
of  actors  (represented by  individuals)  and
how   these can  be understood  in  relation to
their  ability  to  negotiate,  contest and  align
positions on issues  of  importance.”Thus, we
interpret the work practices of the school ad-
ministrative clerks as originating not solely from
within themselves but as situated outcomes of
negotiations and interactions between the vari-
ous participants in a given social world.

Key Aspects of Literature Reviewed

The practices of school administrative clerks
were identified as essential practices broadly
associated with the social worlds of school man-
agement and leadership.

The literature reviewed dwelt on social
worlds and presented studies from which the
theoretical perspective of social worlds was
drawn from. Based on the above discussion, the
following research questions were developed.

Research Questions

The research addressed by this study is as
follows:

What are the social worlds that administra-
tive clerks negotiate in their day-to-day ac-
tivities?
What work do they do in these social
worlds?
What does this information tell us about
administrative clerks’ contribution to their
schools?

Research Design

The researchers chose a case study design,
which is a substantial tool for doing a modernist
qualitative research study (Schurink 2003). Fol-
lowing from Bogdan and Biklen’s (1998) exposi-
tion, the study was designed as (1) an observa-
tional case study (participant observation sup-
plemented by interviews and documents focus-
ing on leadership in the social world of the school
administrative clerks), as well as (2) a multi-case
study (five school administrative clerks were
studied).

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

The study was conducted in four education-
al districts located in South Africa’s Western
Cape Province. It was argued that by focusing
this inquiry on five administrative clerks who
had substantive experience, rich material would
be generated to explore and describe their social
worlds. Careful consideration was given to who
else should be approached to take part in the
research. It was decided to involve the school
community responsible for service delivery in
the schools where the research was being con-
ducted to gain the rich material that qualitative
research demanded. Thus, principals, parents,
teachers, district officials, and a local university
were invited to participate in the study.

Data Collection

Qualitative researchers generally rely on four
basic types of data sources: interviews, obser-
vations, documents, and audio-visual materials
(see Creswell1998). Eager to capture, describe
and appreciate the characteristics of school
clerks responsible for service delivery, and to
find out how they address challenges and man-
age difficulties they experience in the execution
of their day-to-day activities, the researchers
employed all of these methods as well as theo-
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retical concepts derived from the literature and
policy documents.

Documents

The researchers scrutinized media reports
and press statements as well as official reports
and files (unsolicited documents). To be able to
understand and interpret the experiences and
viewpoints of the participants against their dif-
ferent backgrounds, the researchers used so-
cio-demographic information gained from the
participants. The researchers also kept a project
diary outlining important decisions and dates.

Face-to-face Interviews

As Bogdan and Biklen (1998: 35) state, “qual-
itative researchers are interested in how people
act and think in their own settings; they attempt
to ‘blend into the woodwork’, or to act so the
activities that occur in their presence do not dif-
fer significantly from those that occur in their
absence”. The interviews were, therefore, con-
ducted in the research setting at school where
participants felt comfortable. The following warn-
ing of Bogdan and Biklen (1998: 35) was heeded:
“If you treat people as ‘research subjects,’ they
will act like research subjects, which are differ-
ent from how they usually act.” The researchers
took special caution not to treat the participants
any different from their normal day-to-day inter-
action with them. Thus, the researchers went
out of their way to treat them as administrative
clerks in the school. From the outset, the re-
searchers made it clear that, within the research
context, they were interested in how the research
participants thought about their lives, their ex-
periences and particular situations (Bogdan and
Biklen 1998). To capture and understand the vast
experience of interactive work, daily activities,
and work relationships in schools, three rounds
of semi-structured and open-ended interviews
were conducted. These interviews (discussing
and audio-recording key aspects or themes)
yielded valuable in-depth knowledge of the par-
ticipants’ life world (Creswell 1998).

Participant Observation

Bogdan and Biklen (1998: 35) stated that
“qualitative researchers try to interact with their
subjects in a natural, unobtrusive, and non-

threatening manner”.  As already indicated, while
doing the research, the researchers, in their ca-
pacity as university researchers, interacted with
the research participants on a regular basis.

Literature Study

Relevant scholarly works, textbooks and jour-
nal papers on school secretaries, distributed lead-
ership and educational management were scru-
tinized for additional insight.

Audio-visual Material

Refer Creswell 1998; Denzin et al. 2005.
The study made use of photographs to illus-

trate the day-to-day activities of the administra-
tive clerks at their schools.

Case Studies

The five case studies were purposively cho-
sen. The main criteria for the choice were the
diversity of the school contexts in which the
administrative clerks operated.

Data Collection

Data was collected through interviews with
the five school administrative clerks. In addi-
tion, the researchers engaged with the adminis-
trative clerks in focus groups sessions held at
the university. In addition, the researchers were
allowed to access to and examined the clerk’s
learning portfolios. The portfolios had original-
ly been an assessment component for a certifi-
cate in school business administration that the
clerks had completed.

Data Analysis

When we speak of “data analysis” we mean
the techniques you can use to make sense out
of and to learn from the hundreds, or even thou-
sands, of pages of recorded statements and be-
havior in your field notes. More specifically,
“data analysis”

refers to a process which entails an effort to
formally identify themes and to construct hy-
potheses (ideas) as they are suggested by data
and an attempt to demonstrate support for those
themes and hypotheses (Bogdan and Taylor 1975:
97).
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Data analysis “is a systematic search for
meaning” (Hatch 2002: 148). The researchers
looked through the interview transcripts to un-
cover the meaning that administrative clerks were
making as they told us about their experiences.
From the data collected, we were able to piece
together their activities and the unique social
world that they worked within.

FINDINGS

Case Studies

The purpose of the case studies is to pro-
vide a picture of school business administration
social world and the negotiated role of the
school administrators within the context of real
schools. The aim with the case studies was to
select a range of schools according to type, us-
ing the dimensions of primary and high school,
fee-paying and no fee-paying schools, section
20 and section 21. The quintiles are represented
in brackets (see Table 1).

Table 1: Fee paying

School    No fee-paying     Fee-paying
level

Section Section   Section     Section
20   21   20     21

Primary School School School
D (2)   C (2) A (5)

High School School
E (2) B (5)

Schools were selected that had a school ad-
ministrative clerk enrolled on the CSBA program
and data was gathered from their portfolios of
evidence and from their participation in focus
group interviews.  Schools A, C, D and E all had
a pool of poor students (all black and colored),
whereas School B was a relatively wealthy pub-
lic school that had been designated a white
school under apartheid. The case studies depict
an unstable and changing demographic popula-
tion, particularly with schools A, C, D and E.
Further, in all these schools, learner numbers
fluctuated as families (many living in informal
settlements) moved between different areas.

Primary School A

Primary School A was established in 1967
and by 1968 the number of students had dra-

matically increased to 1200. However, the num-
ber of students has dropped substantially and
in 2008, they dropped to 510. The students
ranged from the age of 5 (grade R) to 13 years
old in grade 7. School A is a fee-paying section
21 school. However, it is located in a very poor
area1. Students attending the school come from
various working class areas2. Although, it is of-
ficially a fee-paying school, only 20% of the stu-
dents actually pay school fees. FA, the infor-
mant to this study, described the socio-economic
status of the parents in the following way. “Most
of the parents are unemployed or the father’s in
jail or the mother’s a single parent” (Focus Group
3/06/10) or they are ‘oupa’s and ouma’s grand-
pa’s and grandma’s] children’ (FA Portfolio). The
fundraising events are crucial to supplement the
inadequate income of the school. However, the
income raised through fundraising is limited,
because it relies on input from the family mem-
bers of the students, many of whom are poor. FA
was a key contributor to the schools fund rais-
ing efforts.

The teaching staff consists of the Principal,
Deputy Principal, 12 permanent educators, 2
school governing body (SGB) educator posts
and 4 teacher assistants. There are 2 permanent
administrative staff and 3 support staff. F.A’s
formal job title is senior administrative clerk. FA
views her two main job objectives as firstly, fi-
nancial management and secondly, to assist and
support the principal. As financial manager, she
ensures effective control and ‘management of
the budget’ (FA Portfolio 2008). She administers
school funds and financial books. She adminis-
ters the grade-R subsidy. She handles the pro-
curement of goods and services and maintains
the inventory. Her additional duties can be sum-
marized into the following categories. She man-
ages the day-to-day administrative activities and
fulfills the role of principal’s secretary. She does
information gathering and processing; she main-
tains a filing system, and she handles confiden-
tial documentation. She administers the feeding
scheme.

F.A. has worked at the school for 10 years.
During that time, she has taken on many extra
responsibilities. From 2007, she undertook the
data collection and capturing for the Centralized
Educational Management Information System
(CEMIS) as required by the local education au-
thority. She has worked with the principal to
develop a range of new policies and to update
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existing policies. She has coordinated a number
of large-scale fundraising events. She has taken
on a number of duties in the sphere of human
resources management, such as implementing a
new leave management system, conducting the
administrative aspects of recruitment of educa-
tors and has been involved in staff performance
improvement systems. She has taken on the role
of non-teaching representative on the SGB.

As her role has expanded, she has devel-
oped her skills extensively and has at times
worked overtime and over school holidays as
requested by the principal. Her gross salary is
approximately R8000 and she receives a hous-
ing subsidy of R500.

From 2004 to 2007, the school was in finan-
cial difficulties, but there was overspending and
mismanagement of funds, and the school was
not able to succeed in organizing fundraising
activities. Members of staff spent school mon-
ey without consulting FA as financial manager.
Because of financial constraints, an amount of
only R10 000 had been budgeted for textbooks.
While F.A. was away on sick leave for three
months, textbooks were bought for R50 000. In
2007, a new principal was appointed, and he and
the FA worked as a team to improve the financial
management of the school. Within six months
the deficit was cleared and the school was able
to achieve a positive balance. However, she still
feels that she is awarded a lower status than her
contribution merits. Further, she is not remuner-
ated in accordance with the extent of her contri-
bution to the school. Although the principal ful-
ly supports her involvement on the school man-
agement team, some senior teachers question
her competence to be on the SMT.

Interpreting the social world of school ad-
ministrative clerks through the social worlds the-
oretical lens means that administrative clerks’
activities show their unique perspective within
their social space.

FA’s area of commitments can be summarized
as follows: financial control; secretarial function
to the principal; picking up the slack for the prin-
cipal; information processor; participation on the
SGB and participation on the SMT. Her most
important commitment is to see to the financial
aspects of the school. From the data, we ob-
serve that there is conflict and contestation
around this role at school. However, the social
world is shaped by her commitment to the finan-
cial aspects of the school.

As Elkjaer and Huysman (2008) have indi-
cated, “social worlds are grounded in agency”
while at the same time FA find herself within
arenas that are already negotiated. However,
there is room for her agency since social worlds
are negotiated social structures. They are nego-
tiated on a day-to-day, event-by-event process
as demonstrated in how she saw the school’s
financial difficulties as her ambit of work, above.

High School B

High School B is situated in the suburb of
Bothasig. It is a section 21 fee-paying school in
Quintile 5 in Metropole North. In 2008, there were
750 students in the school in Grade 8 to Grade
12. There were 33 educators of which 23 were
local education authority funded and 10 were
funded by the SGB. There was 12 support staff,
including 5 administrators. The local education
authority funded 5 of these posts and 7 by the
SGB. In 2006, the school had a record number of
students who achieved an A-aggregate in mat-
ric. The school has many sporting activities.
There are three computer laboratories. HT, our
informant, who is the bursar at the school, notes
that getting all the staff and students e-literate a
major challenge. HT is deeply involved in the
running of the school with the principal. By 2008,
she had worked at the school in this post for 15
years. Her local education authority job title was
Senior Administrative Clerk at Grade 3. Her sala-
ry was approximately R9000 per month. In 2008,
school fees made up 80.8% of the sources of
income and local education authority allocations
made up 4.8%. 9% of the income came from re-
couping of bad debt. HT is one of five adminis-
trative staff at the school. Her commitments with-
in her social world included drafting the budget
and serving on the finance committee.

HT attends meetings of the SGB and serves
on the finance committee. HT is not the non-
teaching representative, which is a role that is
filled by one of the other administrative staff.
HT’s social world is reflected in her perspective
and her commitments. Although, she does not
make any decisions by herself regarding how
money is spent she has a say regarding spend-
ing via her membership of the school governing
body where the school’s yearly budget is set.
Her commitments include: financial control; in-
formation processing and participation on the
SGB.
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Primary School C

Primary School C is situated in the working
class area of Philippi East and is located in Quin-
tile 2. The students come formainly informal set-
tlements. The school is a no fee-paying school,
which was established in 2000. The high stan-
dard of financial accounting at the school re-
sulted in a successful application for section 21
status at the beginning of 2008. In 2008, the
school had 941 students, ranging in age from 6
to 14 years. It had 32 educators, including the
principal. It had two administrative clerks and
four support staff.

PQ, the research informant from this school,
has worked in an administrative position in the
school since 2002.The school has grown from
600 students and nine educators. An unstable
period ensued during 2003 and 2004 concerning
the principal. PQ’s educational background is
unusual for an administrative clerk in that he
has a BA and Honors degree from a local univer-
sity. In 2002, he answered the telephone and did
typing; however, this has changed dramatically
since then. In 2006, he was elected to the SGB
representing the non-teaching staff and was
appointed as a finance officer, which resulted in
the financial accounting standard of the school
being raised.

PQ is on the Finance Committee of the SGB,
is the finance officer, and is involved in the bud-
get development process. Various committees,
such as Sport and Culture and the Music com-
mittees submit their budgets to the finance com-
mittee, which drafts a budget and submits it to
the SGB for approval. The SGB presents the
budget to a parents’ meeting for discussion and
adoption. When the parents have adopted the
budget, it is signed and sent to the local educa-
tional District Office. Although the budget de-
velopment process is done by the school, PQ
felt the process was rushed and not enough time
was given for analysis and redefining. PQ played
a huge role in the budgeting process.

The school dumps the drawing up of the
budget in PQ’s lap. Although legislatively the
SGB controls the school finances the responsi-
bilities falls largely on PQ’s shoulders. He does
requisitions, for organizing student’s transport
in conjunction with the Finance Committee. He
handles payments, financial recording, and pre-
pares quarterly reports for the SGB and the dis-
trict office and prepares the financial records for

auditing. The school’s finance policy is lacking
in terms of following financial guidelines set by
the local educational authority. It does not in-
clude provision for managing the schools’ and
it does not up of computerized financial records.
Further, PQ thinks that there is not enough seg-
regation of duties among the finance committee,
which should be stipulated in the finance poli-
cy. PQ is also responsible for record keeping. He
is required to keep records of computer hard-
ware and software and manage maintenance of
the school’s computer system. He assists edu-
cators where IT skills are lacking. He has is not
directly involved with teaching and learning func-
tions of the school but has assisted teachers
when asked to. He has the responsibility of or-
ganizing school uniforms and assisting in the
administration of the feeding scheme program.
He says that administrative clerks have many
responsibilities, many of which are not in their
job descriptions. PQ also advises and works
closely with the rest of the support staff such as
the maintenance person and the cleaning staff
but does not formally supervise them.

PQ is a member of the School Management
Team (SMT). He has gained leadership experi-
ence in previous jobs and in community projects.
Since completing the CSBA he thinks that he
has become even more equipped to take on more
of a leadership and management roles. His com-
munication with the principal, who initially, did
not support his becoming involved in the SMT,
paid off when the principal eventually relented.
PQ implied that the principal lacked capacity in
management skills (this was a trend reported by
a number of school administrative clerks). In spite
of the principal’s lack of capacity, or perhaps
because of it, he allowed PQ to play a greater
role in management and leadership.

PQ said:
“I find it difficult to influence decision-mak-

ing, because you know that the way our schools
are organized, it’s a trickle-down approach in
terms of decision-making. Because you as an
administrative clerk, you are there at the bot-
tom and the decisions are from the top to the
bottom; from the SMT to the bottom. Then you
are pregnant with the ideas you want to imple-
ment because you are fresh from the college,
you know, you’ve made the research, you know
what is it that is not going right in terms of the
administration and the management of the
school – you have that information. But it’s dif-
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ficult to actually implement that information
because of the position that you are in.”

PQ’s primary work commitments are to fi-
nancerelated matters but at times also extend to
doing the tasks that his principal delegates and
abandons to him. This means that PQ social
world has a wide ambit and that is why the IMG
manager commented, “PQ was practically run-
ning the school”.

Primary School D

Primary School D is situated in a poor town-
ship3. It is a no fee-paying Section 20 school.
There are 1287 students, 33 teaching staff, in-
cluding the principal, and 6 support staff. The
school building was built in 2002. It has 28 class-
rooms for Grades 1 to 7. Literacy and numeracy
levels are low in the foundation phase.

Two of the challenges identified by MN, the
informant, are the level of crime in the area and
teenage pregnancies. MN is one of two admin-
istrative staff at the school. She has a Grade 12
qualification, a Secretarial Diploma, and complet-
ed the CSBA program in 2009. She is responsi-
ble for financial and accounting duties, adminis-
trative and secretarial duties. Her financial and
accounting duties include administration of the
budget, income and expenditure, preparation of
financial statements in compliance with local
education authority accounting principles. She
prepares monthly bank reconciliation statements
using financial software. She monitors pay-
ments, accounts and does banking. She is ex-
pected to initiate fundraising activities, draft
business plans and oversee financial ventures
as well as the routine administrative and secre-
tarial duties are correspondence, enquiries, pho-
tocopying and logistical arrangement for meet-
ings and school functions.

She is the secretary of the SGB and is re-
sponsible for administrative support - which in-
cludes an administrative component of human
resources management, keeping staff records,
managing staff contracts, and administering
staff remuneration. She participates in staff re-
cruitment interviews. She supervises the sup-
port staff to ensure the safe maintenance and
operation of buildings. Her role in relation to
ICT is to keep records of computer hardware
and software and manages the maintenance of
the school’s computer system. She oversees the
feeding scheme. Her role in relation to teaching

and learning is restricted to keeping records of
learning resources and equipment and maintain-
ing learning resources. MN says, “everything
about the smooth functioning of the school de-
pends on [her and her fellow administrative
clerk]”. She is very concerned that the principal
and the staff do not acknowledge the value of
her role in the school. Nor are the skills that she
has gained through doing the CSBA program
acknowledged.

Although she plays a role on the SGB, she
does not feel she is permitted to contribute to
what is being discussed in meetings or contrib-
ute to decision-making because of how she is
regarded by the other SGB members. This may
be exacerbated by the fact that the school has
section 20 status. If it were section 21, she would
have the opportunity to perform more complex
roles in the financial management of the school,
which could raise her status in the eyes of the
SGB members. However, her lack of opportunity
to contribute to the school’s direction limits her
scope to apply her skills and make an impact.

MN notes that the acting principal has gaps
and does not have the experience to do certain
tasks, which MN has become skilled at through
doing the CSBA program. Rather than openly
asking MN to support her and acknowledging
her role, she quietly asks her to do these tasks
and takes the credit for them herself without ac-
knowledgement.

Through doing the CSBA program, MN had
gained awareness of some of the gaps and inad-
equacies in school policy and practice. Howev-
er, she feels powerless in making an impact be-
cause of her low status in the school. One of the
gaps, which she has noticed, is that there is no
systematic approach to risk management at the
school and no specific staff member responsi-
ble for it. While she had learned much about risk
management on the CSBA program, she did not
have the opportunity to apply what she had
learned on the course. She said:

“… even now are schools are still at higher
risk because we didn’t have a chance to, at
least to introduce even the parents or even the
SGB. We have risk everywhere in our schools,
but because we didn’t have a chance to imple-
ment or even to just introduce to the school
community of ours or the SGB.”

She feels undermined by the lack of oppor-
tunities in applying her skills and by the lack of
recognition that she experiences. Consequent-
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ly, she is considering seeking employment in
the private sector. Finance is not a big part in her
perspective of her action within the school. Her
commitments include the following: secretarial
function to the principal; picking up the slack
for the principal; Information processing and
participation on the SGB. So her social world
extends to almost all the tasks in running the
school except that she does not have formal
authority to influence the school.

High School E

High School E is situated in a lower econom-
ic working class community4near Cape Town
where many of the students live in the surround-
ing informal settlements. It is a no fee-paying
section 21 school.

The school has 1104 students. There is 38
staff, including the principal, two deputies, two
senior administrative staff and support staff.
There are two administrative staff whom we will
refer to them as LS and AMB. There is no bursar
employed at the school.  LS and AMB’s respon-
sibilities overlap substantially. LS, our main in-
formant is in her fifties and has been at the school
in the same post since 1988. She has a Grade 12
qualification. Her main areas of work are provid-
ing administrative support, record keeping of
learner and staff information and human resourc-
es responsibilities.

She is not involved in financial administra-
tion, facilities management general management,
teaching and learning SMT or the SGB.

LS emphasize her role as a receptionist, sup-
port for the principal and her interaction par-
ents. Her role with regard to ICT is mainly data
capturing and downloading information. Her
work commitments involve supporting teachers
(for example, accompanying students to music
competitions), developing relationships with
community, businesses to secure support for
the school, and developing supportive relation-
ships with parents.

Due to the expansion of technology, her vol-
ume of work has expanded. The administrative
clerks sweep the floors of their own offices and
make tea for visitors. Sometimes she works over-
time unpaid to keep up with the work deadlines.
She worked her way up and learned to expand
her areas of capability.

AMS is responsible for the financial admin-
istration of the school. She is a full member of

the SMT, SGB and is involved in the SGB com-
mittees. They both agree that financial manage-
ment control in the school is acceptable. It is a
non-fee-paying school but does collect small
amounts of money from students through fund-
raising activities.

Finance sub-committees include fundraising,
requisition and entertainment. However, teach-
ers are not committed enough and the school
administrative clerks’ end up carrying the bulk
of the workload.

The two administrative clerks serve on the
finance committee, but feel that they have not
functioned as effectively as they would like be-
cause they were not “well equipped [educated
and experienced] in finance”, had too much work
pressure, their roles were not clearly defined,
and they were struggling with new technology.
AMB sees herself as contributing to the func-
tioning of the school’s financial matters. Her
commitments include secretarial function to the
principal; picking up the slack for the principal;
information processing, participation on the SGB
and SMT.

In all five schools, the school administrative
clerks’ were involved with financial matters, and
played roles in management and leadership. Their
commitments to action demonstrated their con-
cern for the functioning and running of the
school that was not shaped by their job descrip-
tion or job requirements.

Rather their social worlds made them do what
they could do to contribute to the running of
the school. They were active in the school’s SGB
and where possible on the SMT’s. However,
their perspectives and commitments were shaped
by the leeway that principals gave them.

DISCUSSION

The primary focus of analysis in the five cas-
es is premised on the investigation of the social
worlds of school administrative clerks, as op-
posed to only reporting or listing their duties in
the conventional procedural way. In many situ-
ations, the school administrative clerks have
constructed their working lives around their work
place, and that they do not see their jobs as
routine work or themselves as mere cogs in a
wheel. Furthermore, the researchers believe that
the theory of social worlds may provide a vehi-
cle for better understanding explaining the pro-
cess of social change and inertia within these
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schools. The golden thread that seems to ema-
nate from all the cases is the ‘negotiation; and
‘interactionism’ that the administrative clerks
engaged in. While the researchers saw some
administrative clerks grow their own opportuni-
ties and add value thus having an expanded
social world, the researchers saw other adminis-
trative clerks social world more restricted and
their opportunities and activities limited and
restricted.

The researchers observation of social worlds
revealed some schools leadership and manage-
ment staff as quite ‘closed’ in their boundaries
to the activities of administrative clerks. The
“social worlds” lens and perspective informed
us that some administrative clerks work practic-
es were constricted within their social world while
some school administrative clerks work practic-
es pointed to a more expanded social world. A
further theme developed from the five cases is
that social worlds of the school leadership and
management crisscross and interact under a
range of conditions with the social worlds of the
administrative clerks as depicted in the cases.
These conditions differ in terms of socio-eco-
nomic environment of the school, for example,
but what can be highlighted is the difference
that administrative clerks’ commitment, negotia-
tion and interaction with their social world make.

In addition,the researchers learnt that the
administrative clerks’ careers are not merely oc-
cupational or ‘nice-to-have’ in character; most
are pursued and have huge potential for suc-
cessful management, leadership and administra-
tion. The case studies illustrate how administra-
tive clerks’ activities influence the development
of social worlds within the school environment.
The social worlds should not be seen as con-
stant spaces but rather as negotiated social spac-
es.   Thus according to (Elkjaer and Huysman
2008: 172) in “a social worlds perspective…the
process of  tension, competition, negotiation and
exchange are stressed. These processes unfold
within and between social worlds, creating are-
nas of social worlds in creative potential
tension.”

CONCLUSION

The case studies show that administrative
clerks’ commitment makes them participate in the
running and functioning of their schools. They
take on responsibilities, particularly in section

21 schools’ management, procurement, informa-
tion capturing, and management that are the
ambit of the principal and senior teachers. School
administrative clerks have developed their ICT
skills in response to increased use of technolo-
gy in local education authority and schools, and
the centralized computer data capturing systems
mandated by the local education authority. The
centralized computer system has further expand-
ed the social worlds of the clerks.

The case studies illustrate the important re-
lationship between the administrative clerks and
the principal is in contributing to effective and
efficient school administration. The argument
that administrative clerks can and, in many cas-
es, do play a crucial role in the management and
administration of the school is supported. It
seemed that those had many years of experi-
ence, where they had some level of recognition
for the role that they were playing, increased
their social worlds substantially and became more
empowered to channel the relationships, power
and knowledge that they had gained back into
the school. However, there are still limits on the
recognition and the cooperation they received
from management. Moreover, the administrative
clerks in this study effort to expand their social
worlds did not go uncontested. Thus they did
not always enjoy a positive relationship with
the senior teachers in management and were not
always recognized by them. This was a conten-
tious area within administrative clerks’ social
worlds.

The case studies point to the need for un-
derstanding the way in which administrative
clerks negotiate and shape their social world
footprint within their schools  in conjunction
with the principal, members of the SGBs and
where relevant, members of the SMTs. It was
evident from two of the case studies that a com-
petent administrative clerk who had expanded
her social world as finance officer as a fully in-
volved in the SGB of a school played a key role
in facilitating follow-through from school finance
policy to planning, implementation, and account-
ability. Finally, the social worlds of administra-
tive clerks vary from school to school, clerk to
clerk and are dependent on a host of local fac-
tors. What can be said based on this research is
that the social worlds of administrative clerks
are variegated and heterogeneous. The present
research has also informed that administrative
clerks are integral to the school rather than mar-
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ginal – contrary to what is suggested by the
dominant educational management discourses.

NOTES

1 The respondent from School A indicated that Quin-
tile 5 was a complete misrepresentation of the eco-
nomic level of the  students  serviced by the school.
It was based on a wealthier area close to the school.

2 Such as Bellville, Nyanga, Bishop Lavis, Matroos-
fontein, Nooitgedaght and Ravensmead.

3 Khayelitsha
4 Nyanga East

REFERENCES

Aldridge M 2008. School Business Managers: Their
Role in Distributed Leadership. How Can SBM/Bur-
sars Compliment and Support Distributed Leader-
ship. Nottingham: NCSL.

Bayat A 2012. The Spatial Practices of School Admin-
istrative Clerks: Making Space for Contributive Jus-
tice. Perspectives in Education, pp.64–75.From
<http://www.ajol.info/index.php/pie/paper/view/
86257> (Retrieved on 25 March 2013).

Bogdan RC, Taylor SJ 1975. Introduction to Qualita-
tive Research Methods. New York: John Wiley and
Sons.

Bogdan RC, Biklen SK 1998.  Qualitative Research for
Education:  An Introduction to Theories and Meth-
ods. Boston:  Pearson.

Casanova U 1991. Elementary School Secretaries: The
Women in the Principal. Newbury Park, CA 91320:
Corwin Press, Inc.

Clarke, A. 1991. Social worlds/arenas theory as organi-
zational theory. In: D Maines (Ed.): Social Organi-
zation and Socials Process: Essays in Honor of
Anselm Strauss. Hawthorne (NY): Aldine de Gruyter,
pp.119-158.

Conley S, Gould J, Levine H 2010. Support personnel
in schools: Characteristics and importance. Jour-
nal of Educational Administration, 48(3): 309–326.

Creswell JW 1998. Qualitative Inquiry and Research
Design, Choosing among Five Traditions. Thou-
sand Oaks: Sage.

Denzin NK,  Lincoln YS (Eds.) 2005. The Sage Hand-
book of Qualitative Research. 3rd Edition. Thousand
Oaks, California: Sage Publications Inc.

Elkjaer B 2004.Organizational learning the ‘third way’.
Management Learning, 35(4): 419-434.

Elkjaer B, Huysman M 2008. Social worlds’ theory and
the power of tension. In: D Barry, H Hansen (Eds.):
The SAGE Handbook of New Approaches in Man-
agement and Organization, London: Sage, pp .170–
177

Fearfull A 1996. Clerical workers, clerical skills: Case
studies from credit management. New Technology,
Work and Employment, 11(1): 55–65.

Fearfull  A, Carter C, Sy A, Tinker T,  2008. Invisible
Influence, Tangible Trap: The Clerical Conundrum.
Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 19(8),
pp.1177–1196. From <http://www.science direct
. com/sc ience /pape r /B6WD4-4NJWNT4-1 /2 /
3 c f a 7 7 a 8 0 d 8 e 9 a e 6 a 4 8 9 8 a 9 6 2 1 8 3 7 4 8 5 . >
(Retrieved on 15 May 2013).

Fitzpatrick G, Tolone W, Kaplan S 1995. Work, Lo-
cales and Distributed Social Worlds.… -Supported
Cooperative Work …, pp.1–16. From <http://link.
springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-94-011-0349-
7_1> (Retrieved on 11 May  2013).

Hatch J A 2002. Doing Qualitative Research in Educa-
tion Settings. Albany: SUNY Press.

Huysman M, Elkjaer B 2006. Organizations as Arenas
of Social Worlds. Paper presented in OLKC Confer-
ence, University of Warwick, Coventry on 20-22
March 2006.

Kallinikos J 2004.The Social Foundations of the Bu-
reaucratic Order. Organization, 11(1): 13–36. From
<http://org.sagepub.com/cgi/doi/10.1177/1350508
404039657> (Retrieved on 14 March 2013).

Kindig F 1961. A Suggested Solution to Line Versus
Staff Problems in Organization Theory.Academy
of Management Journal, 4(1), pp. 59–61. From
<http://amj.aom.org/content/4/1/59.short> (Re-
trieved on 11 May 2013).

McInnis, C 1998. Academics and professional adminis-
trators in Australian Universities: Dissolving bound-
aries and new tensions. Journal of Higher Educa-
tion Policy and Management, 20(2): 161-173.

Naicker V, Combrinck T, Bayat A 2011. An evaluation
of the present status of the certificate in school
business management. African Journal of Business
Management, 5(15): 6434–6442.

Schurink W 2003. Qualitative Research in Manage-
ment and Organisational Studies with Reference to
Recent South African Research. SA Journal of Hu-
man Resource Management, 1(3), pp.2–14. From
<http://sajhrm.co.za/index.php/sajhrm/paper/view-
Paper/25> (Retrieved on 11 May 2013).

Shibutani T 1955. Reference groups as perspectives.
American Journal of Sociology, 60(6): 562–569.

Strauss AL 1978. A social world perspective. Studies in
Symbolic Interaction, 1(11): 119–128.

Strauss AL 1993. Continual Permutations of Action.New
York: Aldine deGruyter.

Szekeres J 2004.The Invisible Workers. Journal of High-
er Education Policy and Management, 26(1): 7–22.
From <http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/
1360080042000182500> (Retrieved on 30 April
2012).

Thomson  P, Ellison L, Byrom T and Bulman D. 2007.
Invisible Labour: Home–school Relations and the
Front Office. Gender and Education, 19(2): 141–
158. From <http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/
10.1080/09540250601165896> (Retrieved on 20
September 2012).

Truss CJG 1993. The Secretarial Ghetto: Myth or Re-
ality? A Study of Secretarial Work in England, France
and Germany. Work, Employment and Society, 7(4):
561–584. From <http://wes.sagepub.com/cgi/con-
tent/abstract/7/4/561> (Retrieved on 23 January
2012).

Van Der Linde C  1998. An appraisal of the role and
training of the school secretary in South African
schools. Education, 119(1): 48 –52.

Whitchurch  C, London C 2004. Administrative Man-
agers – A Critical Link, Higher Education Quarter-
ly, 58(4): 280–298

Woods C, Armstrong P, Pearson D 2012. Facilitating
primary head teacher succession in England: The
role of the School Business Manager. School Lead-
ership and Management, 32(2): 141-157.




