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ABSTRACT School improvement is admittedly the main business of school leadership. However, for such
improvement to be sustained, a focus on the quality of school leadership is indispensable. To address the issue of
leadership quality, the South African Department of Basic Education has introduced a policy on the standard for
principalship. The policy outlines the standard a typical South African school principal is expected to meet.
Underpinned by the assumption that improving the quality of school leadership requires a strong connection
between leadership theory, policy, practice and context, this paper seeks to examine the implications of the new
policy for the South African school principals. The paper is based on the review of the literature on leadership
practices and the emerging standards for school leadership applied in selected countries. It highlights the importance
of providing policy implementation infrastructure and concludes by suggesting possible strategies for effective
implementation of the policy.

INTRODUCTION

It has now become generally accepted that
school leadership is a pillar for school improve-
ment and student learning. It is for this reason
that as countries enter the era of standards-based
accountability systems, the need for a school
leadership that seeks to promote and sustain
student learning and achievement becomes im-
perative. This view is supported by a plethora
of theoretical and empirical studies, which col-
lectively suggest that high academic standards
demand high professional standards for school
leadership (Ingvarson et al. 2006; Barber and
Mourshed 2007; Pont et al. 2008; Gallie and
Keevy  2014). The demand for high standards
on both ends of the spectrum raises high stakes
for global competitiveness for student academ-
ic outcomes. This global competitiveness, in turn,
requires sharing best international practices, in-
formed by empirically tested theories, which are
appropriately adapted to the national context
for success. To narrow the gap between theory
and practice and contextualize the definition of
the leadership standards, many countries have
applied lessons derived from school leadership
research findings (Leithwood et al. 2006; Mul-
ford 2013) and other success stories (Drysdale
et al. 2009; Day and Sammons 2013). This rein-
forces the author’s view that a starting point for
the development of a type of leadership needed

for sustainable school improvement is the cre-
ation of a strong link between theory, practice,
policy and the context in which such leadership
should function. It is against this background
that the South African Department of Basic Ed-
ucation (DBE) has developed a policy on the
standard for principals. The policy is not con-
fined to practice but is also infused through the
education management and leadership pro-
gramme initiated by the DBE (Department of
Basic Education 2015) to create a platform from
which the desirable school leadership standards
can begin.

METHODOLOGY

This paper is based on the review of the lit-
erature on contemporary leadership theories and
school management and leadership in the South
African context. The purpose of this review shed
light on the South African Policy on Standard
for School Principals.

OBSERVATION AND DISCUSSION

Theoretical Grounding Underpinning
Standards for School Leadership (SSL)

Standards for school leadership (SSL) are
informed by research into school leadership con-
ducted in recent decades. Findings from the ex-
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haustive review of the literature as well as the
meta-analysis of studies into successful leader-
ship (Leithwood et al. 2004; Leithwood 2005;
Leithwood et al. 2006; Day et al. 2011; Mulford
2013) have established a set of core practices
carried out by school leadership with evidence
of significant influence on organisational goals.
Each of these practices is shaped by a set of
leadership behaviours specific to that practice.
Although the identification of these practices
does not necessarily imply that every school
leader applies them (Leithood et al. 2006), they
have been found to be applicable to all organi-
sational contexts (Gurr 2015). Leithwood et al.
(2006: 34-43) have identified these practices as
setting direction, developing people, restructur-
ing the organisation and managing the instruc-
tional programme. These cross-contextual lead-
ership practices are outlined in the next paragraph.

Cross-Contextual Leadership Practices

The following is a set of core leadership prac-
tices which underpin various school leadership
theories. These practices, as grounded in the
leadership theory, suggest that any principal-
ship standards should embody them.

Setting Direction: This practice involves the
leadership actions that relate to creating a shared
vision, fostering collectively acceptable goals
and setting high-performance expectations.

Developing People: This practice includes
such actions as modelling appropriate behav-
iour, stimulating others intellectually, and pro-
viding individualized support and consideration.

Redesigning the Organisation: This prac-
tice involves: creating and putting structures in
place for developing and sustaining collabora-
tive culture, connecting the school to the broader
environment, and building working relationships
with families and communities.

Managing the Instructional Programme:
The leadership actions belonging to this prac-
tice include providing the instructional pro-
gramme with appropriate staff and support and
protecting the programme from interruptions.

A remarkable feature of these practices is that
they emerge from various theories within the
framework of which they can best be explained.
Owing to space constraints, only two examples
of contemporary theories connected to the prac-
tices are cited here, namely, transformational
leadership and instructional leadership.

Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership, which was first
introduced in political leadership studies (Burns
1978) before its extension to psychology (Bass
1985), focuses on the restructuring of organisa-
tional culture and the relationship between or-
ganisational leaders and their followers (Avolio
et al. 1991). The primary role of the leader, ac-
cording to the theory, is to restructure the or-
ganisation in such a manner that organisational
members collectively reach “higher levels of
morality and motivation” (Burns 1978: 20).  This
is made possible by forging positive relation-
ships between leaders and followers, which oc-
curs when leaders recognise followers’ person-
al and professional interests and strive to satis-
fy them while, at the same time, these leaders
behave in an exemplary manner so as to moti-
vate followers to emulate them.  More emphasis
in this regard is placed on individual leaders’
personality, behaviour and abilities, which are
critical for the success of the organisational cul-
ture. The latter, according to the theory, is shaped
by such leadership actions as an idealized influ-
ence, intellectual stimulation, inspirational moti-
vation and individualized consideration (Bass
1999; Ahmad et al. 2014; Mokhber 2015). These
actions relate closely with such core leadership
practices as setting direction, developing peo-
ple and redesigning the organisation and reso-
nate well with the current standards for school
principals applied in many parts of the world.

Instructional Leadership

Instructional leadership theory focuses on
the main ‘business’ of school leadership, name-
ly, teaching and learning with strong emphasis
on teacher capacity. Based on Hallinger and
Murphy’s (1985) three-dimensional model and
its improved version called shared instruction-
al leadership (Lambert 2003; Marks and Printy
2003), instructional leadership presents leader-
ship as consisting of three dimensions, namely,
defining the school mission, managing the in-
structional (teaching and learning) programme
and promoting the school climate. These dimen-
sions show a connection between leadership
for teaching and learning and school improve-
ment – a subject covered by international stud-
ies (Bush et al. 2010). The main argument pushed
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The main motivation behind the development
of school leadership standards is to develop
school principals’ competencies and behaviours
which, according to literature, contribute posi-
tively to improved student learning and academ-
ic achievement (Robinson et al. 2009). How the
combined behaviours and competencies are ap-
plied in practice is subject to various contexts
and thus, their application differs from country
to country. As an example of competencies, Ta-
ble 1 shows the link between Leithwood and
Friends’ (2006) theory of core leadership prac-
tices and the domains in which principals carry
out these practices as established by a recent
study (Pont 2013).

As could be deduced from the table, both
the core leadership practices and principalship
domains reflect combined elements of theories
of transformational leadership and instructional
leadership. This suggests the importance of
connecting the two theories in any policy that
focuses on standards for school leadership.

South African School Leadership and Policy on
Standard for Principals

In order to understand how standards for
school leadership align with key aspects such
as theory, practice, context and policy, it is im-
portant to discuss the South African context of
school management and leadership, giving a brief
background to the nature of the Policy on the
South African Standard for School Principals
(PSSPs). Such a discussion is followed by the
implication of the policy for practice.

by the instructional leadership theory is that for
a school to succeed in achieving their outcomes,
there should be a strong instructional leader-
ship. The latter is defined as a leadership that
supports teachers by creating an environment
that is conducive to effective teaching and learn-
ing (Horng and Loeb 2010). With its emphasis
on teacher capacity, instructional leadership
covers all the four core leadership practices.

Aligning Standards for School Leadership with
Leadership Theory, Practice, Context and
Policy

With regard to standards for school leader-
ship, there is a close connection between four
key elements, namely, theory, practice, context
and policy, which collectively revolve around a
purpose. The sustainability of the move towards
the achievement of purpose depends on the
strength of the link between the elements as Fig-
ure 1 shows. The link (shown by a thick circle
around the purpose) represents the quality of
the principal or what could be regarded as char-
acteristics common among good principals, ac-
cording to an Australian study (Education Ser-
vices Australia 2015). These characteristics in-
clude knowledge and comprehension, vision
and values, social and communication skills
and personal qualities.

Table 1: Core leadership practices and principal-
ship domains

Core leadership Principalship domains
practices

Setting direction Establishment of a guiding
mission

Developing people Development of the self and
others

Restructuring the Generation  of organisational
  organisation conditions Creation har-

mony  within the school
Managing the instruc- Pedagogical management
  tional programme

Source: Adapted from Leithwood et al. (2006) and
Pont (2013)

Fig. 1. Standards for principalship: Connecting
the elements for the purpose
Source: Author

Theory

Practice Purpose Policy

Context
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Management-Leadership Dichotomy
Revisited in South Africa

In school principalship, management and
leadership are ‘head-and-tail’ faces of the same
coin (Marishane 2011: 5). For many years the
South African school principal has been viewed
as a manager rather than a leader – as someone
responsible and accountable for the manage-
ment of physical, human, curriculum and finan-
cial resources devolved to the school level in
line with the global decentralisation trends. Man-
agement of teaching and learning and manage-
ment of school-community relations are exam-
ples of responsibilities assigned to school prin-
cipals. This view of a principal as a school man-
ager rather than a leader, which appears to lay
more emphasis on accountability than creativi-
ty and innovation, has its roots in the education
laws and policies which have emerged since the
dawn of democracy in the country. For instance,
nowhere in the South African Schools Act of
1996 (Department of Education 1996) is mention
made of school leadership. No wonder empha-
sis has been placed on management functions
of a school principal for some years. These func-
tions are outlined in the Personnel Administra-
tive Measures first published in 1999 (Depart-
ment of Education 1999) and amended sixteen
times since then (Department of Basic Educa-
tion 2016). In addition to a one-sided focus on
the school management role of the principal, the
review of the South African literature shows lack
of sufficient research into school management
and leadership in the country (Bush and Glover
2014). It was only after 2007 that the concept of
‘school leadership’ started to emerge on the ed-
ucational landscape as an additional profession-
al role of the school principal. This development
was articulated by the Department of Educa-
tion’s introduction of professional training for
school principals in management and leadership
offered through universities (Ngcobo 2012).
Such training would lead to an Advanced Certif-
icate in Education (ACE) for school leadership
and management.

Though the concept ‘leadership’ was added
to the training programme, more emphasis was
placed on management than leadership (Kgwete
2014) and everything principals were expected
to do in their schools was expressed in manage-
ment terms. This was despite the criticism lev-
elled against an emphasis on management at the

expense of value-laden leadership of school prin-
cipals mentioned in research (Day et al. 2001).
The introduction of this type of training opened
opportunities for research into school leadership
and management (Bush et al. 2010; Christie 2010;
Ngcobo 2012), which culminated in the review of
the training programme (Department of Basic Ed-
ucation 2015) and the publication of a Policy on
the South African Standard for Principals (De-
partment of Basic Education 2016). Both the pol-
icy and the training are intended to restructure
the context of school leadership in the country
and align it with the changes taking place in the
broader global context, by enhancing the compe-
tence and capacity of the school principal.  The
latter is identified as one of the  key education
priorities reflected in the National Development
Plan (National Planning Commission 2013).

Policy on the South African Standard for
Principals

The development of a policy on standards
for school principals (PSSP) in South Africa co-
incides with the development of similar policies
in other parts of the world (Condon and Clifford
2012; DfE 2015; Pont 2013). Underlying the de-
velopment of these standards is the view that,
since the performance of school leadership is a
matter of paramount importance to student learn-
ing, it is essential to define what is expected
from principals as school leaders and managers.
Underpinned by a mix of social-educational and
professional values and principles, the policy
outlines the following eight (8) key areas regard-
ed as fundamental for principalship:
 Leading teaching and learning in the

school
 Shaping the direction and development

of the school
 Managing quality of teaching and learning

and securing  accountability
 Developing and empowering staff and oth-

ers
 Managing the school as an organization
 Working with and for the community
 Managing human resources in the school
 Managing and advocating extramural

activities
Outlined under each key area are requisite

actions and knowledge expected from a princi-
pal, that is, what the principal should know and
do. For example, within the area ‘Leading teach-
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ing and learning in the school’, the policy stipu-
lates fourteen (14) educational matters spread
across instruction, technology learning, curric-
ulum, and human resource management, which
the principal is expected to know (Department
of Basic Education 2016: 11). In addition, the
principal is expected to demonstrate the stated
knowledge by carrying out twenty-six (26) list-
ed actions (Department of Basic Education 2016:
12).  The eight key areas collectively contain a
list of sixty-eight (68) different actions. Collec-
tively these actions constitute a package of tasks
that a serving school principal or anyone aspir-
ing to become a principal is expected to carry
out as part of their professional responsibilities.
More emphasis is placed on management – par-
ticularly management of teaching and learning –
than on leadership.

Practical Implications of the Policy on South
African Standard for Principals

The South African policy on standards for
school principals has a number of implications
for principals. The following four major implica-
tions emanating from the study of the policy are
pertinent:

Giving a Narrow Space for Multiple Theo-
ries: Schools today are operating in a global
context of constant flux and it is for this reason
that school leadership that is geared towards
continuous improvement, needs to be respon-
sive to current leadership theories to meet the
demands of this context. These theories include
instructional leadership, transformational lead-
ership, leadership for learning and others. While
the policy recognizes the existence of different
theories of leadership, it tends to push for the
instructional leadership and this is not in con-
cert with the dynamics of the current school
context. For instance, while the instructional lead-
ership is critical for student learning, such learn-
ing needs the creation of the organizational cul-
ture that fosters  learning – something advocat-
ed by the transformational leadership theory
(Harrison 2011). For school principals, advocat-
ing instructional leadership implies that consid-
eration should be given to one theory, model or
style that policy makers deem appropriate for
the South African context. Research, however,
shows that successful principalship is not an
issue that can be sufficiently captured in a sin-
gle leadership model (Gurr 2015). Since princi-

pals have different leadership styles, encourag-
ing them to apply a particular theory or style
may negatively affect their effectiveness.

Laying Emphasis on Management: In terms
of the plethora of the managerial responsibili-
ties the scope of the policy covers more empha-
sis appears to be placed on management than
leadership. Firstly, this does not auger well with
existing global trends where the emphasis is
placed on addressing the tension between man-
agement and accountability on the one hand
and leadership and innovation on the other
hand. Secondly, research shows that in their at-
tempt to responds to managerial demands, prin-
cipals are quite often distracted from a clear fo-
cus on instruction (Thrupp and Wilmot 2003).
The distraction caused by a focus on manageri-
al responsibilities quite often leads to stress and
job dissatisfaction, according to a number of
studies (Sodoma and Else 2009; Watson 2009).
Lastly, because the provisions of the policy will
be applied uniformly in the processes of recruit-
ing, selecting and appointing new principals and
possibly evaluating the performance of those
who are currently in service, getting the right
people for the job may be a challenge.

Prescribing Rather than Guiding Practice:
The South African policy seems to be prescrip-
tive rather than guiding practice. By listing ac-
tions that school principals should perform, the
policy leaves little room for innovation. Innova-
tion and taking risks in the best interest of stu-
dent learning feature prominently as priorities
for successful school leaders.

De-Contextualizing Principalship Actions:
In its introduction, the policy recognizes the
uniqueness of the South African educational
context in terms of its “complex economic, polit-
ical, social” and rural and urban factors (Depart-
ment of Basic Education 2016: 3). This recogni-
tion is critical for the development of school prin-
cipals. Despite this recognition, the standards
for principals contained in the policy are intend-
ed to apply to all principals throughout the coun-
try regardless of the existing contextual differ-
ences and the uniqueness of each individual
principal’s preferences and style of leadership
and management. However, research shows that
leadership is context-bound (Turnbull James
2011) and that school contexts are complex and
dynamic  (Uhl-Bien et al. 2007).  This implies that
de-contextualizing principalship actions as the
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policy suggests, may create challenges relating
to the effective implementation of the policy by
principals working in different contexts.

CONCLUSION

This paper was based on the assumption that
sustainable school improvement, which serves
as the purpose of school leadership, requires a
strong link between theory, practice, context and
policy. With this assumption, the paper placed
the South African Policy on Standard for Princi-
pals within the context of the international move-
ment towards the establishment of standards for
school leadership. It did this by first proceeding
from the theoretical framework underpinning
school leadership across various contexts and
coupled this with a brief discussion on a couple
of current theories on school leadership associ-
ated with successful school improvement. Based
on the theoretical framework and the empirical
evidence derived from the review of international
literature on the standards for school leadership,
the discussion focussed on the South African
policy in relation to other policies to examine its
implications for practice in South Africa. It
emerged from the study that the South African
policy does not show a clear connection between
key elements that link the standards for leader-
ship with the purpose the standards are intended
to achieve. In this manner, the conclusion drawn
verified the author’s assumption.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The following set of recommendations needs
to be considered during the policy’s implemen-
tation and its possible review:

Extend the Standards beyond School Im-
provement: Literature abounds with numerous
empirical studies and meta-analyses of success-
ful leadership and effective schools. For in-
stance, we now know that leadership affects stu-
dent achievement. But, what is now raising in-
terest is how to sustain academic achievement.
To address this issue, school leadership studies
are now shifting their focus from mere school
improvement to sustaining such improvement.
The focus of a policy on standards for princi-
palship should, therefore, extend beyond im-
provement to cover sustainability and the De-

partment of Basic Education should consider
this in its implementation of PSSP.

Provide Policy Implantation Infrastructure
and Capacity: For effective implementation of
the PSSL, the Department of Basic Education
needs to provide a policy implementation in-
frastructure. Such infrastructure needs to be
mobilised through capacity building programmes
for school principals aimed at the effective im-
plementation of the policy.

Reinforce The Policy with Strong Connec-
tivity and Flexibility: It is important for the
PSSL practices to be connected to the leader-
ship theory and the different contexts in which
principals work. This suggests giving principals
room for flexibility and creativity, enabling them
to be innovative in their school leadership prac-
tices, guided by leadership theories relevant to
their organisational context.

Shift Focus from School Management to
Instructional Leadership:  It is important for
the PSSL to reflect a current shift in the approach
to principalship, marked by a shift from a focus
on school management to a focus on teaching
and learning and the organisational conditions
under which this occurs. To reflect this shift, the
policy needs to focus on how the principal can
carry out the practices and functions contained
in the policy to impinge on teaching and learn-
ing effectively. This needs to be addressed
through professional development emphasizing
principals’ capacity for effective instructional
leadership.
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