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ABSTRACT This paper examines best basic leadership styles that can be used by principals to improve academic
performance of learners in rural schools. Authors argue that basic leadership styles can have positive effects in
learner performance. The study was conducted in best performing rural schools in the Eastern Cape Province. The
belief is that poor performing schools can learn from successful schools. A phenomenological study with an
interpretive-constructivism approach was conducted to establish basic leadership styles that can be used by rural
school principals (which were purposely selected) to improve the academic performance of learners. Data collected
through interviews were thematically analyzed and revealed that: democratic and autocratic leadership styles were
used by successful rural secondary school principals; laissez-faire leadership style adversely affected culture of
teaching and learning. It is recommended that the Department of Basic Education should spend more time and
money on training principals on leadership skills.

INTRODUCTION

Currently, the South African education sys-
tem fails to produce desired quality results, es-
pecially in rural areas. Oupa (2014) states that
South Africa continues to battle the challenge
of under-performance in schools that are pre-
dominantly situated in socio-economic unfavour-
able settings. Eastern Cape is one of the most
remote rural provinces in South Africa which is
always number last despite its steady improve-
ment in matric results. “Despite an increase in
the Eastern Cape’s 2017 matric results, the prov-
ince still finds itself at the bottom of the food
chain” (Khanyi 2018: 1). This implies that schools
in poverty-stricken rural communities are strug-
gling to produce quality performance particular-
ly for grade 12 learners. In such cases, poor man-
agement and less effective leadership styles on
the part of school principals can be put into ques-
tion. Allie (2014) argues that poor grade12 re-
sults is a persisting problem in South African
disadvantaged schools and principals should be
encouraged to apply certain leadership styles to
improve the academic performance of learners.
According to Witten (2017), poor leadership is
failing learners in South African disadvantaged
schools.

Authors argue that principals’ leadership
style is the most important factor amongst other
factors that must be considered by school prin-

cipals if they want to improve the academic per-
formance of learners in rural areas where the
performance is not pleasing. The principal’s lead-
ership style(s) is considered today to be one of
the most important and influential variable in
the functioning of the school (Abu-Hussain
2014). School leadership has great influence on
student achievement (Tatlah et al. 2014). Educa-
tion leaders are faced with problem of improv-
ing the academic performance of all students
(Dahie et al. 2015). This means that effective
leadership styles are urgently needed in disad-
vantaged schools, especially those that are sit-
uated in poor rural communities. Authors cogi-
tate (consider) that there are other factors that
may cause rural secondary schools to under-
perform other than leadership styles. These fac-
tors are: poor resources, poor infrastructure,
overcrowded classes, high rate of pregnancy,
drug abuse, illiterate parents, undisciplined
learners, shortage of educators and bad roads.

Buka and Molepo (2016) concur that schools
in disadvantaged areas are engulfed with prev-
alence of school violence, teacher burn-out,
HIV/AIDS, drug abuse, teenage pregnancy and
crime. However, despite the above difficult and
unacceptable conditions, some successful sec-
ondary school principals in the rural areas are
using certain leadership styles to make their
schools effective. Allie (2014) argues that it is
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unfortunate that in poor rural communities, there
are shortages of human assets and resources,
yet some school principals work hard to pro-
duce accepted academic performance by mak-
ing use of certain leadership styles. This paper
values good leadership style(s) as a crucial com-
ponent that can make schools successful, re-
gardless of unacceptable difficult conditions
experienced by principals in rural communities.
The quality of school leadership is widely re-
garded as the most important factor in South
Africa (Debeer et al. 2017). Sibanda (2017) avers
that good leadership style spurs high learner
performance. This implies that bad leadership
negatively affects learners’ performance.

The aim of this paper is to find out the basic
leadership styles of school principals that can
help improve academic performance of learners
in poor rural schools where there is scarcity of
resources and high failure rate. The researchers
observed that some schools in rural areas per-
form well despite the difficult conditions of scar-
city of resources  while others put forward the
scarcity of resources as a basic reason that caus-
es them to perform poor. According to Preston
and Barnes (2017), one way to promote student
achievement and well-being is through recog-
nizing what successful rural principals do and
then use that information to capitalize on those
constructive leadership actions and behaviors.
This implies that poor performing schools can
learn much on what successful principals in the
same rural vicinity do to improve their academic
performance.

The question that comes first in the mind is:
Which basic leadership styles are used by the
successful schools in poor rural communities
where there is scarcity of resources and difficult
working conditions? The researchers anticipate
that those leadership practices of successful
principals would be used by Department of Ba-
sic Education to advise and encourage less per-
forming principals to perform better.

Literature Review

There is a common saying that “everything
rise and fall on leadership”. This implies that the
success or failure of any organisation solely
depends on leadership style(s) used by a cer-
tain particular leader. Principals as leaders are
required to lead schools by making use of cer-
tain leadership styles or values (Abu-Hussain

2014). For this reason, it can be said that school
principals should prefer to use leadership styles
that has the greatest positive impact in deter-
mining the success of the school. It is expected
that principals, as leaders in learning and teach-
ing institutions, have explicit knowledge of con-
temporary leadership theories as well as the skills
to utilize this knowledge (Allie 2014). Further-
more, it is widely believed that a good principal
is the key to a successful school (Gregory and
Willis 2013). Ziduli (2016) argues that the suc-
cess or failure of a school, as an organization,
lies on the leadership styles practiced by the
school principal. This paper focuses on three
basic leadership styles generally known as au-
tocratic, democratic and laissez-faire.

The Concept of Leader and Leadership

Authors anticipate a leader as being some-
one who is always seeing ahead of other people
and thinks above other people.  A leader is a per-
son who sees something that needs to be done,
knows that he or she can help make it happens
and gets started (Bhatti et al. 2012). Tatlah et al.
(2014) notice the following actions of an effective
leader: A leader sees opportunity and captures it;
he/she sees future which is different and better
and helps others to see that picture too; he/she is
a coach, an encourager and is willing to take risks
today for something better for tomorrow.

Leadership is a social influence in which the
leader seeks the voluntary participation of sub-
ordinates in an effort to reach organization goals,
a process whereby one person exerts social in-
fluence over other members of the group, a pro-
cess of influencing the activities of an individu-
al or a group of individuals in an effort towards
goal achievement in given situations, and a rela-
tional concept involving both the influencing
agent and the person being influenced (Bhatti
et al. 2012). According to Muthoni (2017) school
leadership is the process of enlisting and guid-
ing the talents and energies of teachers, stu-
dents and parents towards achieving common
educational aims.

Effective leadership starts at the top (Debeer
et al. 2017). This implies that school principals
are expected to be effective and accountable lead-
ers. Effective leadership is the extent to which a
leader continually and progressively leading and
directing his/her followers to the agreed destina-
tion (Bhatti et al. 2012). Preston and Barnes (2017)
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argue that effective leadership is instituted on
establishment and maintenance of relationships.

 In this paper, authors argue that principal’s
leadership style may have great positive influ-
ence at schools. Therefore, principals should
envisage their leadership style(s) as crucial com-
ponent that can help to improve their schools.
Many principals do not contemplate their lead-
ership styles as crucial in teachers’ job perfor-
mance (Muthoni 2017). Fisher (2005) maintains
that all schools could be able to excel academical-
ly if principals’ leadership styles can have a posi-
tive influence. Sibanda (2017) found that good lead-
ership spurs high learner performance. Muthoni
(2017) found that there is a strong positive rela-
tionship between the leadership style and school
performance.  A plethora of researchers have doc-
umented that successful leadership is a catalyst
for improved student achievement and well-being
(Preston and Barnes 2017; Day et al. 2011; Dinham
2008; Heck and Halliger 2011; Leithwood et al. 2008;
Louis et al. 2010; Moffitt 2007; Robinson 2011;
Sebastian and Allensworth 2012). Atsebeha (2016)
concurs that a principal’s leadership style has an
effect on teachers as well as students. Leadership
style has been found to have direct effect on school
programs, instruction, and student outcomes (Me-
non 2014). The above literature review indicates
that the success or failure of the school depends
on the shoulders and leadership style of the school
principal (Ziduli 2016).

Leadership Styles

A principal’s leadership style refers to the
“pattern or way of doing things by the principal
in pursuit of his or her duties” (Jay 2014: 8).
According to Adeyemi (2010: 84), “a leadership
style is the ability of a leader to get tasks done
with the assistance and cooperation of people
in a school system.” Leadership style encom-
passes the manner in which the leader under-
takes the process of convincing and recruiting
people for addressing specific goal attainment
(Bennett and Anderson 2003). If the principal
has an effective leadership style, he or she can
engender a positive climate in the school (Mu-
thoni 2017).  Principals’ leadership styles are
seen in their behaviours and how they interre-
late with teachers, students, parents and other
school staff (Muthoni 2017).

Autocratic/Authoritarian Leadership Style

Authoritarian leadership style emanates from
Mc Gregor’s philosophical theory X which stip-
ulates that it is a leader’s role to coerce and con-
trol followers because people have an inherent
aversion for work and will abstain from it when-
ever possible. Theory X also postulates that
people must be compelled through force, intim-
idation or authority, and controlled, directed, or
threatened with punishment in order to get them
to accomplish the organizational needs (Clark
2010). According to Jay (2014), autocratic lead-
ership style is a style whereby school leaders
communicate irregularly to teaching staff with
limited involvement in decision-making and less
delegation. Business Dictionary (n.d.) defines
authoritarian leadership as leadership style in
which the leader dictates policies and proce-
dures, decides what goals are to be achieved,
and directs and controls all activities without
any meaningful participation by the subordi-
nates. Autocratic leadership refers to a system
that gives full empowerment to the leader with
minimal participation from the followers (Jay
2014). An autocratic leader shows consistent
behavioural patterns involving acting alone and
making unilateral decisions (Atsebeha 2016).

Jay (2014) observes the following character-
istics of autocratic leaders: they do not consult
members of the organization in the decision-mak-
ing process; the leader sets all policies, predeter-
mines the methods of work, determines the du-
ties of followers, and specifies technical and per-
formance evaluation standards. Despite the neg-
ative effects of autocratic leadership style, some
scholars found that this type of leadership style
has positive effects in organisational effective-
ness such as a school. Atsebeha (2016) found
that advantages of an autocratic leadership style
are that: activities are usually performed quickly,
and less time is spent on discussion; stress is
reduced due to increased control and followers
can be more productive.

An autocratic leadership style is successful
in providing strong motivation for the leader
(Atsebeha 2016). It can be said that an autocrat-
ic leadership style is successful where the lead-
er is the most knowledgeable person when com-
pared with followers. This means that school
leaders must be equipped with leadership skills
in order to improve their schools.
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Democratic Leadership Style

Democratic leadership style is a style where-
by leaders have time to listen and share ideas
with their followers (Jay 2014). According to
Goldman (2007), democratic leadership guides
employees to participate in their groups and to
make decisions. This style of leadership rests
on the idea that members of the group, or their
representatives, shall be involved in the making
of policies -  which means that teachers, par-
ents, students and the school principal partici-
pate in the determination of the school rules and
regulations (Ogunyinka and Adedoyin 2013). For
that reason, the authors noticed that School Gov-
erning Bodies (SGBs), Represented Council of
Learners (RCLs) and School Management Teams
(SMTs) through South African Schools Act 84
of 1996 have been established in South Africa to
democratize schools. School Governing Body
members are represented by a democratically
elected parent, teacher and learner components.
Representative Council of Learners are repre-
sented by learners who stand as a voice of learn-
ers for the implementation of the school vision
and their concerns. School Management Team
is the professional body that manages and leads
all the activities of the school to implement
schools vision and achieve certain goals. Blasé
and Anderson (1995: 37) state that “we saw
schools as models of the possibilities of demo-
cratic life.”

 The advantages of a democratic leadership
style are that every group member has a say,
and there is a transfer of power from the leader
to subordinates, which can allow group mem-
bers to develop their knowledge and skills (Kane
and Patapan 2010). To maintain stability and
peace in a democratic school, principals must be
decisively enough to quell conflicts that may
arise because of freedom of speech, lack of ex-
perience and knowledge. Gill (2016) noticed that
a democratic leadership style requires an ex-
tremely intuitive and observant leader who acts
decisively when conflicts arise among team mem-
bers. Van Deventer and Kruger (2005: 144) list
the following positive effects of democratic lead-
ership style: staff, parents and learners are moti-
vated to realize the school’s aims, staff experi-
ence job satisfaction; there is two-way move-
ment of information and ideas; human relations
are good; an atmosphere prevails in which staff

and learners can develop to their full potential;
staff turnover is low.

 Jay (2014) notices that teamwork and partic-
ipation of stakeholders are the common key char-
acteristics of successful democratic schools. Jay
(2014: 12) observes the following characteris-
tics of democratic leaders: They tend to be more
flexible and are responsive to one’s needs; they
are able to motivate followers to participate in
decision-making and are respectful; they empha-
size group and leader participation in the mak-
ing of policies; they make sure that decisions
about organizational matters are arrived at after
consultation and communication with various
people in the organization; these leaders attempt,
as much as possible, to make each individual
feel that he/she is an important member of the
organization; communication is multidirectional
while ideas are exchanged between employees
and the leader.

A democratic leader consults and discusses
an issue with other people before decision is
taken. Although it seems as long process, but
the outcomes are accepted and owned by peo-
ple the people than those of autocratic leader.
As participation takes time, this approach can
lead to things happening more slowly but often,
the end result is better (Bhatti et al. 2012). Van
Deventer and Kruger (2005: 144) observe tat the
disadvantages of democratic leadership is that
“a great deal of time can be lost because too
many people have to be consulted and for that
reason, discussions may be too long.” Further-
more, every decision can entail such a slow pro-
cess that it can lead to opportunities being
missed or risks being avoided too late (Peteman
2000: 7). Gill (2016) lists the following disadvan-
tages of democratic leadership: leaders can be-
come overly dependent on the expertise and ex-
perience of subordinates; collaboration can con-
sume valuable time getting input from people
who are not in agreement; fast, incisive deci-
sions may be difficult or even impossible, re-
sulting in missed deadlines; relying on consen-
sus from people who are misinformed or lack
accurate data can be costly; leaders can become
burdened by the challenge of overseeing experts
on collaborative teams.

A Laissez-faire Leadership Style

Laissez-faire is a French word which literally
means ‘let people do what they wish (Musaazi
1982: 63). Laissez-faire leadership style is also
known as the hands-off style whereby a leader
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allows group members to make their own deci-
sions (Aunga and Masare 2017; Jay 2014). This
type of leadership allows complete freedom to
group decision without the leader’s participa-
tion. This implies that the leader does not inter-
fere in the course of events determined by the
group. This is a style whereby a leader advo-
cates minimal supervision and moderate involve-
ment in the instructional process (Jay 2014).
Ogunyinka and Adedoyin (2013) concur that a
laissez-faire educational leader supplies materi-
als and ideas and only participates whenever
the need arises.  Van Deventer and Kruger (2005:
143) noted the following negative effects of a
laissez-faire educational leader: performance in
the school is generally poor; clear aims and out-
comes are not set; there is general frustration,
aimlessness and indecision; educators work
haphazardly and as a result, they become demo-
tivated and experience little job satisfaction.

The disadvantages of a laissez-faire leader-
ship style are that; this leadership practice could
leave group members doing the wrong thing
without realizing it, and there is less personal
growth (Kocker 2009). The above author also
emphasizes that working on different activities
and making various decisions on different is-
sues without a leader leads to low productivity
and low job satisfaction. Nsubuga (2008) adds
that complete delegation creates performance
problems since the leader does not follow up on
subordinates when they are working. It can be
said that a laissez-faire leadership style does
not respect finish up time for job to be done.

 Various scholars have noticed a number of
advantages of laissez-fair leadership style it
leaves the group members freedom to make their
own decisions and perform their activities in a
way they like without the direction of the leader
(Kocker 2009) which can stimulate individual de-
velopment (Van Deventer and Kruger 2005). This
type of leadership can be successful where mem-
bers of a group are highly trained in their own
areas of proficiency (Nsubuga 2008: 18). Lais-
sez-faire leadership style is described by Hack-
man and Johnsfon (2009) as the most effective
style, especially where followers are matured and
highly motivated. This leadership style provides
group members  an opportunity to be effective if
they work jointly in terms of the ownership and
accountability it bestows on members (Kocker
2009). Morepver, Siddiqui (2015) concurs that
laissez-faire leadership has the following advan-

tages: It provides positive effects on job satis-
faction of workers and results in enhancing their
morale; subordinates are expected to take initia-
tive of what they need to do; it gives complete
freedom to subordinates; subordinates are ex-
pected to be capable of performing their jobs in
a way required on the basis of their knowledge
and skills; subordinates can accomplish their
tasks independently and yet successfully; this
style is effective if the subordinates are experi-
enced and fully committed to achieve their ob-
jectives.

METHODOLOGY

The population of this study consisted of 39
principals of the secondary schools in one edu-
cation district in the Eastern Cape Province of
the Republic of South Africa. A case study re-
search design and purposive sampling method
were used to select 6 secondary school princi-
pals that have good records of academic perfor-
mance in poor rural areas. Out of six secondary
school principals selected and interviewed, two
were females and four were males. An open-end-
ed interview schedule was used as an instru-
ment of data collection for individual interviews.
Research participants were informed of the pur-
pose and procedures of the study. Written con-
sent from individual participants was sought
before the inquiry commenced. Confidentiality
and anonymity of participants were assured
through use of pseudonyms in the transcription
of the interviews. Participants were guaranteed
that the researchers would adhere to ethical re-
search procedures and report on the research
findings in a professional and accountable man-
ner. Bell (2001: 103) states that reliability is the
extent to which a test or procedures produce
similar results under constant conditions on all
occasions. To ensure reliability, a questionnaire
used for data collection was tested during a pi-
lot study and corrections were made. This
means, the questionnaire was used for the sec-
ond time during data collection.

FINDINGS

In this paper, the findings are presented un-
der the themes that emerged from responses of
the respondents. The first finding revealed that
both democratic and autocratic leadership styles
were used by well performing schools in poor
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rural communities. Secondly, the researchers
found that a laissez-faire style of leadership
adversely affect the culture of teaching and
learning in rural schools, and that results to poor
performance of learners.

Democratic and Autocratic Leadership Styles

The study revealed that both democratic and
autocratic leadership styles practiced by suc-
cessful rural school principals produce the de-
sired academic performance of learners. The
South African Schools Act 84 of 1996 emphasiz-
es that all school stakeholders [School Govern-
ing Bodies (SGBs) and School management
Teams (SMTs)] should be involved in the gov-
ernance and management of schools. In this
study, principals responded that all the compo-
nents of the SGB (parents, teachers and learn-
ers) and SMTs (principals, deputy principals and
heads of departments) took part in decision-
making processes. Sometimes, principals used
their leadership and management skills to prac-
tice the autocratic leadership style. All respon-
dents agreed that they used the autocratic style
of leadership when they want to solve problems
quickly and skillfully. The following extracts in-
dicate that democratic and autocratic leadership
styles were used by school principals to improve
the academic performance of learners in rural
areas:

I use democratic style of leadership because
we are in a democratic country, where every-
one’s ideas are respected. You know, our learn-
ers too must have their say in the school.

There is no specific leadership style used as
such, but it normally ranges from autocratic to
democratic styles and also depends on the situ-
ation.

The principal must assign duties to every-
one and consistently uses management and
leadership skills to make a follow-up and hold
teachers and learners accountable if they do
not perform well.

The Laissez-faire Leadership Style

The participants in this study did not favour
laissez-faire style of leadership. They com-
plained that a laissez-faire leadership style neg-
atively affected the culture of teaching and learn-

ing in rural schools. It was also found that prin-
cipals who practiced laissez-faire leadership
practiced favoritism. Such principals who prac-
ticed laissez-faire in rural areas did not give
proper instructions on how things should be
done in their schools. This resulted in poor teach-
ing and low performance of learners. The study
also revealed that lack of policies automatically
resulted to high rate of learner and teacher ab-
senteeism in poor performing schools. The fol-
lowing extracts demonstrate how the laissez-
faire leadership style in rural schools negative-
ly affects the culture of teaching and learning
and low learner performance:

What I know is that if the principal uses
laissez fair style in the school it would nega-
tively affect the culture of teaching and learn-
ing and learners’ results would be poor.

The failure of principals to give proper in-
structions on how things should be done in the
school negatively affect teacher and learner
performance.

Teachers may be absent from school and this
may lead to less teaching and learning in the
class and subsequently bring about higher fail-
ure rate in the school.

DISCUSSION

The study revealed that both democratic and
autocratic leadership styles were used by the
school principals to make their schools to per-
form better regardless of scarcity of resources
in rural schools. These two leadership styles
were used in different situations to solve differ-
ent problems. This implies that principals use
each of these two basic leadership styles de-
pending on the situation. The study found that
the laissez-faire leadership style did not pro-
duce the best result in poor rural communities
where there is a high rate of illiteracy.

Democratic and Autocratic Leadership Styles

The study found that rural school principals
used democratic leadership styles because it is
where everyone’s ideas are respected.

 I use democratic style of leadership because
we are in a democratic country, where every-
one’s ideas are respected. You know, our learn-
ers too must have their say in the school.

 This implies that school and community
stakeholders’ ideas were considered. School
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stakeholders (internal stakeholders), for exam-
ple, include SGBs and SMTs whereas communi-
ty stakeholders (external stakeholders) may in-
clude all the leaders of the community stake-
holders present in that particular community, for
example, chiefs, religious leaders, business peo-
ple. School governing bodies comprises parents,
teachers and learners’ representatives. This im-
plies that in rural democratic schools, the above
stakeholders’ ideas should be respected. Jay
(2014) concurs with the above finding and states
that a democratic leadership style is a style where-
by leaders have time to listen and share ideas
with their followers. The advantages of a demo-
cratic leadership style are that every group mem-
ber gets a say (Kane and Patapan 2010).  The
democratic leadership style is characterised by
a two-way movement of information and ideas
(Van Deventer and Kruger 2005). Relationships
are built on mutual trust between labour and
management (Gill 2016).

Sometimes, principals were autocratic and
assigned duties to teachers and learners. They
used their authority which goes with the posi-
tion of principal to coerce teachers and learners
to do what is expected from them.

The principal must assign duties to every-
one and consistently uses management and
leadership skills to make a follow-up and hold
teachers and learners accountable if they do
not perform well.

According to Jay (2014), the autocratic lead-
ership style is a style whereby school leaders
communicate irregularly to teaching staff with
limited involvement in decision-making and less
delegation. McGregor’s philosophical theory X
stipulates that it is a leader’s role to coerce and
control followers because people have an inher-
ent aversion to work and will abstain from it
whenever possible (Clark 2010). In this way, the
principal uses his or her authority as a school
leader who is accountable to whatever is taking
place in the school (Ziduli 2016). This implies
that in a democratic school, autocracy is some-
times practiced to facilitate progress and to at-
tain high quality education.

There is no specific leadership style used
as such, but it normally ranges from autocrat-
ic to democratic styles and also depends on
the situation.

The finding targeting on the need for princi-
pals to practice democratic leadership style to

make schools productive concurs with literature
cited by McKay and Allias (1995) which indi-
cates that this type of leadership style generally
produces better results in terms of productivity,
costs, less absenteeism and lower staff turnover.
Productivity increases as a result of a solutions-
centric workforce that has input (Gill 2016). The
above author argues that despite the above glam-
orous output of democratic leadership, its dis-
advantage is that leaders can become overly
dependent on the expertise and experience of
subordinates. This implies that followers should
be experts and experienced people. One won-
ders how SGBs in rural areas where there is lot
of illiteracy would get this experience and exper-
tise. Mestry and Khumalo (2012) state that de-
spite problems of illiteracy, lack of confidence
and associated lack of knowledge of legislation,
some schools with decisive principals in rural
areas are moving forward to develop, monitor
and evaluate policies. Unless principals can be
decisive enough, conflicts may always arise as
is always the case in less effective rural schools
(authors’ experiential knowledge and observa-
tion).

Laissez-faire Leadership Style

The laissez-faire leadership, like any other
style, has both negative and positive sides. The
general findings of the study revealed that it
produces poor performance in rural schools
where there is scarcity of resources and lack of
knowledge and skills on education matters.

In the study, it was found that a laissez-faire
leadership style affects culture of teaching and
learning which eventually lead to poor learner
academic performance.

What I know is that if the principal uses
laissez fair style in the school, it would nega-
tively affect the culture of teaching and learn-
ing and learners’ results would be poor.

Jay (2014) states that a laissez-faire leader-
ship style advocates minimal supervision and
moderate involvement of the school leader in
the instructional process. This may result to poor
performance in an organisation such as school.
Some people are not good at setting their own
deadlines, managing their own projects and solv-
ing problems on their own and in such situa-
tions, projects can go off-track and deadlines
can be missed when team members do not get
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enough guidance or feedback from leaders (Cher-
ry 2017). This style of leadership has been linked
to negative outcomes, including poor job per-
formance, low leader effectiveness and less
group satisfaction (Cherry 2017).

The failure of principals to give proper in-
structions on how things should be done in the
school negatively affect teacher and learner
performance.

 Van Deventer and Kruger (2005) concurs
that this style of leadership leads to poor perfor-
mance in schools. Working on different activi-
ties and making various decisions on different
issues or topics alone without a leader may lead
to low productivity and low job satisfaction
(Kocker 2009). If school leaders are reluctant to
supervise and monitor teachers, the culture of
teaching and learning would be negatively af-
fected. The quality of work given to learners
would be poor. It would be even difficult to fin-
ish up the syllabus on time if work is done with-
out supervision. This can result in poor perfor-
mance of learners.

 Laissez-faire leadership practiced by school
leaders in rural areas may lead to high rate of
teacher and learner absenteeism. One respon-
dent indicated that:

Teachers may be absent from school and this
may lead to less teaching and learning in the
class and subsequently bring about higher fail-
ure rate in the school.

 Nsubuga (2008) adds that complete delega-
tion creates performance problems since the lead-
er does not follow up on subordinates when
they are working. Complete delegation without
follow-up mechanisms creates performance
problems (Aunga and Masare 2017). This lead-
ership style leads to the lowest productivity
among group members (Cherry 2017).

Laissez-faire leadership can be effective in
situations where group members are highly
skilled, motivated and capable of working on their
own (Cherry 2017). Authors refute that this lead-
ership style cannot be effective in rural schools,
because most stakeholders lack leadership skills.
They need to be motivated and given deadlines
by the school leader. Teachers themselves are
not motivated because they are overloaded, and
material resources are scarce. Learners also do
not get motivation at home because most of their
parents are not conscious of education careers.

  CONCLUSION

This paper focused on three basic leader-
ship styles, namely, autocratic, democratic and
laissez faire. The researchers aimed at determin-
ing the best leadership styles that can be used
by school principals to improve learner academ-
ic performance in rural areas. The findings indi-
cated that both democratic and autocratic lead-
ership styles were used to improve effective
teaching and learning in rural areas. Findings
clearly showed that successful principals mixed
these two basic leadership styles in their daily
practice of leadership activities. The study fur-
ther revealed that the laissez-faire leadership
style failed to produce good performance in ru-
ral schools. Well performing rural school princi-
pals set deadlines for work done at their schools,
regularly monitor and supervise teachers’ and
learners’ work. They keep on motivating both
learners and teachers to work hard. They also
persist in motivating and creating peaceful rela-
tions with school stakeholders and community
leaders.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The outcomes of the study revealed that
there is a need for the Department of Basic Edu-
cation to spend more time and money conduct-
ing leadership training workshops for school
principals. There is a common saying that ev-
erything rises and falls on leadership. This im-
plies that if the Department of Basic Education
can equip principals with leadership skills, per-
formance in schools can be improved. The fo-
cus of leadership training should be on all lead-
ership styles that are found in the literature oth-
er than the three basic leadership styles. The
reason for focusing on these three basic leader-
ship styles (autocratic, democratic and laissez
faire) in this paper is that other leadership styles
are the extension of these three styles of leader-
ship. Authors recommend that school stakehold-
ers (SGBs and SMTs) should be included in sys-
tematic regular leadership training workshops.
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