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ABSTRACT 

The issue that this study addresses is the silence in current scholarship dealing with non-

traditional aspects of principal leadership. There seems to be a scarcity of empirical 

evidence which emphasises the human dimensions of principalship that validate the 

demanding, messy hour-to-hour and day-to-day work and the practices, skills, and 

experience that non-traditional leadership requires. To address this problem, the purpose 

of this study will be to explore school leadership in which human issues of frailty, emotion, 

and spirituality matter in the character and conduct of principal leaders.  

In the collection of data, I required a sample of school leaders who could offer rich 

descriptions relevant to the study and had enough trust in the researcher and the 

confidentiality of the process to participate openly and authentically. For these reasons, I 

used reputational sampling. The participants were interviewed to explore their recognised 

role as non-traditional leaders in their school community: school leaders who do things 

differently, and who stand out from other school leaders.   

The interviews were transcribed and analysed. The data led to the following seven 

themes, namely: Similar experiences of spirituality; The effect of universal beliefs; A 

sense of connectedness; The visible presence of humanness and care; Vulnerability as 

the transformative key to building trust; and The human capacity for nearness leadership; 

and Towards nearness leadership as a new identity. These themes are useful for 

understanding leadership through an alternative, new lens that challenges the unspoken 

understanding of the relationship between principal leaders and their school community. 

Moreover, it increases the probability that school leadership has a greater impact on 

organisational change when leadership practice is purposefully near. This study provides 

a conceptual nearness framework for innovative ways of practising and thinking about 

leadership.  

I propose that this research requires careful and ongoing attention to questions of 

nearness in schools where principal leaders create an environment in which all 

stakeholders flourish. The answer to the research questions does not end but offers new 

circumstances to explore the question of nearness leadership.   
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SAMEVATTING 

Hierdie studie vind ‘n leemte in die bestaande literatuur aangaande non-tradisionele 

aspekte van skoolhoofleierskap. Hierdie leemte geld vir besprekings en empiriese bewys 

oor die menslike dimensies van skoolhoofskap. Die huidige literatuur swyg oor die 

veeleisende, oënskynlik wanordelike daaglikse, en uurlikse uitdagings, asook die 

ervarings, vaardighede, en praktiese kundigheid wat nie-tradisionele leierskap vereis.  

Die doel van hierdie studie was om ondersoek in te stel oor hoe skoolleierskap en die 

menslike uitdagings soos broosheid, emosie en spiritualiteit, die karakter en gedrag van 

skoolhoofde beinvloed. 

Data-insameling het vereis dat ‘n datastel ryk beskrywings relevant tot die studie kon 

lewer. Die studiedeelnemers moes my vertrou om data vertroulik te hou sodat hulle 

openlik en met gemak kon deel. Daarom het ek steekproefneming deur verwysing 

gebruik. Die deelnemers het in vertroulike onderhoude selfondersoekend oor hul eie rol 

as nie-tradisionele skoolhoofleiers gepraat; skoolhoofde wat dinge anders doen; en wat 

in die skoolhoofgemeenskap prominent vertoon in hul eie rol as leier. 

Na ek die data getranskribeer en geanaliseer het, het die volgende sewe temas te 

voorskyn gekom: soortgelyke ervarings oor spiritualiteit, die effek van universele geloof, 

‘n sin van gebondenheid, die sigbare teenwoordigheid van menslikheid en sorgsaamheid, 

kwesbaarheid as die sleutel van transformasie om vertroue te win, die menslike kapasiteit 

vir nabyheidsleierskap, en nabyheidsleierskap as ‘n nuwe identiteit. 

Hierdie temas kan dien om leierskap te verstaan deur ‘n nuwe en alternatiewe lens – ‘n 

lens wat die huidige begrip van die verhouding tussen skoolhoofleiers en die 

skoolgemeenskap bevraagteken. Bowenal, wanneer leiers bewustelik 

nabyheidsleierskap beoefen, baan dit die weg vir skoolleierskap om ‘n groter indruk op 

organisasieverandering te maak. Hierdie studie voorsien ‘n konseptuele invalshoek van 

nabyheidsleierskap in skole. Die grondleggende epistemologie dui ook daarop dat ‘n 

kwantitatiewe studie die volgende navorsingstap kan wees. 
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Om nabyheidskwessies in skole te addresseer, stel ek voor dat hierdie navorsinguitset 

met aandag bestudeer kan word. Dit maak die deur oop na ‘n omgewing waarin alle 

belanghebbendes kan gedy. Die antwoord op die navorsingsvrae kom nie tot einde nie, 

maar baan eerder die weg vir die ondersoek na nuwe omstandighede en vrae na 

nabyheidsleierskap. 
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KEY TERMS 

Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory explains behaviour in close and intimate personal relationships and 

contends that all behaviour is accompanied by a strong feeling, which John Bowlby (1969) 

in his seminal work, termed attachment behaviour.  

Behavioural Theory 

Opposed to leadership traits as a source of power, behavioural theories illustrate what 

leaders do (Hunt & Larson, 1977).  

Classical Management and Scientific Theory 

Classical theorists focused on the design of the whole organisation, whereas scientific 

theorists concentrated on the systematic and efficient management of individual jobs 

(Wren, 2001).  

Contingency Theory 

Contingency theory assumes that there is no one superior leadership style, rather the 

situation determines a leader’s effectiveness (Fiedler, 1978).  

Great Man Theories 

Great Man theories posit that particular individuals possess the necessary traits and 

characteristics that would enable and empower them to be leaders (Spector, 2016; 

Mouton, 2017; Hunt et al., 2018). 
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Leadership-as-practice 

Leadership-as-practice draws attention to the dynamic interplay between practitioners, 

their practice, and the interconnection of their actions in the institution (Raelin J. A., 2016). 

Nearness Leadership 

Nearness leadership draws on deep roots and refers to an area of human experience that 

involves greater awareness of profound significance beyond what is often taken as 

normal everyday reality (Jansen, 2016; Smith et al., 2018). 

Non-traditional Leadership 

The term non-traditional leadership is organised around a single goal of nearness, a 

closeness, an embrace, and an unconditional heart commitment (Jansen, 2017).   

Traditional Leadership 

Traditional leadership theories focus on the quest for the most direct path to a preferred 

outcome, using whatever approaches and practices that are necessary to motivate the 

staff (Shek, Chung, and Leung 2015). 

Trait Theories 

Trait theories assume that individuals have certain qualities that make them better suited 

to leadership (Malakyan, 2014).  

Transformational Theory 

To create a climate for exceptional performance, transformational leaders strive to go 

beyond the limits and bounds of the usual to bring about a change in followers (Hetland, 

Skogstad, Hetland & Mikkelsen, 2011 

 

ACRONYMS 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 My humanity is bound up in yours, for we can only be human together. 

Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu (1931–2021). 

General background and orientation 

1.1 Introduction  

Ten years ago, I was appointed principal of a failing school for the first time. I had to 

become the agent of change to turn the school back into a functional one. During the 

deeply stressful first weeks, as I sat at the broken principal’s desk in an old worn chair, I 

recall how the staff slowly made their way through my office door and talked about the 

problems that needed to be addressed. The full extent of the poor state of the school 

unfolded day by day. I listened. I listened to the staff who popped into my office to chat; I 

listened to chats in the corridors; I listened to people talking on the side of the sports field; 

I listened to conversations during break time; I listened to deliberations at staff meetings; 

I listened to mutterings on the playground; I listened to parents   in the car park. I engaged 

with as many people as I could to get a clearer picture of the chaos that characterised the 

school. Enrolment was down, teacher morale low with a high staff turnover.  Neighbouring 

schools no longer extended co-curricular invitations, poor discipline abounded and the 

building and grounds were in state of disrepair. Most alarming, the school was no longer 

a school of choice for the local junior primary schools to feed into Grade 4. On reflection, 

the only way I can describe the staff is to say that they had been neglected. They felt their 

voice was unheard, their ideas unwelcome, their contribution despite difficult 

circumstances, undervalued. Despite this, their deep passion for the school and the 

children in their care struck me; they just did not know what to do to rectify the situation.  

The answer was clear to me; my inner voice made sense of building an interconnection 

and mutuality with the staff. It was this conversation with myself that made my world 
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different from other school principals who were obsessed with leadership practices of 

maintaining order and boundaries. I do not claim any super skills or talents, only that I 

was a typical female principal tasked with turning around a school. Non-traditional 

leadership piqued my interest as a different route to follow. I believe that non-traditional 

leadership is an untapped well in our schools. To experience its benefits is to expand our 

ability to see and release the potential of non-traditional leadership. Non-traditional 

leadership occurs in small steps, guided by our humanity. I chose to follow a non-

traditional route because it emphasises the importance of principal leaders focusing on 

more than what they see. Instead, non-traditional school leaders explore and investigate 

much further to get an understanding of the inner workings of their schools to best serve 

the staff and students.  

I started reading and talking to colleagues about their leadership practices and doing 

things differently. Some conversations began in unlikely places: breakfast in a café, 

chatting alongside a sports field, meeting another principal unexpectedly while having a 

salon treatment, on flight to conferences, a Skype interview, and conversations with my 

supervisor. My need and desire to learn about the leadership practices of principals who 

do things differently, in terms of what I call non-traditional leadership, prompted this study.  

Research is seldom a straightforward, linear process. Some days I moved forward, some 

days backwards. My research was a vulnerable journey in many ways because 

fundamental changes happened to me during the journey. When I reached the 

destination, I was different. 

The first stage of the research process is typically one of excitement, motivation, and 

passion to start a new study of a topic that is close to my heart. When embarking on this 

vulnerable research journey, I was also embarking on a journey of reading. I reflected on 

the words of different scholars and authors helping me to make sense of school 

leadership, not only as a novice researcher, but in my case as a principal leader who was 

seeking new ways of building leadership (Batchelor & Di Napoli, 2006).  

When I set forth on the journey, I expected to make steady, continual, progress; the 

opposite happened periodically. My voice and thoughts were sometimes unproductive, 
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with no immediate and clear results. On reflection, paradoxically, these times of inertia 

masked a period of growth for me, where my vulnerable voice emerged, testing new ways 

of thinking through a process of leadership exploration. 

During the research journey, the course of my reading changed. Currents of thought that 

contradicted each other led me in different and sometimes conflicting directions, which I 

also found hard to combine into my own argument. I found it challenging to break old 

thinking habits that were so deeply embedded in my psyche and restrict any new thoughts 

that I might have. In hindsight, this inner struggle was not an impediment to my progress; 

it was part of the journey. My experience was that divergent currents of the literature 

unlocked spaces where new thinking occurs. However, to contribute original knowledge 

to the existing body of knowledge, was one of the most challenging and daunting 

demands I have ever encountered in my studies.  

I am forever changed. Suddenly, I saw the journey from the other side. My PhD 

experience can truly be likened to a journey without a full understanding of the destination. 

However, as with life, my journey continues. I am in the process of becoming a 

responsible scholar, although I am an uncertain scholar. I have moved from the past, but 

I cannot truly belong to the academic community yet.  

I offer this window into my amazing and life-changing experience, but I do not say that it 

is necessary for the reader to accept it. There are so many ways to wisdom and to the 

heart. The experiences that I put forward are personal to me and should be read as such. 

The purpose of the research was to view how principal leaders act as leaders with 

different stakeholders in the school community. It was an opportunity to look specifically 

at how they act as principal leaders and how they build meaningful human relationships. 

The research was also designed to establish whether events within their own 

autobiography influenced their non-traditional leadership practices. The interviews 

allowed these principal leaders the opportunity to tell their unique leadership and 

significant school life stories.  
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1.2 Problem statement 

Principal leaders have historically been portrayed in films as mean-spirited, power hungry, 

incompetent, and even, at worst, villainous. Consider the example of Ed Rooney in the 

film 'Ferris Bueller's Day Off'. While script writers certainly relied on comedic licence to 

create such characters, there was some truth in the stereotype upon which these 

descriptions were based (Alvoid & Black, 2014). In the public mind, principal leaders were 

often thought of as merely school facilities managers, individuals who were more 

interested in enforcing compliance and wielding power than in the delivery of teaching 

and learning (Alvoid & Black, 2014; Hunt, LaVonne & Fedynich, 2018; Jenkins, 2021). 

These stale and uninspiring notions are certainly not the full picture of principal 

leadership. The work of a principal leader has transformed into something that would be 

almost unrecognisable to the principal leaders of the last five decades. The concept of 

the principal leader as a facilities manager has given way to a model in which the principal 

leader is aspirational, an agent of visionary change and a relationship builder. However, 

this does not mean that the more traditional managerial matters of school leadership have 

waned. In fact, principals are still expected to be effective building managers, public 

relations experts, and disciplinarians. 

The move is largely guided by a globalised reshaping of the values that define educational 

purposes. The globalised reshaping of educational reform and policy have certain 

consequences for principal leaders, as there is a move away from a bureaucratic form of 

control of employees (Carpenter, Diem, & Young, 2014). However, 21st century changing 

school environments still face a challenge with the continued use of outdated leadership 

practices (Bennis, 2013; Latham, 2014).  

Torres and Reeves (2011) warn that leaders who continue to practise traditional 

leadership are less effective as they are inept at creating a shared sense of purpose. 

They are unable to adapt rigid rules to embrace uncertainty and chart a course during 

turbulent and changing times. They do not see the world through the eyes of others and 

are incapable of building a platform for collaboration to ensure a diversity of perspectives 

to generate win-win solutions. Kaigh, Driscoll, Tucker, and Lam (2014) suggest that there 
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is a gap between soft and hard leadership skills, in that traditional leadership styles are 

insufficiently supported by soft skills of emotional intelligence, listening and vision. 

From a more localised perspective, current South African scholarship is absorbed with 

ongoing challenges in schools, including leadership that remains fixated on administration 

rather than teaching and learning, uneasy relationships between principals and school 

governing bodies, conflict with teacher unions, including poor student outcomes, (Bush & 

Glover, 2016). School leaders occupy themselves with accountability and targets, yet 

there is scant literature that explores the inner life of the principal leader, the hidden day-

to-day experiences, and the decidedly human job of the principal leader, where one gets 

an insight into the real school life itself.  

While there is literature, though not in abundance, there appears to be a gap because of 

the silence in current scholarship dealing with non-traditional aspects of principal 

leadership. There would therefore seem a definite need to document empirical evidence 

emphasising the human dimensions of principalship that validate the demanding, messy 

hour-to-hour and day-to-day work and the experience, skills, and practices that non-

traditional leadership requires. 

1.3 Statement of purpose 

This study is an attempt to shift attention from narrow technical, administrative, 

managerial, or even transactional leadership to leadership in which human issues of 

frailty, emotion, and spirituality matter in the character and conduct of principal leaders. 

This study is a way of getting under the skin of non-traditional leadership practices, 

illuminating the possibilities for transformation in school by seeing principal leadership 

practices differently.  

This research developed from my belief in the centrality of close and intimate principal 

leader practices, critical to Jansen’s emerging concept of spiritual nearness. I explore the 

more nuanced dynamics of non-traditional school leadership practices.  
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1.4 Research questions 

This study sought to begin building the elements of the theory of nearness leadership in 

schools, by presenting the following questions:  

● What are the leadership practices of non-traditional school principals?  

● How do principals enact their leadership practices with different stakeholders in 

the broader school environment (students, staff, parents, governors, and 

department officials)? 

● Why do non-traditional principals ‘do what they do’? In other words, how do they 

come to exercise such non-traditional practices as leaders? What are the internal 

narratives they draw on to explain their leadership practices? 

1.5 Overview of methodology 

Two factors are important as the methodological considerations for this study, namely, 

its focus on the life stories of the principal leaders who participate in the research and 

the positionality of the researcher as an “insider”, a principal leader too. 

To make sense of non-traditional leadership practices, the study analysed research-

generated narratives of principal leaders to discern why they do what they do, how they 

resort to exercising such non-traditional practices and explore the internal narratives that 

they draw on in explaining their leadership practices that emphasise their humanity.  

Since the study did not require experimentation as the research topic is more related to 

individual leadership practices than measurable numerical or statistical research, a 

qualitative approach was the most appropriate choice (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). The 

findings are the culmination of the interactive process between the four principal leaders 

and me. Our lived experiences shaped us. This generated data on leadership practices 

and knowledge for me as a researcher (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba, 2011).  

Therefore, my study is a qualitative narrative analysis of the lives of the principal leaders. 

Using interpretative phenomenology analysis helped me examine the subjective 
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experience of the four principal leaders. This is an attempt to reveal the world as 

experienced by the subjects through their own life-world leadership stories.  

Coe (2012) argues that to ensure rigorous data and reading, one needs purposive 

sampling to provide depth to the analysis. The requirement of purposive sampling was 

achieved with the selection of participants who were passionate and enthusiastic in the 

interviews and thus ensured the authenticity and coherence of their leadership narratives. 

This meant that selecting the four main participants required a sample that could offer 

rich descriptions relevant to the study, with participants who have enough trust in the 

researcher and the confidentiality of the process to participate openly and authentically 

(Coe, 2012). I used reputational sampling for these reasons, to achieve the intended level 

of complexity and to ensure the intensity of analysis. 

The screening criteria required that participants have ten or more years of school 

management experience and that their most recent experience was at the principal level. 

A sample of four principals was chosen and, in addition, I obtained corroborative data by 

validation from a further five participants. I chose a nonprobability sample because I 

sought to represent a particular group of non-traditional principals, knowing that it 

represented itself, and not the wider population.  

The four principal leaders (three women and one man) were between the ages of 50 and 

65 who were previously known to me. The pilot study has shown that established 

relationships helped to discuss potentially sensitive issues. Three of the participants had 

been principal leaders for a significant time (15 years plus); one was in her fifth year. I 

interviewed them over a period of six months to explore the topic in depth, with each of 

the many interviews lasting one to two hours at a time. I interviewed the four principal 

leaders for their recognised role as non-traditional leaders in their school community, 

school leaders who do things differently, and who are distinguished from other school 

leaders because of their unconventional style during 2020 and 2021.  

I wrote up their life narratives in conversation with the four participants who retained the 

right of final approval of the accounts. I used the approved accounts as narrative and 
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interpretive data and published each narrative as approved by the relevant principal 

leader in separate chapters of the dissertation (Chapters 5 to 8).  

Rigorous attention and consistency in reading and writing are especially important in 

studies by ‘insider researchers’, as is the case in this study where the participants and I 

were engaged together in documenting their non-traditional leadership practices. Cohen, 

Manion, and Morrison (2018) argue for reflexivity in rigorous bracketing and coding, and 

transparency with detailed descriptions of context to ensure the trustworthiness of insider 

research.  A position of reading and writing is considered an advantage for qualitative 

analyses of the lived experience of study participants.  

Rigorous reading refers to repeated reading of data for authenticity to lessen the 

potentially harmful effects of biases and preconceptions that can tarnish the research 

process (Buys, 2017). One must test this for coherence in the research questions, 

sampling, adequacy of data, and the validation of meaning (Sousa, 2014). Rigorous 

writing refers to rich writing that describes phenomena with stimulating effect (Van Manen, 

2014). The study achieved rigorous reading and writing using triangulation activities in 

data collection, participant quotes from interviews, rich descriptions of context, monitoring 

for coherence between research questions, coding, and interpretation.  

Although the purpose of phenomenological findings is not their application to different 

contexts but to enrich understanding and meaning, their transferability becomes possible 

with detailed descriptions and insight-cultivating activities to offer exploratory indicators 

of meaning, with considerations for its applicability elsewhere left to the reader. However, 

Van Manen shows that transferability in phenomenological research refers to the aim of 

an analysis to reveal essential attributes of a phenomenon because it describes the 

unique aspects of that phenomenon in case studies engaged in the research (2014).  

Subsequently, I argue for the transferability of the findings of this study by offering rich 

descriptions of the unique cases of the lived experiences of principal leaders, while also 

developing theoretical perspectives to make sense of the phenomenon of knowledge and 

identity of non-traditional leadership.  
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1.6 Rationale and significance 

This research does not stand on its own, nor does it comprise a seamless transition to 

non-traditional leadership. It is also not a panacea. Rather, it adds to the existing mosaic 

of educational leadership. 

The study is a way to delve into the heart of leadership practice, to see leadership practice 

differently and to illuminate the possibilities of doing things differently. Non-traditional 

leadership is not without its risks, as it unsurprisingly means holding up a looking glass to 

oneself and being prepared to abandon old leadership practices for those sincerely and 

authentically serving self-renewal and transformation. 

This study documents the leadership of four school principals and the navigation of their 

daily leadership practices and challenges, anchored in their internal narratives to advance 

the relationship, trust, and hope of their respective school communities. One can equate 

their work to an unfinished journey, a journey characterised by opportunity, by possibility, 

and guided by their ethics and most of all, deep care for people. 

A critical point this research tries to avoid is the myth of the principal as a perfect leader. 

I venture into the fog, the reality of principals' lives, their successes, and failures. I note 

three potential contributions that offer practical significance to current scholarship on non-

traditional leadership.  

A first potential contribution to this study is the recommendations of Bennis (2013) and 

Latham (2014) relating to understanding why principal leaders have transitioned towards 

alternative leadership approaches, and understanding emerging, new non-traditional 

leadership practices. This research might sensitise principals or aspiring principals to 

understand school leadership through a non-traditional lens, which might assist them with 

the demands and ever-increasing complexity of the role they play in their schools. A 

second potential contribution is to foreground the experiences of non-traditional principals 

and what their leadership practices imply for a leadership change. A third potential 

contribution in relation to leader scholarship is to interrupt the silence on non-traditional 

leadership practices of principals in theory and research. 
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1.7 Context  

The 1990s was a high point of change in world history. The victory of democracy in South 

Africa after forty years of apartheid brought great hope to the country (Christie, 2008, 

Spaull & Jansen, 2019) and happened at the same time as the fall of Eastern European 

communist states. 

One of the most important tasks facing the newly elected government was to rebuild the 

education system. Forty years of apartheid had left deep inequalities in schooling. The 

radically divided education departments merged into provincial departments. A system of 

funding was developed which made it possible for the poorest provinces and schools to 

receive more than the wealthier schools. More schools and classrooms were built, and 

resources improved, governing bodies were set up for all schools and a measure of self-

management was progressively introduced (Christie, 2008, Pretorius, 2014). Yet twenty-

six years on, several dark shadows fall over the initial achievement of change.  

According to a report published by Amnesty International (2020), the South African 

education system is perpetuating inequality and as a result failing most of its children, 

with the poor hardest hit.  

The state of education must be seen within the wider context of one of the most socio-
economic unequal countries in the world. Black South African households earn on 

average less than 20 per cent of white households whilst nearly half of the black 

population is considered below the poverty line compared to less than 1% of the white 

community. At the same time, corruption is a major problem impacting on both available 

resources and confidence in the government, culminating in the Zondo Commission on 

State Capture and Corruption established in August 2018 (Amnesty International, 2020).  

Many schools and communities they serve continue to live with the consequences of the 

economic and political decisions made during the apartheid era. The result is that a child’s 

experience of education in South Africa still very much depends on where they are born 

and how wealthy they are. It is not surprising that in terms of outcomes, South Africa has 

one of the most unequal school systems in the world, with the widest gap between the 

test scores of the top 20% of schools and the rest (Spaull & Jansen, 2014; Jansen & 
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Kriger, 2020). Children in the top 200 schools achieve more distinctions in maths than 

children in the next 6 600 schools combined. More than three-quarters of children aged 

nine, cannot read for meaning.  In some provinces this is as high as 91% (Limpopo) and 

85% (Eastern Cape). Of 100 students who start school, 50-60 will advance to matric, 40-

50 will pass matric, and only 14 will progress to tertiary education (Amnesty International, 

2020).  

Many of the shortcomings are in breach of not just the government’s international human 

rights obligations but its own Minimum Norms and Standards for educational facilities. 

Research in Gauteng and the Eastern Cape found numerous examples of schools with 

poor infrastructure and lacking basic facilities. These included badly maintained buildings; 

exposure to dangerous materials such as asbestos, putting the safety and security of 

students at risk; unhygienic, poorly maintained, and unsafe sanitation, with some schools 

only having pit latrines; overcrowded classrooms without basic equipment and materials 

such as furniture and textbooks; and lack of security exacerbating the problems of 

vandalism and burglary (Amnesty International, 2020). All of these issues impact on the 

enjoyment of the right to education  

The history of education in South Africa continues to shape the current system – from 

elite private schools that have their roots in the growth of religious institutions during the 

colonial period, to the schools developed under the policies of apartheid (Jansen & Kriger, 

2020). It is safe to say that children are more equal than others in an educational system 

with glaring inequalities and in a country with its still growing wealth gap (Amnesty 

International, 2020).  

Conversely, 20% of privileged parents send their children to a functioning schooling 

system, however education is drastically failing 80% of the children in South Africa. 

Interestingly, Jansen and Kriger’s (2020) study revealed that given the difficult start of 

black education inherited from apartheid, the black middle class without exception, enrol 

their children in elite former white schools. Once admitted, a bond of common interest 

develops between white and black middle-class parents to maintain these former white 

institutions as highly selective schools. In essence, once admitted, the black middle class 

inadvertently safeguard against the further desegregation of former white schools. The 
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means the divide deepens between those who have access to quality education and the 

80% of school going children who do not.  

Added to the crumbling education infrastructure, there are several social reasons for the 

poor state of education in the majority of South African schools. For example, teachers 

and students are frequently absent. Personal security is compromised in many schools 

where pupils and teachers are known to abuse each other verbally, physically, and 

sexually. Teachers are held responsible for conditions at their schools which in many 

instances are beyond their control and even find themselves criticised by the communities 

in which they work. Going to school for many students often means running the gauntlet 

of criminals, drugs, and guns. The right to freedom of expression is often discouraged 

and even censured in schools. The dysfunctionality of much of the education system often 

prohibits young South Africans from the constitutional right of choosing their profession 

freely. Furthermore, students still learn in a language that they and often their teachers 

do not understand themselves (Jansen & Blank, 2014; Spaull & Jansen, 2019; Amnesty 

International, 2020)  

Yet despite these immense challenges non-traditional principal leadership exists across 

school quintiles. Jansen and Blank’s 2014 study centred on disadvantaged schools 

around South Africa that do exceptionally well in particularly challenging circumstances 

led by principals who find seeds of hope for renewal and change.  

Take the example of Principal Hendricks who  implemented new strategies for success. 

One being a daily homeroom where students can reflect on their lives and their values. It 

is here that teachers convey that students are valued for who they are and not only how 

they perform academically. Principal Hendriks strongly believes in finding ways to reach 

students. For him, leadership is about being close to students and building a relationship 

with them; ‘This is where you have to start’ (2014:100). 

This study focuses on a slice of the reality of school leadership in South Africa without 

any suggestion of generalizability. As the findings are specific to a small number of 

participants and a particular environment, it is impossible to demonstrate that the findings 

and conclusions are applicable to other situations and contexts. 
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1.8 Positional statement 

I am a white 59-year-old school principal. I have 38 years of education experience, 18 of 

these years in school leadership. Due to my participation in the South African Principals’ 

Association, I enjoy a wide network of colleagues across South Africa. This network of 

close and reciprocal relationships allowed me to meet certain participants who shared 

their leadership stories and views with me. I acknowledge that I could easily hold biased 

or emotional viewpoints related to the identities of participants, and this could influence 

how I presented their narratives, or even how that narrative was co-constructed with the 

participant. Similarly, having a shared experience with the participants could contribute to 

a partiality that prevents nuanced exploration of a participant’s experience. I also 

acknowledge that my research questions are informed by what I consider salient aspects 

of my own experience and prior knowledge as a school principal. Lastly, I am aware that 

my privileged career in former white then independent schools, could impact my 

interpretation of the data.  

It would be misleading to report that I seamlessly blended into the school setting and the 

participants continued to do their business totally oblivious to me. I did not intend my 

presence at each school to require major adaptations by the participants, but it seems 

unrealistic to insist that things were the same with or without my being there. The following 

measures sought to address the adaptations to the process of observation by the 

participants. 

1.8.1 Assimilation 

The social setting in which I conducted most of the research was among the principal 

leaders of four schools. I did not easily assimilate into these school settings. My 

relationship with the staff was polite. We exchanged introductions and greetings on a first-

name basis. Schools are, by their very nature, hospitable places in which student and 

staff frequently welcome visitors. If I had an advantage, then it was being warmly 

welcomed as a visiting researcher. Probably a more important advantage in terms of my 

acceptance into the school community was that I understood school life and knew the 

language of the principals I was studying. If I was told that a principal attended an SGB 
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(School Governing Body) or an SMT (School Management Team) meeting and asked 

about the school’s PPN (Post Provisioning Norm) with the KZN (Kwa-Zulu Natal) DBE 

(Department of Basic Education) in PMB (Pietermaritzburg), I was right on track.  

1.8.2 Impact 

My presence must have affected the participants, but I cannot pinpoint specific changes 

in their behaviour. I wondered to what extent they consciously or unconsciously screened 

my questions. In contrast, their voluntary disclosure of more delicate problems in our 

conversations surprised me at times. The act of asking a question could have directed 

attention to behaviour that they would otherwise have taken for granted. It could become 

self-conscious behaviour, followed by an apology, defence, or concern. I am not sure how 

frequently the events I focused upon and questioned resulted in self-conscious 

questioning behaviour.  

The four principal leaders took their professional obligations seriously. Participating and 

cooperating in this research was perceived as a serious obligation. Lending cooperation 

was easy because I ordinarily made few demands on the principals other than for them 

to allow me to be present. They understood that my study was not judgemental and 

responded favourably to its primary purpose in providing descriptive data on their 

leadership practices and what the job of a principal leader entails. The principal leaders 

alluded to their role as being lonely at times. This sentiment might have contributed to 

their decision to participate in the study. I have empathy, being a principal with the same 

measure of loneliness to which they alluded. 

1.8.3 The personal dimension 

The hours invested in the study proved distressing at some points, yielding low data 

returns but essential to providing the context for the processes I observed. The duration 

and number of meetings the principals attend can be repetitive and tedious, although it 

was easier for me to observe the meetings than it was for the principals to sit through 

them. The taking of notes helped me stay alert on these occasions. Sometimes events 

happened so fast that I only made cursory notes. I had a personal working rule on note 
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taking. If I had not completed my notes before leaving each school, I would do so as soon 

as possible afterwards. 

The participants introduced me to their staff as Penny Alston from the University of 

Stellenbosch, who was doing research on principal leadership. This triggered a reflexive 

response from the staff: 'Are you doing this for your doctoral dissertation?' In schools, 

contact with universities is usually with university personnel who supervise student 

teachers during their period of practical teaching.  

In sum, as I was the key instrument in this research study, I aimed to contextualise the 

observed human behaviour. I needed to provide the reader with my own personal biases 

and an account of the context in which I conducted my observations. By my doing so, I 

hope that the readers can gain their own objectivity regarding the descriptive accounts 

that follow in Chapters 5–8. 

1.9 Research assumptions 

Given what we know about previous research on school leadership, this proposed study 

fills a gap in understanding and analysing the human practices of non-traditional 

principals. The study offers an intellectual contribution in relation to theories of leadership 

by revealing conceptual alternatives to the leader-subordinate dyad of authority, 

superiority, and dominance that frames scholarship on principals. In so doing, the 

research also refines the perspectives on nearness leadership. Even more importantly, 

this study proposes a  theory of change as a potential contribution to enhancing 

understanding of the nearness dynamics and the social processes of non-traditional 

principals: how they enact their leadership with different stakeholders within the school 

community, and their capacity for building meaningful human relationships. 

1.10 Organisation of the study 

To answer the critical questions that arise from the research problem, I divided the study 

into the following twelve chapters.  

Chapter 1 introduces the background and rationale of the study, namely, an attempt to 

move away from research into narrow technical, administrative, managerial, or even 
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transactional leadership, to that of leadership in which human issues of frailty, emotion 

and spirituality matter in the character and conduct of the principal leaders. The first 

chapter contextualises the study and identifies the research problem, research questions, 

and research objectives. The rationale and significance of the study are also stated. It 

further explores the research methodology and outlines the rest of the thesis.  

Chapter 2 presents the evolution of the five traditions of historical leadership research 

over the past century. Then, I explore theories contributing to the understanding of the 

leadership practices of non-traditional school principals. Finally, I show how key insights 

from these research traditions in leadership studies benefit my inquiry into the leadership 

practices of non-traditional school principals.  

Chapter 3 offers a framework of the concepts I used to interpret the data and theorise my 

findings. I draw on attachment theory as a physical and psychological platform for making 

sense of human connections from childbirth and beyond. Drawing on Jansen’s (2016) 

concept of nearness leadership, provides a conceptual scaffolding for a more social, and 

indeed sociological, conception of human relationships.  Using this emerging nearness 

concept underpinned by attachment theory as the overarching framework helped me 

focus the study, plan my data collection, and develop an approach to data analysis.  

Chapter 4 outlines the design and methodological approach used. I locate this qualitative 

study in a social constructionist framework, but I engage the research as a 

phenomenological study of the lived experience of principals’ non-traditional practices as 

a method to collect data.  

The interpretive work of hermeneutic phenomenology is not limited to a single set of rule-

bound analytical systems and techniques; instead, it is an interpretive process that 

involves the interplay of several analysis activities seeking to uncover and describe the 

practices, beliefs, values, and attitudes of four principal leaders.  

Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 contain the narratives of the principal leaders, the stories of 

Christopher, Lydia, Elizabeth, and Cheryl (pseudonyms). Although each narrative is 

unique, the biographies follow a similar narrative structure that emerges from a 
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comparative reading of the transcribed interviews. This similarity in structure enables the 

analysis and synthesis of the themes that follow in the subsequent chapters.  

Chapter 9 presents an analysis of the study data to determine patterns of experience and 

change across narratives, as well as emerging themes and a thematic synthesis 

developed from a comparative analysis of critical incidents across experiences. These 

chapters develop a conceptual structure to describe the interconnectedness between 

emerging themes that serve as data to develop and discuss the findings of the study. 

Chapter 10 reports on the interpretation of the findings based on the framework of 

concepts that were developed earlier. I make links between the findings of the primary 

research and the existing body of knowledge outlined in the literature, as reviewed in 

Chapter 2. I also present my recommendations and suggestions for further research. This 

chapter ends with the limitations and delimitations of the study. 

1.11 Conclusion 

Traditional leadership functions are giving way to a wide assortment of targeted, essential 

non-traditional leadership practice skills. Existing leadership theories place non-traditional 

concepts in perspective. To capture the inner workings of a principal’s life, I consider less 

apparent perspectives other than the visible and obvious: attendance, test scores, 

standardised testing, discipline referrals, and data-based decisions.  

The study sought to make sense of a relatively under researched aspect of school 

leadership. Studying the lives, performance, work experiences, and practices of non-

traditional school principals provided an enlightening window into non-traditional 

leadership, and why they have chosen to add to the academic teachings of traditional 

leadership theories.  

It is my hope that this research will make a difference in how principal leaders think about 

their role through four generative real-life stories and that these stories will penetrate 

memory and stay there for rumination. The inner facets of the non-traditional principal 

leader reveal a world more than guidebooks for principal leaders. The message is clear; 

we are much better off being human.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

Much of the education leadership literature focuses largely on the behaviours and actions 

of traditional school principals. This approach has three limitations. Firstly, the published 

research is largely about principals performing traditional roles of managing curricular and 

co-curricular affairs, staff affairs, administrative affairs, financial affairs, physical facilities, 

and community relations with the school (Coburn, Hill, & Spillane, 2016). 

Secondly, it appears that education leadership literature is concerned with conventional 

outcomes such as effectiveness with respect to learning achievement and pass rates, or 

efficiency in terms of resource use such as teacher/student ratios, class size, and school 

enrolment (Hallgarten, Hannon, & Beresford, 2015; Crow, Day, & Møllerc, 2017). 

Thirdly, most of the available material characterises the normative expectations of the 

principal leader, that is, what the ideal principal should be. For example, a principal leader 

is expected to define the school’s mission, manage the instructional programme, and 

promote a positive school learning environment (Otunga, Serem & Kindiki, 2008; Lee & 

Watt, 2014). School leadership is trait-focused on narrow behaviours (Hallgarten et al., 

2015), such as conformity to departmental rules and regulations. 

The changes in the current educational landscape require more, aspects that are not 

specifically learned in university lecture theatres (Seethamraju, 2012; Boje, 2017; 

Jenkins, 2021). Schools in the 21st century are also undergoing a substantial shift 

requiring principal leaders to adopt contemporary approaches to leadership; as a result, 

there is an increasing focus on non-traditional practices (Jenkins, 2021).  

The purpose of the first part of this review of the literature is to present the evolution of 

the five traditions of historical leadership research over the past century.  
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I trace the roots of contemporary leadership theory and practice in earlier industrial and 

behavioural models to position my study in relation to that historical body of research. 

Then, I proceed to explore theories contributing to the understanding of the leadership 

practices of non-traditional school principals. Finally, I validate how key insights from 

these research traditions in leadership studies benefit my inquiry into the leadership 

practices of non-traditional school principals.  

2.2 Traditional theoretical perspectives on leadership 

2.2.1 Great Man theories 

By the dawn of the industrial revolution, the nascent field of leadership studies began with 

Great Man theories which lead and dominated explanations of leadership, highlighted 

initially by Thomas Carlyle (1841), a Scottish born historian, and later by the German 

sociologist Max Weber (1947).  

A dominant theme emerges from the Great Man theories of Carlyle (1841) and Weber 

(1947), that only certain individuals possessed the required traits and characteristics that 

would enable and empower them to be leaders (Carlyle, 1841; Spector, 2016; Mouton, 

2017; Hunt et al., 2018). By way of illustration, leaders are individuals who exert power, 

and exercise authority, they get people to follow (Carlyle, 1841; Freud, 1921; Spector, 

2016), but the caveat is that there are limits to this authority and power. Some scholars 

suggest that admiring a leader unreservedly makes followers vulnerable. 

Although I agree that inspiration is part of the appeal of the Great Man theory, Carlyle 

(1841) and Weber (1947) failed to address or consider the question of coercion, 

conformity, and fear. Instead of looking through the Great Man lens of worshipping 

leaders, it is worth rather exploring the impulses that persuade followers to seek great 

men (Carlyle, 1841; Freud, 1921; Spector, 2016). 

Great Man theories hold several limitations, the most notable being the lack of empirical 

data to substantiate the validity of the great man. In addition, I note two biases which 

inherently exist. Firstly, in the context of human history, who decides who is a great leader 
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and who is not a great leader? Secondly, women were not part of the research due to 

views of the time and gender discrimination (Hunt et al., 2018).  

Surprisingly, notwithstanding the limitations of the theory, and despite its lack of scientific 

rigour, Great Man thinking holds some attraction in education even today. The search for 

a hero to 'save' a failing school still has significant appeal (Mouton, 2017). Principals 

unknowingly reinforce the Great Man theory when they don the cloak of heroic leadership, 

blaming failures on outside forces while claiming great successes for their schools 

(Mouton, 2017) – for example, the non-delivery of textbooks and poor matric results 

(Jansen & Blank, 2014). By romanticising their own role in school success, principals 

seek to enhance their self-esteem; and with adulation, comes power, control, and prestige 

(Mouton, 2017).  

2.2.2 Trait theories 

As an extension of the Great Man theories, trait theories emerged, to offer a framework 

for leadership studies (Malakyan, 2014). Trait theories assume that individuals have 

certain particular qualities that make them better suited to leadership.  

It is this assumption that strongly implies that trait theories flow from Great Man theories 

(Malakyan, 2014). Both Great Man theories and the trait model share an ironic key 

feature: Both theories are concerned about individual nature as opposed to nurture 

(Northouse, 2013; Hunt et al., 2018).  

The scope of trait theorists was relatively narrow, being primarily concerned with innate 

qualities and characteristics that make someone a leader. However, no attempt has been 

made to quantify the definitive traits of great leaders. Stogdill and Coons (1957), for 

example, vigorously challenged trait theories. They argued that no consistent or reliable 

set of traits distinguished leaders from non-leaders across a range of situations. Their 

point was not simply to contest the idea of consistent or reliable traits amongst 

distinguished leaders, but to argue that an individual with leadership traits who was a 

leader in one situation might not be a leader in another situation.  
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The trait approach failed for the same reasons as the Great Man theory, because it was 

descriptive in nature and not grounded in strong, reliable, and rigorous research; 

furthermore, there is no single study that adequately explains definitive leadership traits 

(Northouse, 2013; Hunt et al., 2018). 

With the limitations of the Great Man and trait theories acknowledged, the research turned 

to the study of power in organisations and their managers. Theorists laid the foundation 

for what is known as ‘classical management theory’ and ‘scientific management.’ 

2.2.3 Classical Management Theory and Scientific Management 

Henri Fayol (in Wren, 2001), a classical theorist, focused on the design of the whole 

organisation, while scientific theorists, like Frederick Taylor (1911), concentrated on the 

systematic and efficient management of individual jobs. However, it can be argued that 

Taylor and Fayol’s work complements each other’s. Taylor works from the shop floor level 

upward, and Fayol works from the top management level downward (Taylor, 1911; Fayol, 

1949; Blake & Moseley, 2010).  

Although his ideas provided a conceptual basis for teaching management, Fayol has 

been criticised for creating management myths about the nature of the manager’s job 

(Mintzberg, 1975; Wren, 2001). In Fayol's defence, he asked his colleagues to 

collaborate, share experiences, and observations that would help to understand the 

matter of administration management. In other words, Fayol was advocating that a good 

theory can be refined through further experimentation and study (Mintzberg, 1975; Wren, 

2011). 

Like the cases of Carlyle (1841), Weber (1947), and Fayol (1949), Taylor’s theory was   

vigorously challenged by numerous scholars on the grounds that he too, dehumanised 

the factory worker by removing the soul from the workplace (Bedeian, 1998; Wren, 

Bedeian, & Breeze, 2002; Blake & Moseley, 2010). The main weakness of Taylor’s theory 

is that it does not consider the concept of motivation. He naively believed that monetary 

incentives were the only way to motivate employees to work efficiently (Bedeian, 1998; 

Wren, Bedeian & Breeze, 2002; Blake & Moseley, 2010).  
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Despite the different classical and scientific approaches to management, their goals were 

similar. Both theories failed to recognise organisations as complex entities. Both theories 

relied on the machine metaphor, with a strong emphasis on the mechanisation of jobs, 

which undermined the human aspect of the organisation and (Taylor, 1911; Fayol, 1949; 

Stone & Patterson, 2005).  

However, despite the criticism of management myths based on his personal experience, 

Fayol’s foundations of administrative and management theory have influenced schools 

for more than a century (Wren, 2011). Similarly, the influence of the scientific theorist 

Frederick Taylor (1911) is also still felt in educational leadership and management, 110 

years after the publication of his most famous work, The Principles of Scientific 

Management. 

Interestingly, at the beginning of the 20th century educational leadership began to attract 

attention, when Taylor’s philosophy was applied to pedagogy, creating what is now seen 

as the ‘Factory Model of Education’ or ‘Taylorism’ (Lunenberg, 2003). The characteristics 

of the factory model of education include top-down management and power, an emphasis 

on management, centralised planning, a lack of innovation, and products (children) 

produced to meet societal needs (Taylor, 1911; Bedeian, 1998; Blake & Moseley, 2010; 

Wren, 2011).  

The most influential example to support this argument came from Alvin Toffler, who 

described the ‘Industrial Era School’ in his book, Future Shock (1970). Toffler (1970) 

further theorised that the inner life of the school became an introduction to industrial 

society. He supports his view with the following reasons: There was a lack of 

individualisation along with rigid systems of managing and leading a school, and the 

authoritarian role of the teacher and, above all, the principal as the leader, made public 

education an effective system of adaptation to its place and time.  

Regardless of mechanistic organisations being productive, hierarchical bureaucratic 

styles were constraining, because the actions of leaders, leader behaviour, and especially 

follower satisfaction were not considered. Hierarchical bureaucratic leaders overlooked 
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the ethical implications that humans were not machines and could not be treated as such 

(Stone & Patterson, 2005; Allio, 2013).   

2.2.4 Behavioural theories  

Behavioural Theories of leadership were at the time regarded as a step forward in 

distancing researchers from unsupported earlier theories (King, 1990). The behavioural 

era took a new direction by illustrating what leaders do, as opposed to their traits as a 

source of power (Hunt & Larson, 1977). The examination of leadership behaviour is 

exemplified in the work of Elton Mayo, who laid the foundation for the human relations 

movement after he conducted studies on workers at the Hawthorne plant of the Western 

Electric Company (Bendix & Fischer, 1949; Muldoon, Bendickson, Bauman, & Liguori, 

2020). Mayo’s work brought to light an explicit understanding of worker behaviour and the 

importance of being appreciated (Bendix & Fischer, 1949). 

Unlike most historical figures, Mayo did not go through a praise period after his death 

(Muldoon et al., 2020). Shortly after the publication of his studies, Bendix, and Fischer 

(1949) vigorously challenged Mayo and his work. They argued that Mayo was more 

concerned with gaining fame than being a scientist.  

In fairness to Mayo, opponents failed to consider his attitudes and ideas. Although he did 

not create a lasting theory or a body of knowledge (Homans, 1949a), Mayo trained and 

inspired a wide range of scholars to develop better strategies for leaders to build 

relationships with workers (Homans, 1949; Muldoon et al., 2020).  

Following Elton Mayo’s Hawthorne Studies, Maslow’s (1959) hierarchy of ranking needs 

emerged, based on the idea that people function more efficiently when their needs are 

satisfied. He hypothesised that productivity would only be possible once the employee’s 

ego and self-actualising or extrinsic needs were met as well as their intrinsic -

psychological, social and security needs. 

More recently, a noticeable shift in leadership studies has begun to change our thinking 

about Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. One of the main difficulties with the Maslow line of 

reasoning is that life is messy, and all needs are not hierarchical. Needs are anchored in 
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our ability to make social connections therefore it could be assumed that needs are 

dynamic and interactive. Maslow's model needs reordering. There is a similarity between 

Denning’s (2012) argument and non-traditional leadership. For example, belongingness 

is not a third-tier activity, rather it is the driving force of human behaviour. The system of 

Maslow’s needs from bottom to top depends on our ability to connect with others. 

Belonging provides a sense of security and agency that helps keep us safe and makes 

our brains happy (Denning, 2012).  

However, Maslow’s contribution to the management and leadership literature was helpful 

in pointing out why hierarchical bureaucracy or traditional management with leaders and 

managers acting as controllers of individuals was unlikely to meet the psychological 

needs of employees (Denning, 2012).  

Herzberg’s (1968) Dual Factor theory, a two-dimensional model, followed Maslow’s 

model of intrinsic and extrinsic needs. The primary difference between Maslow’s and 

Herzberg’s theories is the former being descriptive, while the latter is prescriptive 

(Baridam, 2002). Herzberg’s theory is based on reward and recognition. Despite rigorous 

methodological challenges from scholars who question the results of his study, 

Herzberg’s (1968) greatest contribution to leadership theory is the knowledge that 

motivation comes from within the individual; it cannot be imposed by using a formula 

(Schneider & Locke, 1971; Baridam, 2002).  

Another popular behavioural leadership style in the 1950s was Douglas McGregor’s 

(1960) two-dimensional model. He contrasts the merits of autocratic leadership (Theory 

X) with a participatory style (Theory Y). He claims that the traditional organisation with its, 

hierarchical pyramid, centralised decision-making, and external control of work, is based 

on certain assumptions about human motivation and human nature (McGregor, 1960). 

Although I agree with McGregor’s theory of replacing direction and control of employees 

with humanistic motivation (McGregor, 1960; Lawter & Kopelman, 2015), the correlation 

between performance and leadership style did not appear strong, and this could be the 

reason leadership scholars turned to contingency models (Allio, 2013). 
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2.2.5 Contingency theories 

In the quest to address inattention to context, contingency theories started to gain traction 

in leadership studies. They include Fiedler's Contingency Theory, the Situational 

Leadership Theory, and Path-Goal Theory. These three models proposed that leadership 

effectiveness was the result of an interaction between certain variables: the power 

inherent in the position of the leader, the relationship between leaders and their followers, 

and the nature of the task to be completed (Allio, 2013). Although all appear similar on 

the surface, each offers their own distinct views on leadership (Bertocci, 2009; Northouse, 

2013).  

Contingency theory assumes that there is no one superior leadership style, instead the 

situation determines a leader’s effectiveness (Fiedler, 1978). In other words, contingency 

theory matches the situation and the leader, and does not demand that the leader fit every 

situation (Bertocci, 2009; Allio, 2013; Northouse, 2013 

The most widely recognised version of contingency theory is that of Fred Fiedler (1978). 

There are several reasons why Fiedler’s (1978) Contingency theory is convincing. 

Perhaps the most compelling strength of the Contingency theory is that it is grounded in 

empirical research. Significantly, researchers tested Contingency theory and found it to 

be a reliable and valid approach to explaining effective leadership and how it can be 

achieved (Bertocci, 2009; Allio, 2013; Northouse, 2013). 

On the one hand, while many studies support the validity of Contingency theory, 

conversely, it fails to adequately explain what organisations should do when there is 

incompatibility between the organisation and the leader (Allio, 2013; Northouse 2013).  

Fred Fiedler’s Contingency theory (1978) was the precursor to Hershey and Blanchard’s 

Situational leadership model. Although Fiedler’s was considered the most comprehensive 

of the contingency models, Hershey and Blanchard added another variable, which could 

be considered a reflection of the leadership's power: the willingness of followers to 

perform (Allio, 2013).  
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Situational leadership recognises and stresses the point that there is no single best style 

of leadership; instead, leaders need to adapt their style to the requirements of the situation 

which infers they need to be flexible.  What Hershey and Blanchard did not consider is 

that in practice, some leaders are unwilling or unable to change from one style to another 

(Bertocci, 2009; Northouse, 2013).  

Lastly, the next significant leadership theory to emerge in the contingency category was 

Martin Evans and Robert House's Path-Goal theory (House, 1971; Evans, 1996). The aim 

of Path-Goal leadership is to enhance employee performance and employee satisfaction 

by focusing on employee motivation (Bertocci, 2009). It is the elaboration of the theory 

that makes its notable contribution. 

However, Martin Evans and Robert House have not escaped criticism (Hargreaves, Boyle 

& Harris, 2014). Scholars suggest that subordinate performance might be the cause of 

changes in leader behaviour instead of leader behaviour causing changes in subordinate 

performance (Evans, 1996; Bertocci, 2009; Northouse, 2013). On the positive side, 

leadership researchers recognise that the Path-Goal theory attempts to indicate which 

factors affect the motivation to perform which is an improvement over the trait and 

personal behaviour theories (Evans, 1996; Bertocci, 2009; Northouse, 2013).  

Leadership theory was further advanced when the focus changed from leadership being 

largely a top-down process to much more of a bottom-up process. Non-leadership and 

situational factors were considered again, but this time from a participatory viewpoint 

(King, 1990; Bertocci, 2009).  

Although principal leaders can benefit from the impressive work of Taylor (1911), Mayo 

(1933), Weber (1947), Fayol (1949), Stodgill (1957), Maslow (1959), McGregor (1960), 

Herzberg (1966), House (1971), Fiedler (1978), Burns (1978), and Bass (1997), influence 

and power in schools have not evolved much from those at the top to those down below.   

Why is the bureaucratic model so resilient? Possible reasons for the persistence of 

traditional leadership in schools could be ascribed to hardened century-old habits, which 

led to the formation of personal vested interests, coupled with traditional school 

leadership, deeply rooted in the public imagination (Bentley, 2010).In recent years, 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 35 
 

research and theory-building have increasingly started to take an interest in the work of 

leadership in schools, the distribution of leadership tasks, and support for the 

development of the whole school community (Lahtero, Ahtiainen, & Lång, 2019).  

By contrast, the next section of my literature review focuses on the leadership practices 

(not expectations) of non-traditional principals (not the standard principal presentation), 

concerned with academic but also social, emotional, and spiritual outcomes that come 

with a broader vision of what school leadership is.  

2.3 ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES ON SCHOOL LEADERSHIP 

There is a growing interest in alternative perspectives on school leadership that consider 

leadership as an individual property, meaning those who are perceived to be leaders   

have a set of characteristics attributed them. They are leaders who are able to influence 

the behaviours of others without having to rely on threats or different types of force. 

(Raelin, 2016a).  

As illustration, consider the arguments of authors Andy Hargreaves, Alan Boyle, and Alma 

Harris in Uplifting Leadership (2014). They contend that emotional and spiritual upliftment 

is at the heart of effective leadership. By combining emotional, spiritual, and social power, 

uplifting leaders can help staff improve their performance and results, inspiring them to 

do better than ever before. The authors present an inspiring picture of leadership.  

While Hargreaves et al. (2014) identified an alternative approach to leadership, my study 

focused on the interrelatedness of spiritual nearness and the effect it has on the school 

community of which little is known. I am suggesting that a different philosophy of principal 

leadership is emerging in schools. Rather than laying an emphasis on improving 

performance, non-traditional principal leaders are leading with generosity by engaging 

the heart, minds, energy, and spirit of staff and students in their schools. Relationships 

underpin non-traditional leadership and are built on participation, new ways of relating to 

one another, promoting values of commitment, trust, and sharing (Jansen, 2016). Their 

visible lives as principal leaders appear to transform the way in which their schools 

operate, and how the school community thinks of itself and others. A contributing 

argument is the work of a twentieth-century pioneer in the study of leadership, Warren 
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Bennis (1989), who critically recognises that leadership is underpinned by a leader’s 

relationships and actions (Harris, 2009) and such a stance is a departure from 

mainstream research positions (Hargreaves et al., 2014).  

James Burns’ (1978) idea of the transformational leader has been applied to leadership 

by Bennis and Nanus (1985) and Bass (1997). Their main point, much like Warren Bennis 

(1989), is that such leaders strive to go beyond the bounds of the usual to bring about a 

change in followers that will create a climate for exceptional performance (Hollander, 

1992).  

2.3.1 Transformational leadership 

A sampling of research finds more aspects of improved organisational performance 

associated with transformational leadership (Hetland, Skogstad, Hetland & Mikkelsen, 

2011). The study by Carmeli, Atwater and Levi (2010) links transformational leadership 

with increased knowledge sharing, while Hetland et al. (2011) observe that 

transformational leadership contributes to a climate of creativity among employees in the 

workplace. Similarly, Tafvelin, Armelius and Westerberg (2011) report that 

transformational leadership creates a sense of innovation, while Zhu, Riggio, Avolio and 

Sosik (2011) prove that transformational leadership has a positive effect on followers’ 

moral identity. 

Numerous researchers have looked at trust between followers and leaders and   

transformational leadership relationship characteristics (Burke, Sims, Lazzara & Salas, 

2007). For example, Hughes and Avey (2009) found significant relationships between 

transformational leadership and their followers. The same insightful study also found that 

transformational leaders who use more humour are rated higher by their followers, 

influencing their commitment and trust. Another study found a positive correlation 

between followers’ trust and that of their leader’s, demonstrating a transformational 

leadership style (Gillespie & Mann, 2004). The key strength of these studies is that they 

have thrown up questions about non-traditional leadership practices that need further 

investigation which are addressed by this research. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 37 
 

2.2.6 Characteristics of a transformational leader 

Interestingly, Tichy and Devanna (1986) offer that characteristics of transformational 

leaders capture several important features of non-traditional leaders; namely, these 

leaders are values-driven, visionary, believe in people, change agents, lifelong learners, 

able to deal with ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty, and are courageous.  

Similarly, Kouzes and Posner (2002) also define key characteristics of transformational 

leaders however unlike Tichy and Devanna (1986), they capture one important and 

essential feature of non-traditional leadership, encouraging the heart.  

What we have discovered, and rediscovered, is that leadership is not the 
private reserve of a few charismatic men and women. It is the process 
ordinary people use when they are bringing forth the best from 
themselves and others. What we’ve discovered is that people make 
extraordinary things happen by liberating the leader within everyone 
(Kouzes & Posner, 2002:23).  

Indeed, this recognition and distinction is exemplified in my study of four principal 

leaders. On the one hand, transformational leaders like non-traditional principal leaders 

lead for a greater purpose, developing a sense of connectedness within their school 

community. What is striking is that both, transformational and non-traditional leaders 

place a strong emphasis on ethical human values in their position of stewardship of their 

schools. 

2.2.7 Transformational leadership as an internalisation of attachment theory 

Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory and the empirical and theoretical developments that 

followed, provide a relevant academic basis and a rich base of empirical research findings 

that can contribute significantly to understanding the developmental process of 

transformational leaders (Popper, Mayseless & Castelnovo, 2000; Popper & Mayseless, 

2002) and non-traditional leadership practices.  

The term ‘attachment’ refers to ongoing emotional bonds between an individual, usually 

a mother figure, on whom an infant learns to rely for care and protection. It is my 

understanding that adult attachment theories have mostly been applied to the 
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characteristics of romantic relationships (Popper et al., 2000). However, just as romantic 

relations are a particular category of close adult relationships, so are some leader-follower 

relationships. In particular, the non-traditional kind in the setting of a school involves 

individualised consideration and emotional investment of staff by the principal leader 

(Bass, 1990). 

The studies presented by Popper et al. (2000) assume that to have the capacity to 

become a transformational leader, a person needs to have a positive model of self, be 

self-assured, and have a keen and empathetic interest in others. The central hypotheses 

supported in the three studies by Popper et al. (2000) imply that a positive correlation 

exists between transformational leadership and a secure attachment style. 

In sum, to be a non-traditional principal leader, one needs first and foremost to have an 

internalised positive self-model. To have the capacity to become a non-traditional 

transformational leader means to be a leader who shows a sharp interest and has an 

emotional investment in followers (Popper et al., 2000). In other words, a non-traditional 

principal leader needs a secure attachment style, demonstrating humanness and care. 

A similar theme of humanness and care surfaced when Carroll, Levy, and Richmond 

(2008) borrowed from Whittington (2006) to argue for a process approach to leadership 

that focuses on the dynamic interplay between those staff active in an area (practitioners), 

consistent types of behaviour (practice), and the interconnection and the embeddedness 

of action, actors, and institution (praxis), known as leadership-as-practice (L-A-P). 

2.4 Leadership-as-practice 

Joseph Raelin’s (2016b) work on leadership-as-practice (L-A-P) challenges traditional 

thought about how leadership is defined and exercised. Leadership-as-practice allows for 

ventures into the unknown. It considers the being, beliefs, and interpretations of principal 

leaders (Raelin, 2016). The practice view has the potential to overturn traditional views of 

leadership because it does not focus on the dyadic relationship between leaders and 

followers, nor does it rely on the attributes of individuals (Raelin, 2011) evident in earlier 

leadership theories. 
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L-A-P proposes a ‘we-ness’ that stands opposite the hierarchical and individualistic 

traditional leadership theory. It does not focus on the dual relationship between the leader 

and followers (Raelin, 2016b; Davis, 2016), but just as Kouzes and Posner (2002) 

profess, it is about the ordinary doings of ordinary people as they create a direction for 

their work together (Carroll et al., 2008), a key factor of non-traditional leadership.  

Whereas traditional leadership has often practised an imposition style that is externally 

applied, practice leadership, which is internally applied, relies upon embedded 

relationships. My research agrees with the literature that examination of interpersonal 

dynamics gives strength to the school community and thus leadership as practice (Davis, 

2016). Once the hallowed relationship between the principal leader at the top and the 

staff at the bottom is tempered, we become aware that non-traditional leadership can be 

as intuitive and spontaneous as it is conscientious and planned (Gronn, 2002).  

It is necessary here to clarify exactly what is meant by leadership-as-practice (LAP). 

Perhaps the best way to explain L-A-P is to compare the concepts of practice and 

practices. Pickering (1995) defines practices as a certain sequence of activities that may 

continually recur, which I relate back to traditional leadership. By contrast, practice refers 

to emergent entanglements that tend to transform or develop meaning over time. Another 

definition of practice (or praxis) is supplied by Tsoukas and Chia (2002), who suggest that 

it is an ongoing, forever changing, never-ending flow of action that emerges from social 

engagement. Practice, evident in non-traditional leadership, is the transformative action 

that is translated into a continuous process of becoming (Pickering, 1995; Tsoukas & 

Chia, 2002). Practices, on the other hand, as mentioned evident in traditional leadership, 

are socially constructed; however, they often take on a certain reliability, being-ness, that 

is resistant to change (Raelin, 2008).  

Subsequent development in research has responded to the complexities of on-going 

social engagement by grappling with the day-to-day messiness (Denis, Langley & 

Rouleau, 2010) and mundaneness (Crevani & Packendorff, 2010) of leadership practice 

when it is treated as an intrinsically social and deeply democratising process.  
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I concur with Raelin (2016) that practice has a different language from theory. As an 

underpinning for new knowledge, practice does not often rely on theory to help principal 

leaders learn their way out of difficulty. Theory is lived backwards whereas practice is 

lived forward (Kierkegaard, 1980). I am suggesting that non-traditional leadership practice 

delves into spaces where theory may be reluctant to go. For example, there are moments 

of uncertainty in principal leadership when we have no choice but to rely on our instincts 

or feelings, from which we may consequently derive theory a posteriori (Gardiner, 1988). 

From a leadership-as-practice viewpoint, we may in fact be able to link practice and 

theory, often kept apart (Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, La Pointe & Orr, 2010; Raelin, 

2011). 

When we associate leadership with practice, the parties to the practice engage in 

dialogue and exchange, and usually display an interest in listening to each other, in 

entertaining the prospect of changing direction based on what they learn and reflecting 

upon new perspectives (Raelin, 2013). Translated into the setting of a school, staff may 

seek to work inter-professionally in aligning their thoughts and actions with one another 

to interpret challenges in practice and to respond to those interpretations (Raelin, 2013). 

Similarly, the research of Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) is valuable for our 

understanding non-traditional leadership as the ‘extra-ordinarisation’ of mundane 

activities, and like Raelin (2013) emphasises the importance of listening and 

communicating as foundational practices of leadership exercised in daily activities of 

principals.  

Leadership in this sense becomes a shared process focusing on the collective capacity 

of staff rather than on their individual achievements (Yukl, 2012). In other words, it focuses 

on collective action emerging from mutual, sometimes frequent, and sometimes evolving 

patterns among the practices of staff and the principal leader as it unfolds through day-

to-day experience (Ospina & Foldy, 2010; Raelin 2016b).  

Leadership as practice also promotes reflective discourse, the day-to-day dialogue of 

human exchange is an evolving interpretative process of relationship building (Raelin, 

2020). The importance of relationships in the L-A-P model is confirmed in a study of 13 

elementary schools in Chicago undertaken by Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2004). 
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They found that it was not the acts of individual principal leaders but rather the relational 

practices of interacting participants that established the most appropriate unit of analysis 

in school improvement and understanding leadership. 

In the second part of this literature review, I examined standard texts about school 

leadership, taking the reader on an intellectual tour of transformational leadership, and 

leadership-as-practice and how they relate to non-traditional principal leaders and their 

practice. In these readings and their rebuttals however, there is seldom attention to the 

spiritual dimension of school leadership.  

Spiritual leadership is best understood as a framework that draws attention to the values 

that guide the choices and actions of a principal leader. Closer to home, it becomes clear 

that understanding how important the spiritual dimension behind the daily activities of the 

non-traditional principal leader, and how they engender purpose, meaning, and deeper 

insight into their practices, is vital to advancing educational leadership theory (Woods, 

2007).  

The implication is that educational leadership models must consider the capacity for a 

transcendent, spiritual dimension. Although critical investigation of spiritual leadership in 

the educational sector is considered limited, several studies (see Afsar, Badir & Kiani, 

2016; Chegini & Nezhad, 2012; Chawla & Guda, 2010) claim that spiritual leadership, like 

transformational leadership, has a positive impact on an organisation like a school, as it 

fosters a sense of belonging, commitment, and job satisfaction. Therefore, such a take 

on spiritual leadership is a departure from mainstream positions about school leadership. 

2.5. Spiritual nearness leadership 

According to the International Institute for Spiritual Leadership (2013, para 5), non-

denominational spiritual practices are essentially based on hope and faith in a vision of 

love and service to others. Upon the review of transformational leadership, and 

leadership-as-practice, it is apparent that there are elements between these styles that 

contribute to the concept of spiritual leadership. For example, principal leaders who 

display the characteristics of transformational leadership, or leadership as practice also 
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promote compassion and honest action in their school environment (Smith, Minor Pierce 

& Brashen, 2018).  

Although there is some literature on spirituality and leadership in education, there is 

relatively little empirical work that pays in-depth attention to the significance of a spiritual 

nearness experience (Chegini & Nezhad, 2012; Chawla & Guda, 2010; Afsar et al., 2016).  

Evident in the literature, however, are changes in modern society which are causing 

schools to be managed differently (Lund & Safranski, 2008). Just as spiritual leadership 

suggests, every individual in the school is valued for their intrinsic worth (Pai & Adler, 

2001). When acting from this reference, principal leaders do not abide by rules and 

regulations as much as by character traits, including compassion, fairness, honesty, and 

generosity. Non-traditional principal leaders are advancing democratic leadership by 

stepping beyond a hierarchical paradigm questioning the status quo. They understand 

that change is unnerving and so their communication is consistent, coherent, and 

meaningful. Restorative practices replace fear, and they use a collaborative approach to 

conflict (Fullan, 2001). 

 Attention is now directed to the conceptual distinction between management as control, 

and leadership as motivation (Smith et al., 2018). This means initiating a conversation to 

include the dimensions of spirit and soul, opening the door to workplace spirituality that 

has traditionally not been evident in schools (Naidoo, 2014). A spiritual dimension draws 

on deep roots and refers to an area of human experience that involves a greater 

awareness of profound significance beyond what is often taken as normal everyday reality 

(Jansen, 2016; Smith et al., 2018).  

Giacalone & Jurkiewicz (2003), in The Handbook of Workplace Spirituality and 

Organizational Performance, identify three themes in explaining workplace spirituality. 

First, employees tend to rely on spirituality to cope with the stress and anxiety caused by 

the rapidly changing nature of the world of work. Second, the role of values in the 

workplace has been acknowledged in recent years. Third, there seems to be an increased 

interest in spirituality (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003).  
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At the heart of non-traditional leadership lie intimate relationships: principal-student; 

principal-parent; principal-staff and the emotional and interpersonal nuances which can 

be viewed as the language of relationships. It is through the language and experience of 

closeness and intimacy that we contextualise not only our individuality, but also our sense 

of belonging in a group (Crawford, 2007, Jansen, 2016).  

To be clear, spirituality in schools is not to promote a single religious framework, but rather 

to create a connectedness; a culture in which all stakeholders are able to share ideas and 

enjoy open dialogue (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Fry, 2003; Naidoo, 2014). Spirituality 

is about staff and students who understand themselves as spiritual beings at school, 

whose souls need nourishment, a sense of meaning and purpose, and a sense of 

connectedness to one another and to their school community (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 

2003; Fry, 2003; Naidoo, 2014).  

The framework of universal spiritual school values is integrity, expressing and 

demonstrating care and concern, and having a sense of being connected in a way that 

provides feelings of joy and compassion (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Reave, 2005; 

Jansen, 2016; 2021). Universal values are not just words but relate to the actions and 

level of ethics demonstrated in the school, as well as compassion and respect towards 

others (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Reave, 2005; Jansen, 2016; 2021). The goal of 

these practices is for the principal leader to develop positive relationships within the 

school community and to be reflective of their practices (Reave, 2005; Woods, 2007: 

Jansen, 2016). Non-traditional school leaders demonstrate their humanness and care by 

modelling the behaviour they desire; they are hands on and not distant figureheads but 

hold staff accountable and have high expectations of themselves and others. 

Spiritual leadership is the essence of non-traditional leadership. It is important because it 

creates a school culture together with teachers, parents, and students. Furthermore, 

according to Afsar et al. (2016) and Karadağ, Aksal, Gazi and Dağli (2020) spiritual 

leadership should be considered increasingly important in educational systems that aim 

to educate students as academically successful individuals, because spiritual and 

managerial variables are now of equal importance. 
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2.7 Conclusions 

Many of today’s principal leaders might still understand leadership through a classic 

paradigm, that is, the domination of a significant person (Wong & Avery, 2009; 

(Mazurkiewicz, 2012) and rely on the same outdated leadership techniques from the 

industrial revolution (King, 1990). A possible reason for its persistence is that bureaucracy 

supports positive school functioning (Block, 2013; Lumby, 2019). 

Shek, Chung, and Leung (2015) add an interesting strand to the argument of ongoing 

bureaucratic school leadership and suggest that the layman’s notion of school leadership 

is commonly still framed in terms of a traditional leadership model.  

Conversely, there are non-traditional principal leaders who exhibit characteristics and 

practices removed from the five major traditional theories I outlined in this literature 

review. They are changing leadership to become a more useful practice in their schools. 

These practices are leading for a greater purpose, advancing democratic leadership, 

building human relationships amongst stakeholders in the school community, 

demonstrating humanness and care, as well as conceding and conveying their own 

vulnerability.  

I am suggesting that leadership theories are poorly adapted in schools to serve useful 

practical applications. By this, I mean that previous theories do not make sense of the 

demanding, messy, day-to-day leadership practices of principal leaders. We need 'thick' 

narrative descriptions that treat leadership more as a complex practice than a theory.  

I am further suggesting that beyond seminal notions of educational leadership, developing 

non-traditional leadership could contribute to a ground-breaking theory. I am also 

suggesting that non-traditional leadership practices are not so much a theory, but rather 

a product of the progression of leadership theory. Non-traditional principals spend time 

and effort in quiet practices of school leadership, presenting leadership qualities which 

are not highly visible, documented, or even recognised (Creighton, 2005). 

I acknowledge that the non-traditional leadership picture is complex. There is a gap 

between what researchers think they know about school principals and how school 
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principals behave. While non-traditional leadership feels more contemporary, it is not 

without its limitations. While the movement has begun, it is not yet coordinated. There are 

traditions formed with a variety of identities and labels that are only loosely connected to 

a non-traditional leadership featured as a practice. These traditions have been called 

collective, connected, distributed, integrative, relational, responsible, and sacred, among 

others. What is critical is that they seem to be dedicated to replacing the leadership of the 

individual (Raelin, 2011).  

To find non-traditional leadership, we must look to the practice within which it is occurring. 

We know that Jansen et al.’s recent study on The Red School offers an enlightening and 

new perspective of non-traditional leadership as practice (Jansen & Kriger, 2020). The 

authors write a closeup narrative on the practices of a non-traditional principal and how 

she enacts her leadership daily with all stakeholders in the school community, building 

real human connections. The visible life of the principal and her willingness to show her 

vulnerability have transformed the way the school is run and the way the community 

perceives the school. The enthusiastic leadership of the principal is built on kindness and 

valuing the contribution of her staff (Jansen & Kriger, 2020). 

The conclusions drawn from Jansen and Kriger’s study (2020), support the rationale for 

my research. The visible lives of principal leaders appear to transform the way in which 

their schools run and how the school community thinks of itself and others (Carpenter et 

al., 2014; Jansen & Kriger, 2020).  

It is my observation that school leadership does not often match what is espoused in the 

literature or preparation programmes, nor is it as complicated as theorists posit. Jansen 

(2016), and Jansen and Kriger (2020) helped me understand that real school leadership 

is not heroic or imposing. It occurs in small, careful steps guided by deep humility, 

humanness, connectedness, and embrace.  Not only are non-traditional principal leaders 

focused on visible and tangible components of school leadership, but also on the more 

invisible and intangible subjective components, like staff beliefs, attitudes, thoughts, and 

perceptions. This is the heart of a non-traditional principal leader.  
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In summation, the history of leadership has taught me that the overarching theme running 

through leadership theory is the power of human capital; from early Great Man theories, 

which saw the domination of one significant individual to hierarchical and systematised 

leadership at the turn of the twentieth century, to trait, behavioural, and contingency 

theories. This is what we know, and at the same time, the literature review illuminates 

what we do not yet know. Unknown to us still, is a deep understanding of how to lead 

other than through autocratic authority; by using nearness, closeness, intimacy, and 

entanglement.  

Unlike some education critics who argue for the abandonment of leadership altogether, I 

maintain that leadership can and should be salvaged, albeit in a distinctly different form. 

To achieve this end, it requires those of us with an interest in leadership to rethink current 

school practices. This study endeavours to create a link between leadership theory and 

alternative perspectives by emphasising the non-traditional practices of school principals. 

And so, Chapter Three, elaborates on an emergent integrative conceptual framework that 

grounds principal leaders thinking and behaviour, emphasising their humanity, while 

validating their demanding, messy day-to-day and hour-to-hour work experiences, skills, 

and practices (Creighton, 2005; Jansen 2016a; Jansen & Kriger, 2020).  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Conceptual Framework 

3.1 Introduction 

The conceptual framework presented in this chapter is carefully constructed from 

concepts existing in the literature to build a new set of ideas on the subject of non-

traditional leadership. This conceptual framework was used as a tool for empirical 

research, testing its usefulness rather than its truth (Jerdborg, 2020). 

Scholars are increasingly questioning whether leadership theories adequately capture the 

finer emotional and interpersonal nuances, the layered and complex tones that shape the 

daily practices of a school principal (Popper & Amit, 2009; Game, 2011). Personally, this 

research developed from my intellectual interest in the centrality of close-up and intimate 

principal leader practices, critical to Jansen’s emerging concept of nearness leadership.  

Non-traditional leadership is visible; it is more than something that happens behind the 

scenes. Closeness and intimacy are inherent to the practice of non-traditional leadership 

rather than separate from it, and thus all organisational actions are inseparable from it 

(Crawford & James, 2006; Jansen, 2009; Jansen, 2016). 

To understand the intricate nature of non-traditional principal leadership practices, the 

thinking and action of the principal, how principals enact their leadership with different 

stakeholders in the school community and why they “do what they do”, I start by 

presenting attachment theory as a physical and psychological platform for making sense 

of human connections from childbirth and beyond. This provides a conceptual scaffolding 

for a more social and, indeed, sociological conception of human relationships as 

nearness. I then refer to the spiritual nearness position of Jansen (2016) as the 

beginnings of a conceptual framework. Using this emerging spiritual nearness concept, 

underpinned by attachment theory as the overarching framework, helped me focus the 

study, plan data collection, and develop an approach to data analysis.  
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According to Popper and Mayseless (2002), attachment processes are a fundamental 

aspect of leadership. Leader-led relationships, in particular, run parallel to parent-child 

relationships in many respects. For example, like the parent-caregiver role, the principal 

leadership role includes directing, taking charge, guiding, and taking care of the school 

community, whose fate is dependent on the leader. Moreover, followers might form 

attachment relationships with the principal leader to satisfy a function of attachment, 

namely protection.  

3.2 Key claims and assumptions of attachment theory 

Attachment theory regards the propensity to make intimate emotional 
bonds to individuals as a basic component of human nature, already 
present in germinal form in the neonate and continuing through adult life 
into old age. 

                                  -Bowlby(1969:120-121) 

Attachment theory suggests that the essential nature of a connective relationship has 

profoundly influenced research and theorising about the nature of human relationships 

throughout an individual's lifetime (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000). Still relevant today, 

John Bowlby’s (1969) seminal work on attachment theory explains behaviour in close 

personal relationships and asserts that all behaviour is accompanied by a strong feeling, 

which he termed attachment behaviour. The child to whom the attachment is directed is 

loved, and their birth is greeted with joy and happiness. While within comfortable reach 

or unchallenged company of a principal attachment figure, the child feels secure. A threat 

of loss creates anxiety, and loss creates sorrow (Bowlby, 1982). Bowlby (1982) 

recognised that attachment is one of four interrelated behavioural systems that control 

human behaviour: attachment, caregiving, exploration, and sex. Bowlby viewed 

attachment as regulating the other three systems (Simpson & Rholes, 2010; McClean, 

Yim, Courtright & Dunford, 2021). 

Based on the primary experience of the child, an internal working model is formed that is 

a mental representation that forms the basis for later interpretations of  self and the world 

and guides one’s interactions with others (Bowlby, 1969; Bowlby,1982; Bowlby,1988). In 

other words, these underlying models serve as a relatively enduring and stable template 
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for behaviour in relationships throughout the lifespan, guiding emotions and social 

perception (Bowlby, 1988; Shaver, Collins & Clark, 1996).   

Ainsworth, Biehar and Wall (1978) conducted one of the first empirical studies that 

investigated behavioural patterns that emerge from different kinds of attachment 

experience (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000). Feelings of security or insecurity arise from 

the child’s inborn predispostion to look to their parents or caregivers to meet their basic 

needs, a secure base for exploration and a safe haven in times of distress. Based on the 

responsiveness of parents or caregivers, children develop differing emotional working 

models of relationships, shaping interpersonal behaviour in predictable ways from 

childhood to adulthood (Bowlby, 1969; Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1988). 

If parents or caregivers are perceived as alert and provide children with a haven, children 

may comfortably explore their environment, and they are likely to be securely attached, 

enjoy closeness freely and independently, and will be comfortable with themselves and 

others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001; Feeney, 2004; Collins & Game, 2011; Hansborough, 

2012). Having a secure base gives individuals, a framework for maintaining their well-

being, developing positive models of self and others, devising valuable emotional 

regulation devices and engaging in risk-taking and exploration (Mikulincer & Shaver, 

2001; Collins & Feeney, 2004; Popper & Amit, 2009). However, not all parents or 

caregivers consistently respond to their children’s needs (Hansborough, 2012). When 

parents or caregivers are inconsistently responsive or are perceived as non-responsive 

to children’s needs, children take it personally, developing insecure attachment styles 

with avoidance relationships or anxiety – or both (Manning, 2003).  

Building on Ainsworth et al. (1978) (two insecure childhood styles: avoidance and anxious 

ambivalence), Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) fleshed out three insecure adult styles, 

differing in their view of the self and others. Preoccupied adults, which Ainsworth, Biehar, 

and Wall (1978) termed anxious-ambivalents, have negative views of themselves and 

positive views of others. Dismissive adults are self-reliant and self-confident and are 

distrustful of close relationships. Fearful adults have negative opinions about themselves 

and others, both of which are included in the avoidance style (Ainsworth et al., 1978).  
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Since the influential article by Ainsworth et al. (1978), studies investigating attachment in 

adult relationships have grown exponentially (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000; Game, 

2011). Englund, Levy, Hyson, and Stroufe’s study, for example, concluded that childhood 

attachment styles influence adult relationship competence. Their findings suggest that 

transformational leaders appear to facilitate the development of interpersonal 

competencies of self-disclosure, empathy, social interest, and a collaborative approach 

to conflict between staff (2000). The point I am making is that attachment has implications 

for the principal leader, staff, and students in a school community.  

Principal leaders are expected to serve as a haven for followers during times of crisis or 

uncertainty. Popper (2002) suggests that attachment theory can help explain the 

development of leaders in either their personalised or socialised journey.  Personalised 

leaders maintain one-way communication, use their power for personal gain, promote 

their own vision, and resort to convenient external moral standards that suit their self-

interest. By contrast, socialised leaders maintain two-way communication, use their 

power to serve others, align their vision to the needs of followers, and adhere to moral 

standards (Popper, 2002). 

Leaders with a secure internal working model of attachment provide followers with a 

sense of refuge, caregiving, and security, enabling them to pave the way for exploration 

(Popper, Mayseless, & Castelnovo, 2000; Popper & Mayseless, 2002). Furthermore, 

these leaders can provide insecure followers with a corrective and restorative experience 

by meeting previously unmet attachment needs, as well as providing an alternative view 

of relationships. Conversely, it is possible that unmet attachment needs may filter 

perceptions of reality so that individuals project their needs onto leaders in the hope that 

they will be fulfilled (Shaver, Collins, & Clark, 1996). The nearness leader can respond 

accordingly (Jansen, 2016). 

In a recent cross-cultural study that included samples from China and the United States, 

Wu and Parker (2017) investigated the attachment dynamics of leader-follower relations. 

The study was designed to demonstrate that secure base support in the form of 

encouragement, leadership availability, and non-interference was positively associated 

with employee proactive work behaviour. Three striking findings emerged. First, the 
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beneficial effects of employee autonomous motivation and self-efficacy, such as 

suggesting new ideas to improve workplace routines and procedures, were prominent 

among low-attachment-security individuals. Second, among individuals with high 

attachment anxiety, leadership support positively affected self-efficacy. Third, among 

individuals who are presenting with high avoidance of attachment, leader support affected 

autonomous behaviour positively (Wu & Parker, 2017; Mayseless & Popper, 2019). 

This brief review of attachment theory, with its obvious relevance to this study, provides 

a useful perspective from which to reference Jansen’s (2016) concept of spiritual 

nearness as the beginning of a conceptual framework for non-traditional leadership. I 

suggest that attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969; Bowlby, 1982; Bowlby, 1988) provides a 

foundation for the study of spiritual nearness leadership, which sheds light on the 

interpersonally embedded cognitive, emotional, and behavioural phenomena that remain 

relatively under explored by existing leadership theories (Popper & Mayseless, 2002). As 

such, developing and extending an emergent theory of spiritual nearness to the 

leadership domain offers a relevant framework with which to explore the more nuanced 

dynamics of non-traditional school leadership practices.  

3.3 The substantive and relational meanings of nearness, closeness, and intimacy 

Before discussing Jansen’s emergent conceptual framework crucial to this study, I clarify 

the meaning of nearness. Dictionary definitions include terms such as affinity, belonging, 

closeness, conviviality, fellowship, intimacy, interdependence, kinship, and mutuality 

(Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Merriam-Webster (2021) define nearness as  'in a close 

or intimate manner, to understand the state or quality of being near.’  

These dictionary definitions require further conceptual engagement. The terms nearness, 

closeness, and intimacy, while relational, have different meanings. Nearness is a state of 

being, while closeness is a proximity as in time, space, or relationship. Intimacy, on the 

other hand, is a feeling or atmosphere of closeness and openness towards someone else, 

not necessarily involving sexuality (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021; Merriam-Webster, 

2021). 
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Jansen makes the distinction between intimacy as physical proximity, and nearness as 

something much deeper, more personal, and surpassing everyday human contact (2016: 

134):  

According to Jansen (2016:134) ‘Intimacy represents physical proximity or closeness, 

while nearness represents a spiritual closeness. Intimacy offers tolerance; nearness, 

embrace. Intimacy resolves an immediate problem; nearness seeks long-term 

relationships. Intimacy is tactical, a head calculation; nearness is binding, a heart 

commitment. Intimacy is transactional; nearness is unconditional. Intimacy sets spatial 

limits to relationships; nearness has no boundaries’.  

Using Altman and Taylor’s (1973) social penetration theory as a reference point, the 

casual reader of the literature could conclude that closeness and intimacy refer to the 

willingness to disclose information about private topics to another person, or alternatively, 

to interact within a physically proximate or non-verbal engagement. Since then, the 

working definition of intimacy has been refined and extended so that it embraces a 

broader set of processes in which one person expresses important, relevant feelings and 

information to another. As a result, responses from the other person help to feel known, 

confirming the other’s worldview, personal worth, and the feeling of being cared for (Reis 

& Shaver, 1998). This is what Jansen (2016) terms spiritual nearness. 

Non-verbal engagement such as eye contact, physical closeness, and touch, combined 

with verbal self-disclosure (Clark & Reis, 1988), all bear relevance to Jansen’s conceptual 

framework. Spiritual nearness then involves both verbal and non-verbal communication 

of relevant emotions and information. Self-disclosure and feelings of vulnerability, which 

are usually reciprocal, form a component of spiritual nearness. It is safe therefore to view 

spiritual nearness as a multidimensional process; an emerging framework that expands 

the conceptual breadth of intimacy in leadership (Clark & Reis, 1988).  

3.4 Jansen’s concept of spiritual nearness 

The inclusion of spiritual nearness in the study of leadership could strengthen and extend 

the study of leadership, setting the overarching, elusive concept of leadership on a more 

theoretical footing (Bresnaham & Mitroff, 2007). The literature focuses largely on adult 
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close relationships of friendship and romance, but there are other types of close 

relationship (Clark & Reis, 1988). An example would be the close relationship between 

the principal leader and the school community. 

Spiritual nearness in this study might be considered a “soft” topic in empirical research. 

As Prager (1995) suggests, any concept that comes from everyday life has ‘fuzzy 

boundaries.’ Among other researchers and theorists, Jansen (2016), Halling (2008) and 

Prager (1995) believe that the experiences of ordinary persons, like non-traditional school 

leaders, need to be taken seriously and should be systematically documented. The switch 

from knowing a staff member or student to understanding a staff member or student is 

fundamental for a relationship of spiritual nearness to exist. Being near to someone 

includes consciously and unconsciously experiencing the world to a large extent from the 

other person’s point of view (Mashek & Aron, 2004). 

Jansen (2016: 134) describes nearness as the spiritual dimension of human relationships, 

which is transformative and goes much deeper and further than simply a superficial, 

physical relationship. His spiritual nearness as an emerging leadership concept is 

particularly helpful as a thinking tool to understand the relationships between principal 

leaders. Spiritual nearness has the power to bring about dramatic transformation in 

individuals and organisations such as schools, because it is driven by deep human needs. 

It resonates within the human psyche because it is related to what we are as humans. 

We are ultimately connected to one another, and when we recognise that connection we 

are moved to a profound appreciation, tolerance, and understanding of one another; to 

an honest self-examination of our own attitudes and behaviour (Jansen, 2009; Jansen, 

2016; Jansen, 2021). 

Similarly Jansen (2016) and Smith et al. (2018) draw a further distinction between 

spirituality and religion. Spirituality is an area of human experience that involves an 

enhanced awareness of deep significance beyond what is often taken as normal everyday 

reality. Jansen’s (2016) spirituality differs from religion in that religion is predominately 

associated with a formal organisation (Reave, 2005). For Jansen, spirituality is associated 

with closeness, an interconnectedness with living things (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003). 

Universal spiritual values in the workplace are integrity, expressing and demonstrating 
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care and concern, and a sense of being connected in a way that provides feelings of joy 

and compassion (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Jansen, 2016; Jansen, 2021; Reave, 

2005). Universal spiritual values are not just words but relate to actions and the level of 

ethics demonstrated in the school, as well as compassion and respect shown to others 

(Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Jansen, 2016; Jansen, 2021; Reave, 2005). 

Some leadership theories expect intelligence, strategy, and even hard-heartedness to be 

indicators of successful leadership, but a review of the literature shows these are not the 

distinctive elements of non-traditional principal leaders (Northouse, 2013; Hitt, Ireland, & 

Hoskisson, 2017; Burgelman et al., 2018). On the contrary, spiritual values of honesty, 

integrity, and humility have been found to be the key foundation of non-traditional 

leadership (Allio, 2013; Smith et al., 2018). Personal integrity, for example, has been 

shown to be the most important element to build trust and respect from followers (Reave, 

2005; Jansen, 2016). Universal spiritual practices urge us to treat others with love and 

compassion: show respect, express care, listen attentively, demonstrate fairness, and 

appreciate others' contributions and gifts. The goal of these practices is for the principal 

leader to develop positive relationships within the school community and to reflect on their 

practices (Reave, 2005; Woods, 2007: Jansen, 2016).  

Jansen (2016) conceives spiritual nearness in terms of an essential interdependence 

between individuals. Berscheid, Snyder & Omoto (1989) hold that the interdependence 

that exists between relationships is evidenced in day-to-day activities. Jansen (2016) 

agrees that the concept of spiritual nearness can be defined in terms of observed 

behaviours where spiritual nearness exists, to the extent that one or both interacting 

individuals affect the other’s well-being. Moreover, relationships constituted by spiritual 

nearness are more likely to express vulnerable emotions of sadness, fear, hurt, and need 

for comforting that do not typically occur in other close relationships (Reis & Shaver, 

1998). 

Jansen (2016) also suggests that spiritual nearness has reciprocal effects on staff, 

students, and principal leaders, enhancing feelings of security. Security reflects the 

degree to which people feel free from emotional and physical threat. Staff, for instance, 

feel secure in their relationship with the principal leader because they feel cared for, and 
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nurtured by the principal leader. However, there is the risk that the principal leader could 

show signs of disapproval or might use intimate information for future exploitation or 

criticism (Collins & Feeney, 2004).  

While empirical studies ground nearness in the assumption that it has positive effects on 

human wellbeing (Clark & Reis, 1988), nearness may also have negative consequences. 

Nearness might produce comparison fears. The superior performance of a school leader, 

for example, may threaten the self-esteem of a staff member and lead to negative 

emotions. Such a threat could be detrimental, distancing a staff member from the 

principal, and resulting in a loss of interest in a task (Clark & Reis, 1988). Miell and Duck 

(1986) propose that disclosing behaviour can be viewed as intentional for accomplishing 

interpersonal plans and goals, a deliberate strategy for steering nearness in one direction 

or another. 

On the contrary, principal leaders who express elements of spiritual nearness in their 

leadership practice, perceive attachment to be trustworthy, well-intentioned, good-

hearted, and accessible; they can be described as secure individuals. These principal 

leaders are not worried about being unloved or abandoned. The relationship with the 

school community is characterised by frequent positive emotion, commitment, 

satisfaction, and trust. Secure principal leaders maintain relationships without losing 

personal autonomy and are thoughtful and coherent, generally positive, and self-assured 

in their interactions with others (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Collins & Feeney, 2004). 

Jansen’s study reveals that in the transformation of relationships, clearly distinct forms of 

togetherness emerge. It is something transcendent; this is what Jansen means by 

spiritual nearness. Dealing with the intimate proximities, the entanglements of students 

and staff, Jansen (2016) endows spiritual nearness with the capacity to name and 

describe a concept beyond the contact theses of social psychology such as those 

exemplified in the work of Gordon Allport (1954). 

3.5 Gordon Allport and intergroup contact  

The underlying aim of social psychology is to foster and understand the factors that allow 

individuals, communities, and societies to flourish (Pettigrew, 2021). Seligman & 
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Csikszentmihalyi (2000) propose that, as relationships develop, interpersonal 

communication moves from rather shallow, non-intimate levels to richer, deeper and  

more intimate ones.  

Jansen’s concept of spiritual nearness certainly draws on insights from social psychology 

(2016). But spiritual nearness is not simply physical intimacy or the superficial knowledge 

of the other person that comes from being physically close. It encompasses the bonds of 

knowledge that come from the closeness of individuals, with implications for groups and 

intergroup relations (Jansen, 2009; Jansen, 2016; Jansen, 2021). 

The post-World War II period saw the publication of Allport ‘s (1954) seminal work, The 

Nature of Prejudice, which focused social psychological attention on intergroup contact. 

Intergroup contact has since become one of the most strongly supported theories in social 

psychology. The title of Allport’s (1954) book gives a clue to its contents. If contact occurs 

under reasonably favourable conditions between members of different groups, it will 

reduce intergroup prejudice (Pettigrew, 2021). 

However, the history of contact theory was not promising. Without a knowledge base to 

guide them, twentieth century writers largely regarded intergroup contact as dangerous 

rather than advantageous. A review of standard texts on the subject witnessed an 

elaboration and extension of Allport’s (1954) original hypothesis (Roets, Kruglanski, 

Kossowska, Pierro & Hong, 2015; Pettigrew, 2021). In these readings, the degree of 

intimacy of intergroup contact has been established as enhancing contact: positive 

effects. Allport (1954) argued for what today might be called a public and policy sociology 

based on communitarian and humanistic values (Nichols, 2019).  

Contact theory is not without its critics. The sociologist Zimitri Erasmus (2010) is critical 

of Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis, which contends that, given favourable conditions, 

contact between antagonistic social groups will reduce prejudice and consequently 

improve intergroup relations. Although a wide range of international studies and a small 

number in post-apartheid South Africa support Allport’s (1954) hypothesis, Erasmus 

(2010) challenges the hypothesis based on accounts of lived realities of contact in 

contemporary South Africa. Erasmus (2010) argues that interracial contact often triggers 
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racial conflict, avoidance of the other, selective contact, and coerced assimilation. This 

argument stands in contrast to Dovidio, Gaertner and Kawakami’s (2003) assertion that 

the contact hypothesis is one of the most effective strategies of psychology for improving 

intergroup relationships. 

Jansen (2009, 2016) concurs with Clark and Reis (1988) and Erasmus (2010) that 

unconditional social or physical nearness can be dangerous. Such a take on nearness is, 

therefore, a departure from mainstream positions on the subject of contact theory. These 

commentators are of the opinion that it threatens the core commitments of exclusionary 

thinking, with its many layers of bias, which underpin practices and beliefs that have 

shaped the lives of communities and schools over centuries. 

Consider the following example: In his book Leading for Change: Race, intimacy, and 

leadership on divided university campuses (2016), Jansen highlights the negative effects 

of dangerous intimacies, citing the example of the Reitz scandal at the University of the 

Free State. Students videotaped five university cleaners ingesting food into which 

students apparently urinated at the Reitz residence in 2008. The four white male students 

and five black workers, one being a man, knew each other well as students and cleaners 

in the same residence. They trusted each other, so drinking alcohol and playing together 

during official work or lecture time did not bother the students or the cleaners. 

At first glance, the incident started off as a game until one examines the video closely and 

realises the crushing weight of culture, history, class and race, identity and memory that 

overwhelm the viewer of this recording, which Jansen (2016: 17) describes as ‘the single 

most horrific act of racism ever to be perpetrated on a university campus.’ 

The students produced the video to protest the intimacy that would come with the racial 

integration of their university residence. They humiliated the five black cleaners, treating 

them as first-year students through a series of initiation rituals common to the Reitz 

culture. In summary, Jansen's (2016) critical analysis of social or physical nearness as a 

danger shows how it can lend itself to the exploitation and harm revealed by the Reitz 

case.  
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However, despite humiliating and dangerous practices, it is worth identifying that the 

contact theory in Jansen’s study of university students and the Reitz scandal emerges as 

a powerful platform for change. To this end, social and physical nearness was 

consultative and opened the door for dialogue and healing (Jansen, 2016, Buys, 2017). 

3.6 The human capacity for spiritual nearness 

Jansen’s (2016) emerging framework encourages researchers to conceptualise nearness 

in terms of ongoing chains of shared influence in divided communities. The nearness 

framework relates closely to interdependent processes: intimacy, emotion, and 

belonging. While significant progress has occurred in identifying and describing norms 

governing outcome interdependence in romance and friendship, by contrast, Jansen 

focuses on patterns of interdependence in ongoing relationships between principal 

leaders and the school community. Researchers have primarily been interested in 

studying interdependent processes that appear more intra- than inter-personal (Reis & 

Shaver, 1998). Relationship researchers have tended to neglect the emotional and 

spiritual lives of human actors, which are a pivotal aspect of Jansen’s concept (Jansen, 

2009, 2016, 2021). 

For Jansen (2016), intimacies are created in the closeness of lives in the hierarchy of a 

university, where closeness is the rule, and not the exception. When one examines 

Jansen’s (2016) concept it becomes clear that he locates change as the process of 

working with such intimate knowledge to achieve spiritual nearness with staff and 

students. What this means is that spiritual nearness, which refers to the development of 

relationships of real people, is necessary before change can take place in schools. 

(Jansen, 2016; Buys, 2017). 

Another important aspect of Jansen’s spiritual nearness is that it extends throughout the 

working relationships between support staff, teachers, students, and parents (2016). In 

other words, it reaches across all levels of the school, raising the question about the 

qualities required of a school nearness leader. Jansen provides the answer. The principal 

leaders who express elements of spiritual nearness in their leadership practice are of 

service to the school community, eager to know the expectations and priorities of the 
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school community, communicate consistently, and are leaders who are accessible 

(Jansen, 2016).  

If we expand Jansen’s perspective (2016), principal leaders high committed to spiritual 

nearness express greater concern and trust  for colleagues, self-disclose more personal, 

emotional  and relational matters and have more frequent and affective positive thoughts 

in daily interactions. They are also perceived as more likeable by their peers and will 

engage in a smile, laugh, and eye contact when interacting with one another (McAdams 

& Powers, 1981; McAdams & Jackson, 1984). 

This section explained that spiritual nearness requires a common language that enables 

staff to communicate meaningfully with the principal leader. For communication to take 

place, the principal leader must view the school and its community through a lens of 

shared common humanity, elevating it to centre stage in the life of the school. In other 

words, the actions of a principal leader must constantly demonstrate humanness (Jansen, 

2016).  

Next, I examine the spiritual dimension of nearness and how this in turn, sheds light on 

the difference between spiritual leadership and religious leadership. 

3.7 The spiritual dimension of nearness 

Different terms are used for the spiritual dimension of the human experience, for example, 

religious experience, spiritual experience, transcendent experience, spiritual awareness 

(see for instance, Hardy, 1979; Maxwell & Tschudin, 1990). Jansen draws his 

transcendent notion of spiritual nearness from Lewis’ book, The Four Loves (1960), in 

which he distinguishes brotherly love; erotic love; divine love, and all three from what he 

calls friendship, which expresses itself as nearness by resemblance to the divine (Jansen, 

2016). His intention is not to delve into the religious realm from which Lewis (1960) 

speaks, but to point to something important offered in his understanding of nearness: the 

spiritual dimension of human relationships, which is transformative and goes much 

deeper and further than simply a superficial physical relationship. 
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Spirituality is uncomfortable territory for the social sciences. A spiritual dimension of 

school leadership intrinsically motivates and inspires the school community through hope 

and faith in a vision of service based on the values of altruistic love to build positive and 

humane relationships (Smith et al., 2018; Jansen, 2016).  

A spiritual dimension of leadership also taps into a positive energy which is a source of 

encouragement, enlightenment, healing, strength, and upliftment (Hardy, 1966; Woods, 

2007; Jansen, 2016). For example, consider a school leader who draws on a spiritual 

dimension of leadership. Such a school leader has the character of gentle intimations, of 

a loving or guiding presence, a sense of well-being or harmony, a feeling of pain or 

burdens being lifted, and an awareness of a life force running through all things (Woods, 

2007). Another indicator of a school leader’s spiritual dimension is the presence of 

humility. Most spiritual paths accentuate the need for humility because personal vanity 

can set up the self as more important than God or other human beings (Reave, 2005).  

A survey by Glenys Wood (2007) on the importance of spiritual experience in educational 

leadership found that over half of the 244 principal leaders in the study, indicated that 

they were supported or inspired in their leadership by some kind of transcendent power, 

reinforcing the fact that spiritual experience is not kept separate by leaders from their 

leadership activities. The interviews with the principals of this study suggested that 

spiritual experience lent a focus on ethical values, underpinned a sensitivity to higher 

needs and the well-being of others, and encouraged a special priority and value to be 

placed on the educational life of the school; one that engages, enhances and respects 

higher feelings (Woods, 2007).  

Jansen draws attention to the distinction between spiritual leadership and religious 

leadership. Religion (an organised belief system) and spirituality (an inner longing for 

meaning and community) are not the same thing (Duchon & Plowman, 2005). Spiritual 

leadership is not tied to an official role, is more diffuse. Although a religious leader can 

manifest spiritual leadership, a spiritual leader may not necessarily have religious 

leadership. Spiritual leadership is more authenticated from followers (Covrig, Ledesma, 

& Gifford, 2013)  
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Similarly, the International Institute for Spiritual Leadership (2013, para. 1) views an 

individual’s spirit as a connection between one’s soul and one’s values: A person’s spirit 

is the vital animating force traditionally considered to be intangible, the life-affirming force 

within all human beings. It is a state of intimate relationship with the inner self of morality 

and higher values, as well as recognition of the truth of the inner nature of others. 

According to Sergiovanni (2004), covenantal relationships include a person’s spirit 

because they are based on commitment, loyalty, purpose, and sentiment, and include a 

mutual obligation between persons. Like Sergiovanni (2004), Jansen (2009; 2016) 

believes that covenants are bindings of spirit, unlike formal agreements or legal 

documents.  

In physics, the relationship between particles is as meaningful and real as the particles. 

In interdependence theory, the relationship between individuals is as real as the 

individuals themselves (Rusbult, Kumashiro, Coolsen & Kirchner, 2004). Berscheid et al. 

(1989) emphasise that the interdependence that exists between relationships is 

evidenced in day-to-day activities. Jansen agrees that the spiritual nearness concept can 

be defined in terms of observable behaviours where spiritual nearness exists, to the 

extent that one or both interacting individuals affect the other’s well-being (2016). 

What makes nearness as a deeply personal, respectful, spiritual relationship possible? 

Jansen (2016) sought in vain to find a comprehensive theory that could shed light on how 

spiritual nearness becomes a reality in the university community. His study found that 

regardless of background, home, school, even geographical community, the first step to 

spiritual nearness is the embrace of others. Stories shared in Jansen’s study and his 

subsequent book, Leading for Change: Race, intimacy, and leadership on divided 

university campuses (2016) are deep and textured enough to provide insight into what 

happens in these human encounters. Something transpires that goes to the core not so 

much of what we see, but how we see it (2016: 141). 

There remains, nevertheless, one gap in the spiritual nearness concept: What motivates 

the other person to be drawn into close relationships, consciously or otherwise? Here 

Jansen's notion of spiritual nearness is more fully explained through the concept of 
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transcendence; not as something abstract, religious, and remote as in everyday 

assumptions, but rather revealed in the concrete lives of human beings (Halling, 2008).  

Halling distinguishes between two meanings of transcendence; ‘as our capacity for 

openness' and 'a desire to connect with something larger than ourselves' (2008: 185.) 

The second meaning proposes the desire to find something beyond us. There is, explains 

Halling (2008), a bigger reason, a larger purpose, which drives principals to do what they 

do. It is about the capacity to sense a larger purpose that is shared amongst the staff and 

makes a difference in the community indicating something bigger than ourselves. 

Spiritual nearness requires deep contact over time. It invites a discourse that constantly 

points out the limits of tolerance or intimacy. It comes from stressing what is common to 

human dilemmas. It becomes possible through exposure to others and to other worlds. It 

flourishes when opportunities for engagement occur often and in ways that create 

opportunities for dialogue, with staff sharing equal status (Jansen, 2016). 

Migrations to spiritual nearness are achieved through leadership which is neither top-

down, nor bottom-up; transformation demands both (Jansen, 2016). Principal leaders 

must strive to establish supportive school conditions through a model of exemplarity. 

Their visible lives as leaders, when constantly embracing other human beings regardless 

of race, signal powerful messages downward that transform the way in which students 

and staff think of themselves and others. According to Jansen’s observations, women 

make such transitions to spiritual nearness more easily than men (2016). 

Spiritual nearness requires exemplars not only at the level of senior leadership, but in the 

daily examples of students and staff who reach out beyond the limits of the epidermis to 

affiliations that are not simply physical and strategic, but deep and enduring. This comes 

from the ability of staff and principal to see themselves in each other, and to make the 

cognitive and emotional shifts that transform relationships and, in the process, change 

the school. This exemplarity must be visible for spiritual nearness to become a more 

distributed form of interaction in school (Jansen, 2016). 

Spiritual nearness is not linear in its unfolding. Jansen (2016) warns that this quest will 

be circumvented, challenged, abused, and undermined – even ridiculed. There may be 
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losses, that is, those staff and students who recoil from a deep and enduring relationship 

for reasons of their own. But nothing provides a more lasting touchstone of transformation 

in a school, than the deep nearness of students and staff. The light provided by the 

leadership and spirituality of a principal shines through their own life experience and 

creates connections. In such circumstances, one becomes conscious not of leading, but 

having been led by the generosity of the leadership (Mashek & Aron, 2004; Hansborough, 

2012; Jansen, 2016)  

3.8 Nearness as a leadership practice 

Jansen (2016) offers suggestions for principal leaders to consider in their journey toward 

spiritual nearness:  

• Build strong and humane relationships among stakeholders at all levels of an 

organisation. 

• Project simple, strong, and consistent messages of humanness in organisational 

policies. 

• Be visible. Model the nearness behaviour. Treat others fairly, express concern 

and care, demonstrate respect for others’ values. 

• Lead transformation towards spiritual nearness using creative resources that 

exist in the school. 

• Create opportunities for nearness. 

• Concede and convey a sense of vulnerability. 

• Determine what a common student and staff experience is. 

• Use leadership power to serve and align vision with staff needs and adhere to 

moral standards. 

• Be aware of your own authority for capacity. 

• Give up power more often than you use it. 

• Clearly communicate the messiness of change. 

• Listen in a respectful way and appreciate the contributions of others. 

• Engage in reflective practice. 
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Spiritual nearness sets the stage for a theory of action in change leadership, which 

Jansen describes as the commitment of leaders to reconciliation; working with 

communities; building consistent, simple, and strong messages; and carefully designing 

co-curriculums for student learning (Jansen, 2016; Buys, 2017). Change leaders make 

noticeable exemplars of friendship and interracial solidarity, model what they want, build 

change with resources already available among staff and students, and convey a sense 

of their own brokenness. Such leaders must know when to move on, determine what is 

common to staff and student aspirations, and not mislead themselves about their own 

authority. Spiritual nearness requires leaders to communicate the messiness of change, 

give up power more than using it, create opportunities for nearness, and remain surprised 

by ensuing joy despite the demands in a struggle for change (Jansen, 2016). 

Spiritual nearness is a journey of change that principal leaders should aim to achieve as 

an enactment of courage to step beyond the hierarchical leadership paradigm; as a 

performance of trust that others will achieve and hold nearness; and as a performance 

beyond physical proximity to really see and care about each person beyond the limitations 

of hierarchy (Jansen, 2016; Buys, 2017). The spiritual nearness leader fosters ethical 

approaches to work and fairness in following norms and procedures; the spiritual 

nearness leader is a unifying force (Jansen, 2016). 
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3.9 Coming full circle: The relationship between attachment theory and the 
concept of spiritual nearness 

In contrast to the narrative of 'great leaders' presented throughout history, relatively little 

is known about the developmental experiences of school leaders in the context of their 

everyday leadership practices. In this study, a key application of developing a conceptual 

framework is understanding what motivates a school leader to do what they do. 

Attachment theory and spiritual nearness do not necessarily lead to a new theory of 

leadership. Instead, both offer a promising framework to achieve a better understanding 

of established theory and findings by lifting the veil of leader-follower dynamics (Game, 

2011). It would appear that previous studies have not given sufficient consideration to the 

conceptualisation of leadership by attachment theory, which complements the concept of 

spiritual nearness, both emphasising that leadership is a function of how individual 

attributes and characteristics shape interpersonal dynamics and social influence (Game, 

2011). The application of attachment and spiritual nearness to leadership is perhaps best 

described as an emergent paradigm and one worthy of far greater attention and 

recognition.  

Closeness

Intimacies	
created	
and	
intimate	
knowledge	
shared

Entanglement	or	
nearness	brings	
about	change	
which	is:
personal
binding
unconditional
has	no	
boundaries
a	heart	
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Principles	of	
change	are:
courage
trust
careful	
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Change results	
in:
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examination	of	
own	attitudes	
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Figure 1: The development of Jansen’s (2016, 2021) concept of spiritual nearness 
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Close and intimate relationships are essential for health and well-being. People consider 

their intimate relationships as their most important source of personal happiness (Collins 

& Feeney, 2004). Moreover, the ability to form close and intimate bonds with others is 

deemed a key feature of effective personality development and a crucial marker of mental 

health (Bowlby, 1988). Intimacy, however, is never neutral; it is actively produced. Little 

is known about the capacity of intimacy to build relationships and transform distance into 

spiritual nearness. Using Jansen’s emerging conceptual framework, in this study we learn 

about the changing landscape of intimacies and its possibilities from a closer examination 

of the lives of four school principals. Jansen’s concept of spiritual nearness provides a 

much-needed explanation for the strong emotional bonds between school leaders and 

followers. 

While attachment theory helps us to understand the nature of human relationships 

throughout an individual’s life (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000), the construct of spiritual 

nearness gives insight into how actions affect others’ well-being (Jansen, 2016). 

Attachment theory offers a template for guiding emotions and social perception in 

relationships (Bowlby, 1988; Shaver et al., 1996); spiritual nearness offers reciprocal 

effects in relationships, and enhance feelings of security (Jansen, 2016). Attachment 

theory shapes interpersonal behaviour, and spiritual nearness shapes an individual’s 

confidence to express vulnerable emotions of sadness, fear, and hurt (Reis & Shaver 

1998; Jansen, 2016). Attachment theory represents a framework for individuals to 

maintain a positive view of self and others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001; Collins & Feeney, 

2004; Popper & Amit, 2009); spiritual nearness maintains an individual’s relationship with 

others without losing their personal autonomy (Jansen, 2016). While attachment theory 

offers a sense of caregiving (Popper, Mayseless, & Castelnovo, 2000; Popper & 

Mayseless, 2002), spiritual nearness is something much deeper, more personal, and 

surpasses everyday human contact (Jansen, 2016). 

Three common themes emerge from attachment perspectives and Jansen's emerging 

concept of spiritual nearness that have implications for this study.  

The first underlying theme is the emphasis of both approaches in relationships. The 

pivotal aspect of attachment theory is the leader’s need to be sensitive, understanding, 
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available, and responsive to the needs of individuals and responses to those needs 

(Ainsworth et al.,1978). Jansen’s spiritual nearness straddles attachment’s relational 

perspectives: the deep human need to connect with others, and that those humans are 

ultimately connected to one another as a relational perspective. 

The second theme is the call for leadership to be considered separately from 

management, beyond the manager-subordinate role. Attachment approaches allow for 

wider leadership relationships than the traditional manager-subordinate role (Uhl-Bien, 

2006). Similarly, Jansen's spiritual nearness (2016) encourages people to be courageous 

and step beyond the hierarchical leadership paradigm. It requires leaders to communicate 

the messiness of change, giving up power more than using it (Jansen, 2016). 

A third theme common to both attachment theory and Jansen’s spiritual nearness is the 

need to better understand the context in which leadership is embedded. Self-concepts 

are created in the context of interpersonal relationships and larger social systems (Uhl-

Bien, 2006). Jansen (2016) concurs that change leaders must make noticeable 

exemplars of friendship and interracial solidarity, model what they want, build change with 

resources already available among staff and students, and convey a sense of their own 

brokenness. 

Jansen’s view is that leadership is not a toolkit of tricks and techniques of human 

resources; it is an emotional and spiritual connection (2021). His passion for humanity is 

again illustrated in his view that technical competence is necessary and important for 

principal leadership, but he emphasises the need for emotional and spiritual 

competencies of empathy and an understanding of how people think, fear, and love.  

To indicate how parenting notions can be applied to spiritual nearness leadership, 

represented in the following table is an analogy between spiritual nearness and 

attachment theory on the developmental aspects of these relationships. 
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Table 1: Spiritual Nearness Leadership and Attachment Theory 

The spiritual-nearness leader, for 
example, principal leaders 

The attached leader, for example, 
parents 

Listens attentively, is sensitive to personal needs, and 
is accessible. Is driven by deep human needs, 

embraces others. Understands the spiritual dimension 
of human relationships (Bass, 1985; Jansen, 2016). 

Is sensitive, responsive, and available to the child’s 
needs, understands the child's needs, and adapts their 
responses to those needs (Ainsworth, Biehar & Wall, 

1978; Popper & Mayseless, 2002). 

Communicates emotional messages, makes him/herself 
vulnerable. Maintains positive relationships without 

losing personal autonomy. Smiles, laughs, and makes 
eye contact (Bass, 1985; Jansen, 2016). 

Is emotionally expressive and open. Engages in warm, 
loving, and accepting emotional communication 

(Cassidy, 1994; Popper & Mayseless, 2002) 

Facilitates the development and growth of staff and 
students. Sets realistic collective challenges and 

inspires staff to achieve them. Trusts staff will do their 
best (Bass, 1985; Jansen, 2016). 

Sets challenging goals for the child according to the 
child’s maturity levels and trusts the child to cope in 
these situations (Ainsworth, Biehar, & Wall, 1978;). 

Creates a sense of competence and worth in staff. 
Develops autonomy and motivation (Bass, 1985; 

Jansen, 2016). 

Accepts the child’s developing needs for 
independence. Reinforces the child’s sense of self, 

worth, and ability (George & Solomon, 1989; Popper & 
Mayseless, 2002). 

Sets standards and performance goals, but is not 
aggressive, critical, or judgemental. 

Sets boundaries, establishes rules and discipline, but 
does not dictate, criticise, or forbid without reason 

(Barber & Harmon, 2002; Popper & Mayseless, 2002) 

Reinforce success and create opportunities for creative 
thinking (Bass, 1985; Jansen, 2016). 

Provides the child with opportunities for new and 
exciting experiences. Stimulates the child’s interest 
and encourages the child’s abilities and skills in a 
supportive and helpful manner (Bornstein, 1989; 

Popper & Mayseless, 2002) 

Develops a sense of inner-directed motivation and 
strives for success. Enables staff to make use of their 
individual and organisational potential. Nurtures staff 
and students, makes them feel secure and cared for 

(Bass, 1985; Jansen, 2016). 

Generates a sense of self-worth, competence, 
emotional development, and independence. Enables 
the child to make use of their intellectual, social, and 
emotional potential (Ainsworth, Biehar, & Wall, 1978; 

Popper & Mayseless, 2002) 

Sets a personal example. Wins respect and trust, 
creates feelings of pride and admiration. Is well 

intentioned, good-hearted, and trustworthy (Bass, 1985; 
Jansen 2016). 

Generates a sense of trust in themselves. Serves as a 
positive role model and example for the child. 

(Ainsworth, Biehar & Wall, 1978; Popper & Mayseless, 
2002) 

Develops nearness leaders that can replace him/her. 
Is coherent, thoughtful, and positive about self. Assured 

in interaction with staff and students (Bass, 1985; 
Jansen, 2016). 

Promotes secure attachment in the child, which then 
translates into secure 'good' parenting as the child 

matures (Waters, Merrick, Treboux, Crowell, & 
Albersheim, 2000; Popper & Mayseless, 2002). 

 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 69 
 

3.10 Conclusions 

I present an emerging conceptual framework drawing from two promising conceptual 

frames: an attachment perspective that focuses on identifying attributes of individuals as 

they engage in interpersonal relationships, and the view that leadership is a process of 

social construction through which certain understandings of leadership come about. 

(Jansen, 2021). I term the emerging conceptual framework ‘Towards a theory of nearness 

in school leadership’.  

Added to attachment theory is Jansen’s concept of spiritual nearness. I used attachment 

theory and Jansen’s concept of spiritual nearness as a framework to enhance 

understanding of the interpersonal dynamics and the social practices that comprise non-

traditional leadership in the setting of a school.  

What are the relational processes by which non-traditional leadership emerges and 

operates? I contend that we have very little understanding of the relational dynamics of 

non-traditional principals; however, the framework of ‘Towards a theory of nearness in 

school leadership’ outlined in this study provides an answer to the question. 

This is not simply research on intimacy, but a closeness in which human issues of frailty, 

emotions, and spirituality, matter. The narration of four principals’ leadership experiences 

is linked to theories of closeness, intimacy, and spiritual nearness. One of the core 

concepts in emerging ethnography, which appears in these research narratives, is the 

fundamental shift from authority to vulnerability. The principals are presented as imperfect 

human beings, striving to make intimacy possible in their school communities. Jansen’s 

conceptual spiritual nearness centres and engages the energy, heart, mind, and spirit of 

principal leaders (2016), and has the potential to offer many more leadership insights.  

'Towards a theory of nearness in school leadership' highlights the key role of principal 

caregiving in relationships with the school community, shaping experiences and 

responses in relationships. It provides a much-needed explanation for the strong 

emotional and visible ties between the principal leader, students, staff, and parents 

(Mayseless & Popper, 2019). 
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The literature on school leadership practices has little to say about such non-traditional 

aspects of principal leadership such as efficacy, equity, connectedness, and embrace. 

This study attempts to fill the gaps on non-traditional leadership, emphasising the 

humanity of principal leaders, validating the demanding, messy day-to-day and hour-to-

hour work and the experience, skills, and practices that this requires.  

I based my conceptual framework on spiritual nearness underpinned by attachment 

theory. This emergent theory holds the deep human need to connect with others, and 

those humans are ultimately connected to one another as a relational perspective. 

According to Bowlby (1988) and Jansen (2016), while attachment theory helps us to 

understand the nature of human relationships throughout an individual’s lifetime, the 

construct of spiritual nearness gives insight into how actions affect others’ well-being.  

As a result of viewing my topic this way, I designed my research procedures to allow for 

a deeper understanding of how school principals enact their leadership with different 

stakeholders within the school community, what they actually do as leaders, and how they 

build meaningful human relationships in the process. It affected my sampling because 

selecting participants required purposiveness. The research demanded of participants 

that they could offer rich descriptions relevant to the study, with divergent biographies of 

gender, race, and experience (Buys, 2017) to compare narratives.   

In my data collection, I used strategies to produce rich data that preserved the 

ethnographic intent to reveal the common features of the four principal leaders, such as 

actions, beliefs, values, knowledge, and skills to fit this conceptual framework. During the 

analysis of my data, I made sure to engage in data reduction, coding, and decoding 

analytic processes to analyse and interpret each of these qualitative forms (Saldaña, 

2021). These processes unfolded through iterative and concurrent research processes: 

data collection, transcription of audio-recorded semi-structured interviews, and analysis. 

Viewing the data through this conceptual lens meant constructing an interpretative 

understanding of the lived experiences through deep engagement with the data from 

reading and writing; re-reading and re-writing were foundational in this study. 
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Ethically, using the conceptual framework on spiritual nearness underpinned by 

attachment theory means that the research must carefully avoid compromising privacy, 

anonymity, and confidentiality of participants. Finally, viewing validity through this lens 

suggests that credibility is achieved through the use of four practices: 1) the use of thick 

description, 2) crystallisation of data, 3) providing opportunities for voice from a range of 

stakeholders, and 4) engaging in member reflections with participants. 

The aim of this chapter is not to provide an excruciatingly thorough, much less an 

exhaustive overview of a theory of nearness, but to paint in rather broad strokes and give 

the reader a synoptic sense of how vibrant, timely, and important a theory of nearness 

could be in the 21st century. Having tried out some of the building blocks for an emergent 

theory of nearness, I tested it using a pilot study and then applied it to the four principal 

leaders, using points of view of other researchers and my own observations, where I 

attempted a research question that has until now not been answered. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Research Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the leadership practices of a sample of non-

traditional school principals. I believed that a qualitative grasp of this phenomenon would 

allow for a deeper understanding of these school principals’ humanity, and in the process, 

how they build meaningful relationships within their school communities.  

In seeking to understand non-traditional leadership practices, this chapter describes the 

study’s research methodology and includes discussions in the following areas: a) 

overview of the research design, b) data collection methods, c) description of the research 

sample, d) analysis and synthesis of data, e) ethical considerations, f) trustworthiness 

issues, g) limitations, and h) delimitations of the study. The chapter concludes with a 

summary. 

4.2 Research questions  

This study sought to build elements of a theory of nearness leadership in schools in 

response to the following research questions.  

• What are the leadership practices of non-traditional school principals?  

• How do principals enact their leadership practices with the different stakeholders 

in the broader school environment (students, staff, parents, governors, and 

department officials)? 

• Why do non-traditional principals ‘do what they do’? In other words, how do they 

come to exercise such non-traditional practices as leaders? What are their internal 

narratives on which they draw in explaining their leadership practices? 
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4.3 Research paradigm and approach: The nature of enquiry 

A research paradigm, world view or philosophical foundation can be described as a 

collective set of beliefs, attitudes, values, procedures, and techniques that create a 

framework of understanding through which theoretical descriptions are formed (Trochim 

& Donelly, 2006; Creswell, 2014; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018). Lincoln et al. (2011) 

believes that the basic beliefs defining a particular research paradigm may be 

summarised by answering three essential questions: 

1. The ontological question is: What is the form and nature of reality? 

2. The epistemological question: What is the basic belief about knowledge, what can 

be known? 

3. The axiological (methodological question) - How does the researcher go about 

finding what she believes can be known? 

The ontological assumption in this study favours a nominalist approach which views the 

world as being humanly and personally constructed, as opposed to a realist point of view 

that reality is objective in nature (Cohen et al., 2018). Social reality is the result of one’s 

own understanding; it is created in one’s own mind and within levels of consciousness. 

Humans are creative, deliberate, and intentional in their actions, and meaning arises out 

of social interactions, negotiations, and situations through an interpretive process in which 

they are involved (Cohen et al., 2018). This implies that there are no single realities in 

interpreting a situation, but several constructed, and holistic realities capable of sustaining 

multiple interpretations. The world exists, but different people construe it in various ways 

(Cohen et al., 2018). 

Nominalism subscribes to an epistemological assumption, termed anti-positivist (or 

subjectivist), which concerns the very basis of knowledge (Cohen et al., 2018). Burrel and 

Morgan (1979: 6) portray anti-positivist knowledge as a softer, more subjective, spiritual, 

or even transcendental kind. In this study, knowledge plays a subjective participatory role, 

as it is seen as personal and unique (Cohen et al., 2018). The subjectivist role is to 

discover how different people interpret the world in which they live (Barr Greenfield, 

1975). My task was to understand, describe, and explain the differing and multiple 
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participant interpretations of situations, their distinctiveness, and causes. Consequently, 

I focused on the definition of a situation by the participants. This indicates that I 

concentrated on their subjective accounts, interpretations, and views while being 

conscious of my own. 

Added to the ontological assumption of nominalism and the epistemological assumption 

of subjectivism, is a third assumption, axiology (methodology). The answer to the 

axiological question is influenced by the answers given to the ontological and 

epistemological questions in the preceding paragraphs. This means that axiology urges 

congruence between ontological and epistemological assumptions (Mittmann, 2001). 

Making the axiology explicit helped me clarify and set the guiding tone and action for this 

research.  

The axiological question in this study is: How can I, as the inquirer, go about finding out 

what I believe can be known? (Lincoln et al., 2011). My perception is highly subjective 

and is filtered through my own understanding of school leadership, which evolved and 

changed as the study developed over time. Axiology assumes that people are creative, 

and free initiators of their own actions. As Burrel and Morgan (1979) suggest, 

assumptions about human nature can be divided into two spheres: determinism, where 

humans respond mechanically to their environment, or voluntarism, where humans 

initiate their own actions. I locate myself somewhere between the two extreme ends of 

this continuum.  

Paradigmatic assumptions and perspectives have a significant impact on methodological 

choices. I focused on an idiographic approach, typified by an emphasis on an individual 

and on understanding their behaviour with little or no emphasis on formulating general 

rules (Maree & Van der Westhuisen, 2011). Unlike universality, generalisability is 

interpreted as being able to identifiable, specific subjects and settings.  

My research required 'thick' descriptions (Geertz, 1973). For data to be ‘thick’, it needed 

to include observed factors and detailed observations acquired from the natural setting, 

with principal leaders acting naturally and speaking in their own terms (Cohen et al., 

2018). Research and behaviour processes are as important as research findings. I 
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recognised that research is value-laden and is influenced by my own values, expressed 

in the focus choice of the research, its framing and bounding, method of data collection, 

analysis, and report findings. I recognised also that I was the instrument of this research 

study, blurring the distinction between myself and the participants and between objective 

and subjective facts, where objective facts are mediated through subjective 

interpretations (Eisner, 1991).  

A qualitative study is appropriate when the objective of research is to gain an 

understanding and explain a phenomenon relying on the researcher’s experience, 

interpretation and perception in a given situation (Sandelowski, 2001; Stake, 2010). It is 

a social inquiry method that uses relatively unstructured data, using words rather than 

statistical forms. Furthermore, subjectivity plays an essential role in the research process 

to study naturally occurring phenomena in detail (Hammersely, 2013).  

As outlined by Creswell (2014), a quantitative approach is appropriate when a study 

seeks to understand the relationships between a set of constructs or variables. Used 

deductively, a quantitative approach allows the researcher to collect data with the 

objective of testing or verifying a theory rather than developing it; it reflects on its 

confirmation or disconfirmation by the results. This study does not require 

experimentation, and since the research topic is more related to leadership practices by 

individual principals than measurable statistical or numeric research, a qualitative 

approach was the most appropriate choice (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). 

In summary, the paradigm I used gave rise to a particular world view of the nature of 

reality, the relationship between the knower and the known, and assumptions about 

methodologies. It served as a lens through which reality was interpreted. It enabled me 

to tell a coherent story by depicting the functional and meaningful but subjective world of 

the participants (Schwartz & Ogilvy, 1979). For me, this meant constructing lived 

experiences through interactions with four school leaders.  

As a research instrument, I participated in the research process to ensure that I produced 

knowledge that reflected the reality of the principal leaders. I was involved in the study, 

which I perceive as an ethnographic strength rather than a flaw in the methodology (Mills 
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& Morton, 2013). The inquirer, I, and the inquired, the four principal leaders, were fused 

into one entity, and the findings are the creation of the interactive process between us. 

We were shaped by our lived experience, and this generated my knowledge as a 

researcher, and generated data of leadership practices (Lincoln et al., 2011). My study 

then, is a combination of interpretative phenomenology, nominalist ontology, subjective 

consensus of truth, and a qualitative, multi-sited, focused ethnographic case study.  

4.4 Research design 

The research community have a right to expect that research is conducted meticulously 

and in an ethical manner and so I was acutely aware that my ethnographic case study 

required careful planning. What follows are key design and planning considerations.  

4.4.1 Multi-sited ethnography 

I chose to carry out my ethnographic research in four different locales. Marcus (1998) 

terms a multi-sited ethnography as one way to make sense of contemporary educational 

practices. A multi-sited ethnography allowed me to compare insights and experiences in 

a range of leadership settings.  

4.4.2 Ethnography 

I remember the exact moment when I discovered the power of observing, when I was in 

a tutor group with Professor Jansen, teaching students how to notice things. I learnt that 

there is more to ethnography than merely understanding descriptive details, which Geertz 

(1973) cites as a list of things that happened. Ethnography goes further: It is the difference 

between just noticing things and making every attempt to decipher meaning. I was not 

content to let the reader decide; so, I make an effort to explain meaning (Cohen et al., 

2018). 

I chose ethnography for three reasons: First, ethnography is conducted in context, 

providing new insights into people and objects. It is an 'in situ' method and contrasts with 

focus group surveys, which take place either in a meeting place or simply from the 

researcher’s desktop. Second, it allowed me to have a cultural understanding of the 

principal leaders I studied, including their views and definitions of situations. Third, 
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ethnography takes an emic perspective. Taking the perspective of the participants it is 

possible to see what would otherwise be invisible (Cohen et al., 2018). 

This qualitative study focused on four school principals and the case for non-traditional 

leadership. So, I used a blended design of a focused ethnographic case study. I agree 

with LeCompte and Preissle (1990: 3:232), who term ethnographic methods multimodal 

and the ethnographer as a methodological omnivore. In other words, I willingly crossed 

established traditional research boundaries and chose a multimodal design for four 

reasons:  

First, it allowed me to provide a detailed representation of the attitudes, behaviours, 

emotions, and practices of the principal leaders. Therefore, it was the best blended design 

that allowed me to answer my research questions. Second, a focused ethnographic case 

study meant that I used data collection methods from both designs, but my research was 

bounded in time and space. Third, it brought a fresh eye to the obvious, taken-for-

granted, everyday leadership practices of the principal leaders and allowed me to 

explore causality links, which is not typical for ethnographies. Fourth, the use of a 

focused ethnographic case study design allowed me to study and generate theory in 

real-world application (Cohen et al., 2018). 

When I started this ethnographic research study, I was not an ethnographer. I was a 

headmistress and a student pondering non-traditional principal leadership practices, 

enrolled in a doctoral programme. Although I took courses in the research method, I 

became an ethnographer by doing the things that ethnographers do. I learned how to 

listen, how to ask questions, how to watch and document moments of everyday practices. 

My experience of ethnography was what David Fetterman (1989: 26) described when he 

wrote, ‘Ethnography is what ethnographers actually do in the field.’  

During this ethnographic research experience, I had moments when I felt becalmed, 

unable to move, even stuck, which made me feel anxious and uncomfortable. Should I 

observe less or observing more? How can I make myself invisible or more visible? I 

remember messaging Professor Jansen from a principal’s office where I was observing, 

panic-stricken, saying how difficult it was. My phone pinged within minutes, and it read, 
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‘It’s not easy initially, enjoy the experience, take it all in’. I did exactly that. As time passed, 

I came to realise and understand that uncertainty was a fundamental part of the 

ethnographic experience and method. It took a while before I started to feel comfortable 

and confident scrabbling paradoxically with the familiar and unfamiliar.  

My initial uncertainty was compounded by my reading of classic ethnography conducted 

in exotic locations. For example, Margaret Mead (1928) spent nine months in the Pacific 

documenting adolescence of Samoan Islanders, while Clifford Geertz (1973) studied 

religious practices in Bali. In contrast, my study was more contemporary. The field was 

four urban principal leaders within a 30-kilometre radius of each other. In an attempt to 

understand how principal leaders, enact their leadership with different stakeholders within 

the school community, what they do as leaders, and how they build meaningful human 

relationships, I spent time over six months documenting their leadership practices. 

As Clifford Geertz (1973), one of the most prominent ethnographic theorists, explains, 

ethnography is embedded in an anthropological tradition and is essentially the study of a 

particular phenomenon or cultural group and its beliefs, practices, and values. Common 

approaches include classic ethnography, urban ethnography, critical and reflexive 

ethnography, feminist ethnography, auto ethnography, business, educational and 

medical ethnography, and more recently, virtual, or net ethnography, all with a special 

focus on creating as vivid and analytical a reconstruction as possible of studied groups 

or culture (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Cohen et al., 2018).  

Whereas many other research methods impose conceptual and theoretical frameworks 

on empirical data at the beginning of the research process, ethnography attempts to look 

at the culture or group under study from the inside; through the meanings that the 

members of that culture or group live with (Cohen et al., 2018).  

As a keen ethnographer, I am an interpreter of the insider or emic view of reality. I bring 

my cultural self with me wherever I go, and even with the best intentions, I can never see 

life completely through the eyes of an individual principal leader. Similarly, I am not able 

to write myself completely out of ethnography. Vincent Crapanzano illustrates this point 

clearly: ‘however objective they may seem, there is an autobiographical dimension to all 
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ethnographies.’ (1977:72). To further complicate matters, an etic or outsider’s perspective 

is also fundamental to ethnographic research. Returning to the writing of David Fetterman 

(1989), he argues that an etic perspective is the external social view on reality. 

The boundaries between an emic and etic perspective are unavoidably blurred (Fayard 

& Van Maanen, 2014). I discovered that the roles are fluid and are determined by the 

situations in which I was found at particular times on particular days. The fluidity of the 

roles as insider and outsider was sometimes identified within the same situation (Fusch, 

Fusch, & Ness, 2017).  

Although I do not work in the researched schools, being a principal leader too, I felt I was 

an active participant with an insiders’ knowledge. I used an example of a meeting I 

attended. Before this meeting, the principal leader and I attended several meetings 

together, with the principal leader presenting me as his 'shadow'. In most cases, there 

were no questions from the meeting members regarding my introduction. But in this case, 

I knew one of the meeting members, the electrician. We knew each other because of his 

good work in schools, which influenced the shaping of my role as an insider in this 

situation. The electrician was confused about my role (a look of surprise followed by a 

broad smile) because he knew me as the principal and not as a researcher. But in the 

new context, because of the already established relationship between the principal, the 

electrician and me, I was assigned a role as an insider.  

The interaction between the principal, the electrician and me influenced the rest of the 

meeting. The principal and the electrician expected me to have knowledge about the 

meeting matters and hence involved me in the meeting conversation. This interaction 

shows how the role of an insider is shaped through the interactions of the meeting 

members, including the context. In this example, my role was shaped as an insider due 

to an already established relationship with the electrician. In addition, the principal 

accepted that I was assigned a role as an insider and built further on this by involving me 

in the conversation as an insider (Stets & Burke, 2000). 
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In contrast to the above example, showing how my role as an insider is shaped by the 

interactions with the other organisational members, the next example shows a different 

situation: How my role is shaped as an outsider (Bruskin, 2019).  

It is the first day of shadowing the principal, and this example describes pieces of a scene 

in the morning staff meeting. After the principal introduced me as a researcher and 

colleague, shadowing him, a staff member at the end of the staff meeting walked up to 

me and asked, ‘What are you doing here? What are you getting out of studying further? 

Surely you have enough experience by now.’ A second incident in the staffroom was of 

my opening of a yoghurt. I asked a member of the staff where the teaspoons were stored. 

Her response: ‘There are none. What do you expect? It’s Covid protocols. Bring your 

own.’ 

In this example, there are at least three indicators that I have been assigned an outsider 

role. At first, the principal introduces me as an outsider. Then a staff member interrogates 

my presence. In this case, the staff member made me an outsider where my presence 

and validity were questionable. Third, when I asked for a teaspoon, it was clear that I did 

not know the school’s Covid protocols; therefore, a staff member suggested that I was an 

outsider.  

My observations made that morning added further to the shaping of my outsider role. In 

the first part, the outsider role was implicitly shaped by interactions between me and a 

staff member who questioned and disregarded the purpose of my being there; I became 

an outsider. In the second part, I reflect on the experience of a teaspoon with an outsider’s 

lens. Due to the lack of interaction with the staff and the context of the staffroom, I did not 

know the protocols. Although I tried to match what the staff expected from an insider, I 

ended up in a role as an outsider (Bruskin, 2019).  

The examples above illustrate how in the first case I was given a role as an insider, and 

in the next, as an outsider. The shifting role of insider or outsider enabled or constrained 

me, depending on the particular situation. Although the shift between insider and outsider 

was uncontrollable, due to interactions with staff members and determined by a particular 

situation or context, I gained much from both roles. I felt entangled in the research 
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(Edmonds, & Kennedy, 2017). The two roles did not hamper me in attempting to 

experience the field freshly from the outside and knowingly from the inside. By 

experiencing both roles during my fieldwork, I benefited from rich empirical accounts and 

experiences containing both perspectives (Bruskin, 2019).  

Because ethnographic relationships are social in nature, empathy is a useful resource, 

but so too is a sense of care and discernment, along with the ability to read body 

language, emotional responses, and social situations (Mills & Morton, 2013). 

Furthermore, I quickly became aware of school-specific expectations and etiquettes (Mills 

& Morton, 2013). I developed rich insightful relationships with the principal leaders. This 

meant giving something of myself, my history, my background and sharing some of my 

own educational leadership experience and knowledge (Jeffrey, 2010). 

In summary then, the ethnographer's task is not only to include the meaning of the 

insiders, but also to translate these meanings into coherent views for people outside the 

study. The balance between an emic and etic perspective placed a demand on me to 

remain open-minded about the beliefs and actions of the principal leaders under study, 

while making their practices and understandings clear to outsiders (Riemer, 2011). Lastly, 

I agree with Wolcott (2008) that it was not the data collection strategies that made my 

study ethnographic; it was the research intent that legitimised the use of the label 

ethnography (Wolcott, 2008).   

4.4.3 Focused ethnography 

The work of early ethnographers set in motion a widening circle of ethnographic adaptions 

and applications, acknowledged by Marcus as ‘tremendous in variety’ (1998: 169).  

Focused ethnography can be traced back to researchers such as Goffman (1952) or 

Gumperz and Hymes (1964), who utilised the then revolutionary tape recorder, focusing 

on the life of a small group. Mayan is of the opinion that focused ethnography is based 

on the principle that ‘we no longer need to travel to far-away places to study culture; nor 

is culture defined only along ethnic or geographical lines.’ (2009: 37).  

Traditional ethnography is conducted with a cultural group that differs completely from 

that of the researcher, while focused ethnography usually deals with a distinct practice or 
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problem in a specific context and is conducted within a cultural group known to the 

researcher (Knoblauch, 2005; Mayan, 2009). In traditional ethnography, researchers 

typically do not enter the field with a formally specified research question (Cohen et al., 

2018).  

Focused ethnography, on the other hand, is characterised by short-term field visits, a 

researcher with insider or background knowledge of the cultural group, an interest in a 

specific research question, and intensive methods of data collection and recording, such 

as audiotaping (Knoblauch, 2005; Higginbottom, 2013). Participants may not be known 

to each other, but the researcher focuses on their shared experiences and common 

behaviour and works from the premise of a shared participant viewpoint (Knoblauch, 

2005; Cruz & Higginbottom, 2013).  

I started my study with specific research questions about principal leaders' practices: How 

these principal leaders implement their leadership practices with different stakeholders in 

the larger school environment, and why they ‘do what they do’? Specifically, I wanted to 

understand how they come to exercise non-traditional practices as leaders. What are their 

internal narratives on which they draw in explaining their leadership practices? In other 

words, the focused ethnography of this investigation concentrated on the significant 

actions and practices of the principal leaders who do things differently.  

Although early ethnographers were regarded objective outsiders, my starting point was 

different. I had both insider and background knowledge and previous experience with my 

field of study. I have 35 years of educational experience. I shared a background in school 

management and leadership with the participants in this study. I filled both insider and 

outsider roles and found myself at different points along the continuum at different times 

(Higginbottom, 2013). 

A critique of focused ethnography is that data gathered during a shorter timeframe are 

superficial (Knoblauch, 2005). There are obvious difficulties in accepting the reliability of 

self-report information but I argue that the time period covered in this study is augmented 

by another type of intensity: focused ethnographies are typically data intensive. This study 

involved concentrated data collection over a period of several months. Data points 
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entailed field time between two and four days per participant, while multiple Zoom calls 

lasted on average between 60 and 90 minutes. This study produced a large amount of 

data in a relatively short time, and therefore required a time-intensive data analysis, in 

contrast to traditional ethnographic field notes which cover long durations (Knoblauch, 

2005). 

In closing, Geertz (1989) determined that Evans-Pritchard spent four months doing the 

fieldwork that led to his classic 1940 monograph The Nuer (Mills & Morton, 2013). It is 

therefore unsatisfactory to assume that the length of fieldwork is a fair measure of the 

quality of ethnographic insights because, in theory, a researcher could spend a year in a 

field site without developing deep insight or learning the local language. The point I am 

making is that perhaps ethnographies should be judged on their quality, not on the length 

of fieldwork (Mills & Morton, 2013).  

4.4.4 Case Study 

This qualitative case study method evolved out of an ethnographic design (Fusch et al., 

2017). The principals are the case study and provide a case for unique real situations as 

they act out their leadership, enabling readers to understand their practices more clearly 

than presenting them with abstract principles or theories (Yin, 2014). The seminal works 

by Stake (2010) and Yin (2014) propose case studies as the preferred strategy used by 

researchers when asking how, what, or why questions, and may involve one or more 

organisations and locations. 

I selected the case study method because it provided a rich and vivid description of the 

events relevant to each case. It also provided a chronological narrative of events and 

focused on individual principal leaders, seeking to understand their perspectives of 

events. I tried to portray the richness of each case by writing descriptive narrative 

accounts (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). Shaughnessy and Zechmeister (2003) suggested 

that case studies often lack a high degree of control. This renders it difficult to make 

inferences, combined with the potential for bias in that I am both an observer and 

particpant, and may understate or overstate the case. However, I agree with Wellington 
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who emphasises the strengths of case studies, identifying that they hold the reader’s 

attention because they are vivid accounts that are ‘strong on reality’ (2015: 174). 

4.4.5 A blended design of a focused ethnographic case study 

I chose a blended design to use the best of each design and mitigate the limitations of 

each. A focused ethnographic case study design uses data collection methods from both 

designs but bounds the research in space and time. The use of a focused ethnographic 

case study enabled me to generate and study a theory in real-world application (Fusch et 

al., 2017).  

An ethnographic research design is chosen when the researcher wishes to gain 

understanding and knowledge of the particular practices and beliefs of a subculture 

group. A case study research design provides an in-depth understanding of a 

phenomenon within research setting with clear boundaries. This qualitative study is an 

ethnographic case study because it looked at four principal leaders and their practices. It 

seeks to uncover and describe their attitudes, beliefs, and values. It is a case study 

because it is a holistic and intensive analysis and description of four principal leaders that 

delineate the investigation (Merriam, 2009). The next section moves to a granular 

analysis of the instruments for collecting data from the four principal leaders (Cohen et 

al., 2018). 

4.5 Data Collection Methods 

4.5.1 Introduction 

In this section, I illustrate how data collection strategies produced rich data that preserved 

the ethnographic intent to reveal the common features of the four principal leaders such 

as actions, beliefs, values, knowledge, and skills (Mills & Morton, 2013). The use of 

multiple methods and triangulation is essential in attempting to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of non-traditional leadership practices.  

Data collection focusing on the actions and behaviour of school principal leaders in 

isolation is supplemented by other data collection techniques. It is my belief that no single 

approach is likely to be adequate for any research question. Triangulation is the best 
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strategy for discovering the essence of non-traditional leadership practices. That is, 

several different data collection methods, including observation, unstructured and semi-

structured, face-to-face, and video-chat technology interviews, critical events, personal 

narratives, audio taping, content analysis, and journaling. Field settings, subjective and 

objective indicators yielded the least method-bound, and hence the most valid 

understandings. In other words, a multimethod approach was the meta-strategy of choice 

in this study. This strategy adds breadth, depth, and rigour to the study and provides 

corroborative evidence of the data obtained (Creswell, 2014).  

4.5.2 Observation  

Clark, Holland, Katz, and Peace (2009) emphasise that observation’s unique strength is 

its potential to yield more authentic and valid data than would otherwise be the case with 

corollary methods. By way of illustration from Lydia’s narrative: A group of matrics  

(Grade 12 or Year 12) in bright dresses and dark braided blazers stand at the main 

entrance of the school with a duty teacher, greeting girls when they arrive in the morning. 

Visitors are asked to sign in on arrival and receive a visitor’s tag. In a garden to the left of 

the entrance, perched on a rock watching over the school, sits a lioness, the official school 

mascot. ‘The lioness embodies the characteristics of dignity, selflessness, perseverance, 

and resoluteness. She puts the needs of her own pride before her own’, reads the plaque 

on the stone beneath.  

Observation provides contextually rich, first-hand data, unmasks mundane routines, and 

offers a chance for documenting physical, verbal, and non-verbal life worlds. Wellington 

(2015: 205) concurs, pointing out that the distinctive feature of observation is that it offers 

an investigator the opportunity to gather 'live' data in situ from naturally occurring social 

situations. Robson offers another attraction to observation: observation provides a reality 

check in that what participants ‘do may differ from what they say they do’ (2002: 310), 

while Cooper & Schindler (2001) contend that observation enables the researcher to look 

afresh at everyday behaviour that would otherwise be taken for granted or go unnoticed 

and access personal knowledge (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 86 
 

Despite the unique strengths of observation, post-positivists argue there is no theory- free 

neutral observation; that our observations are determined by our own (conscious or not) 

implicit or explicit theories, intentions, experiences, preferences, assumptions, and values 

(Wellington, 2015; Cohen et al., 2018). In other words, observations are experience- and 

theory-laden; hence, the importance of reflexivity (Barrett & Mills, 2009). Observation in 

this study allowed me to gather data in the physical setting of the schools, the human 

setting of four principal leaders and the interactional setting; both formal, informal, 

planned and unplanned, verbal and non-verbal (Morrison, 1993; Cohen et al., 2018). 

During observation, I was aware of the inward and outward dimensions of the principals’ 

experience, inward being their thoughts, feelings, and emotions, and outward being the 

context, both immediate and the greater social context surrounding the participant and 

event (Wells, 2011). I also looked for aspects of spoken communication that do not involve 

words. These added emphasis to what the principal leaders said, such as laughing, 

smiling, sighing, and pausing. These features conveyed information not directly stated by 

the principals (Wells, 2011).  

Prior to the pandemic, I observed four principal leaders, using my observation protocol as 

a guide (Addendum B) in the natural setting of their respective schools to gain a ‘thick’ 

understanding of their leadership practices, how they enacted their leadership with 

different stakeholders within the school community, and how they built meaningful human 

relationships. I took every opportunity available to spend time in the field with the principal 

leaders. This involved spending between two and four days with participants from 7h00 

until the end of their school day, usually after 17h00, depending on their school diary 

commitments. I interviewed all of them in their offices, so I was able to see their 

workspace. However, the time in the field changed, because Covid-19 meant that schools 

closed foot traffic on their campuses. There was no further shared physical setting in 

which I could observe or participate; however, the principals were most obliging and 

happy to continue their conversations via prearranged Zoom calls. 
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4.5.3 Interviews 

I gained further insights using both semi and unstructured personal interviews to collect 

data (Creswell, 2014). Unstructured interviews (Addendum B) were the main tool used to 

collect data from the four school principals. Semi-structured interviews (Addendum E) 

were the means used to collect data on the leadership practices of principals from five 

staff members at various schools and were used to support and confirm the findings.  

The interviews I conducted were neither exclusively objective, nor subjective. Rather, 

these interviews were intersubjective, enabling the principal leaders and me to discuss 

their interpretations of leadership practices, expressing how they regarded situations from 

their own point of view (Laing, 1967). In this sense, I was not only concerned with 

collecting data about life, because interviewing is life itself (Cohen et al., 2018). The 

interviews allowed open-ended type questions and were not structured or guided in a 

manner intended to solicit a specific answer (Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). I developed a 

trust with the interviewees, resulting in a joint pursuit to obtain rich data. The motivation 

for me to tackle the difficulties involved in establishing and conducting successful 

interviews was my desire to know, to learn the perceptions and views of the principal 

leaders, to discover their feelings and hear their stories. Ultimately, my aim was also to 

secure what was in their minds (Woods, 1986). 

The rapport I enjoyed meant that I had to remain non-threatening, personable, polite, and 

respectful. Respect meant that I communicated the content, duration, and nature of the 

interviews. I also gave principal leaders the opportunity to ask questions. I was mindful of 

putting myself in the shoes of the principal leaders and being sensitive to how it felt to be 

interviewed (Wellington, 2015). 

The unstructured interviews with the four principal leaders allowed for greater flexibility 

and freedom than the semi-structured interviews. Although the research purposes 

directed the questions asked, the wording and content were in my hands. This does not 

mean that the unstructured interview was casual; it was also carefully planned (Cohen et 

al., 2018). The flexibility of unstructured interviews allowed me to probe and go into more 
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depth. It also helped me clarify any misunderstandings. The open-ended questions 

produced some unexpected answers (Kerlinger, 1970). 

I conducted semi-structured interviews with five more participants about their views and 

opinions on their principal’s leadership practices. Although I designed questions for the 

semi-structured interviews, the questions were open ended, in that I tailored the wording 

to individual interviewees, and I used probes and prompts to their responses. These 

interviews were initially conducted in-person, face-to-face, and due to Covid-19 protocols, 

with the use of video chat technology. Semi-structured interviews meant that I was able 

to rephrase and even repeat a question for the interviewee to clarify. The use of probing 

questions, ‘Can you give me an example?’, meant that I was able to elicit detail and a rich 

depth of responses (Morrison, 1993; Wellington, 2015). 

4.5.4 Personal Narratives  

The most reliable information about the practices of the principal leaders and why they 

do what they do, in other words, their internal narratives, was gathered through the 

construction of their narratives from dense interviews. Lydia, for example, understands at 

a deeper level how to bring out the best in her staff. She practises a style of leadership, 

giving fully of herself in spirit, body, mind, and heart. She (136: 151) believes that her 

spirituality allows her to act from her personal truth: 

I have a job to do, and I want to make sure that, at the end of the day, I 
have done the job to the best of my ability. And on that journey to give my 
best every day. I want to leave people, when they leave me, I want them 
to feel at home. I want them to feel that it has been good for them to 
interact with me. 

In contrast, Christopher's (2: 21) negative experiences as a young teacher influenced how 

he would not lead his own school when he became principal. It appears that his (64: 97) 

own struggles as a young teacher under dictatorial leadership helped him better 

understand staff and what type of support they needed. Because of his early teaching 

experience, he understood that every student and teacher is different, and thus he used 

different strategies when interacting with different personalities. Christopher was 

particularly committed to making efforts to learn about individuals. 
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Personal narratives involved reconstructing events from the perspective of the participant 

principal leaders using audio tapes and journaling memos (Osterman & Kottkamp, 2004). 

Reconstructing situations required that I step back, chronicle events, and describe the 

actions and reactions of principal leaders to these events.  

Osterman and Kottkamp (2004) emphasise that the primary goal of personal narratives 

is to generate a detailed description, which may incorporate different dimensions of 

behaviour such as actions, assumptions, feelings, intentions, and outcomes. The use of 

narratives in this study yielded important information about leadership practice and 

facilitated the identification of the theory used by the principals. Mattingly (1991) describes 

unstructured oral storytelling as a self-account of one’s work that allows the analysis of 

the underlying values and assumptions. I believe that it was critical to uncover the feelings 

associated with the leadership practices of the principals using personal narratives.  

4.5.5 Critical incidents  

Writing about critical incidents allowed for the creation of a structured narrative about a 

particular problem (Osterman, 1991). During the observation period, I documented critical 

incidents that allowed me to develop a deeper understanding of the ethics, morals, 

values, and virtues of the four principal leaders that informed their decisions. These 

events were of great interest to me. They might have been non-routine, but they were 

revealing, relevant to my research questions, and therefore warranted greater detail and 

recording (Tripp, 1993; Wragg, 1994).  

For example, a staff member punched Elizabeth hard on her arm after she made a joked 

about the staff member’s injury. Elizabeth, in severe pain and shock at this outburst, found 

it to be a challenging time in her career. She (56: 55) was able to share the loneliness, 

burden, and vulnerability of her experience with her management team, who, in turn, 

offered her comfort, healing, and solace. Vulnerability is a courageous tool in a principal’s 

toolkit. Elizabeth embraced a moment of vulnerability by sharing her feelings and lessons 

learned from the incident. By bravely putting herself on the line and taking ownership of 

her emotions, Elizabeth created an environment of growth.  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 90 
 

Another critical incident was that of Cheryl, who expressed her sadness after disparaging 

remarks made on a governing body group chat, questioning her leadership. ‘Things like, 

are you up to date with the curriculum? Are you behind with the curriculum?’ (33: 81). 

Cheryl found these comments hurtful and offensive. She qualifies these feelings by saying 

that some governing body members have little public-school experience, which she 

believes caused such head butting. 

4.5.6 Journaling  

Journaling is a form of narrative writing often associated with reflective practice 

(Osterman & Kottkamp, 2004). During observations, at the end of interviews or at the end 

of each day, I wrote a personal account of my thoughts and perceptions of how the 

principal leaders interpreted their practices. For example, a journal entry on 18 June 2020 

reads: 

The principal appears irritable, getting up from his desk, he walks out of 
his office and says, 'See you in an hour.’ Am I reading too much into the 
situation? Is it me? Is there something on his mind? Is he concerned, with 
lots to organise getting children safely back into the school with strict 
Covid protocols in place? Is it difficult to have someone in your office? I 
am ever aware that I am invading another’s personal space. While the 
principal is welcoming, I wonder what his deeper thoughts are? Then as 
sudden and intense as these thoughts are, they disappear when the 
principal returns and relates a story about a recent operation his father 
had. I decide not to rush the process, I have caught a glimpse into the 
principal’s world. I will wait for an opportunity to resume the conversation. 

Journaling was an important means of gathering information about the actions, events, 

feelings, and interpretations of the principal leaders (Osterman & Kottkamp, 2004). 

Journaling meant that I examined the actions, decisions, and daily events of the principal 

leaders and reflected on their leadership practices and perspectives to ensure that I 

captured data with a rich description. It also included my own feelings. 

4.5.7 Conclusions 

Ethnographic research is an iterative combination of disciplined curiosity and unexpected 

insight, so there was no 'last goodbye' because I contacted the participants and followed 
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up on the data. My own thinking about the data continued to develop and evolve after I 

completed my data collection. I was forced by the Covid-19 protocols and restrictions in 

schools to officially 'finish' fieldwork at the end of 2020 (Mills & Morton, 2013). Covid-19 

presented an immediate barrier to conducting participant observation in the traditional 

manner; however, using video chat technologies I overcame this obstacle. 

With the application of ethnographic methods in unique and new settings, researchers 

have become interested in particular questions among groups that may already be 

familiar to them and that may differ from the bounded, foreign cultural groups of interest 

to traditional ethnographers. My study illustrates this clearly. Yet, despite the need for 

methodological adaptations that make it possible to use ethnography in new ways, the 

fundamental purpose of ethnography remains to describe and understand culture. This 

has not changed.  

4.6 Sample Selection 

The purpose of the research was to view how principal leaders act as leaders with 

different stakeholders within the school community. It was an opportunity to specifically 

look at what they actually do as principal leaders and how they build meaningful human 

relationships. It was also designed to see if their non-traditional leadership practices were 

influenced by events within their own autobiography. The interviews allowed principal 

leaders to have opportunities to tell the story of their leadership and significant stories of 

school life.  

Selecting participants required purposiveness. The research required of the participants 

that they could offer rich descriptions relevant to the study, with divergent biographies of 

gender, race, and experience to compare narratives (Buys, 2017). 

Purposive sampling required a selection of participants who were passionate and 

enthusiastic in the interviews, and so ensured the authenticity and coherence of their 

leadership narratives. This meant that selecting four principal participants required a 

sample that could offer rich descriptions relevant to the study; of the messy day-to-day 

and hour-to-hour work experiences and practices of non-traditional school leadership and 

have enough trust in the researcher and the confidentiality of the process to participate 
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openly and authentically (Coe, 2012). For these reasons, I used reputational sampling to 

achieve the intended levels of entanglement, as well as to ensure an intensity of analysis 

(Coe, 2012). The intention of the sampling was not to make comparisons, nor to make 

generalisations, but to present four unique cases that each had their own intrinsic value 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). 

I ensured bracketing by writing up their life narratives in conversation with the principal 

leaders, who retained the right of final approval of the biographies. I used the approved 

biographies as the narrative and interpretative data, and published each narrative as 

approved by the relevant principal leaders in separate chapters of the dissertation 

(Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8).  

Research data was obtained from participants in three geographic locations in KwaZulu-

Natal. Participants were recruited from a combination of personal and professional 

friendships and connections. The information needed to answer the research questions 

was determined by the conceptual framework and fell into three categories: a) nearness 

as observed behaviour, b) nearness as transformative behaviour, and c) nearness as 

transcendent behaviour (Jansen, 2016). 

The screening criteria required that participants possess ten or more years of school 

management experience and that their most recent experience was at the principal level. 

In this study a sample of four principals was chosen and in addition, corroborative data 

was obtained by means of validation from a further five participants. I chose a non-

probability sample because I sought to represent a particular group of non-traditional 

principals in the full knowledge that it represented itself, and not the wider population.  

I interviewed four principal leaders for their recognised role as non-traditional leaders in 

their school community; school leaders who do things differently, and who stand out from 

other school leaders because of their unconventional style.  

The four principal leaders (three women and one man) in the study were between the 

ages of 50 and 65. All were previously known to me, as the pilot study had shown that 

established relationships helped to discuss potentially sensitive issues. Three had been 

principal leaders for a significant time (15 years plus); one was in her fifth year. They were 
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interviewed over a period of six months to explore the topic in-depth. Each of the many 

interviews lasting one to two hours at a time. The selection of participants was critical to 

the interpretative phenomenology of the study (Nieuwenhuis, 2007).  

I did not seek to generalise my findings beyond the sample.  I conducted a preliminary 

study to test the feasibility of my proposed study (Addendum D). 

After lengthy interviews with the four participants, it was established that additional data 

would not change the outcome of the research questions, and data saturation was 

reached (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013).  

4.7 Data Analysis 

I analysed the narratives of four participants for qualitative content using Saldaña’s (2021) 

coding strategies. Guided by the research questions, I engaged in data reduction, coding- 

and decoding analytic processes to analyse and interpret each of these qualitative forms 

(Saldaña, 2021). These processes unfolded through concurrent and iterative research 

processes: data collection, transcription of audio-recorded semi-structured interviews, 

and analysis. 

I specifically applied coding terminology and procedures, using descriptive codes and a 

few in-vivo codes, which I created inductively (data-driven) and deductively (theory-

driven). I created a code list or a code-book of 100 codes which I reduced to 38 codes, 

six catagories (themes) with 28 subcategories, and 557 quotations across the narrative 

data.  

I completed the data analysis process using ATLAS.ti version 9, a computer-assisted 

qualitative data analysis software package. This software adds value and sophistication 

to the coding process, together with an audit trail for transparency of the analysis process 

(Smit, 2005). As Smit (2014) describes, I found ATLAS.ti a powerful workbench for the 

qualitative analysis of large bodies of audio, graphical, textual, and video data. ATLAS.ti 

helped me explore the complex phenomena hidden in the data.  

All responses were loaded into the project function, a container for all data for subsequent 

coding. Coding is the procedure of associating code words with sections of data or 
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quotations, which is the association between a quotation in the text and a specific code. 

In linking, collecting and interpreting the data, coding is the basis for developing the 

analysis. I clustered codes into six groups, which are referred to as catagories in the 

literature. In Chapter  9 I described the research findings based on the categories, as I 

invoked the literature and accompanying revelant theories. The challenge throughout 

data collection and analysis was to make sense of large amounts of data, reduce the 

volume of information, identify significant patterns, and construct an analysis framework 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). 

The interpretive work of hermeneutic phenomenology is not bound to a single set of rule-

bound analytical techniques; instead, it is an interpretive process that involves the 

interplay of multiple analysis activities. The data analysis process entailed my reading the 

data, constructing a vague understanding, engaging in reflective writing, and then re-

engaging with the text with revised understandings. In cycles of reading and writing, of 

attending to the whole of the text and the parts, I constructed an interpretative 

understanding of the lived experiences. Deep engagement with the data from reading, 

writing, re-reading, and re-writing was foundational in this study (Neubauer, Witkop, & 

Varpio, 2019).  

4.8 Ethical Considerations 

4.8.1 Introduction 

I ensured that ethics remained a top priority throughout the study. Following the methods 

described in this chapter was paramount in ensuring the reliability and validity of the study. 

The informed consent form read to each participant prior to the interview is shown in 

(Addendum A) The letter of informed consent follows guidelines. The risks to human 

subjects associated with this study were minimal. All participants were over the age of 18 

years and did not demonstrate any impaired mental capacity, determined by their ability 

to perform the positions they hold in their workplace. Meeting these criteria qualified them 

as participants in this study. 

Additionally, all recorded materials will be erased after five years, following approval by 

the research committee, minimising any future risks related to confidentiality. 
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Although university ethics committees may provide advice and raise issues for 

consideration, ethical considerations are rarely as straightforward as rule following, and 

it was up to me to take responsibility for the decisions on ethical matters and my actions 

connected to those decisions (Brooks, te Riele, & Maguire, 2014). Ethical issues are not 

a once-off matter that can be decided before the research begins and then, be forgotten. 

Ethics in this research study were continuously negotiated, and what follows are key 

issues faced in the sequence in which they were encountered in planning, conducting, 

reporting, and disseminating research (Cohen et al., 2018).  

Ethical decisions are built on ethical principles, and so I chose a virtue view of ethics as 

a basis for this research. Virtue ethics concerns people and relationships. As a virtuous 

person, I like to think I possess characteristics including integrity, loyalty, modesty, 

respect, and sincerity. Although views of what virtues are and what a virtuous person 

could be, vary by culture, place, and time (Cohen et al., 2018), in the context of this 

research I identify with the view of Hammersely & Traiano (2012) about dedication and 

respect for academic freedom, professionalism, and mimimising any negative influences 

on the research and the research community, which included my relationship with the 

participants and my supervisor.  

4.8.2 Research topic and research design 

The decision to document the leadership practice of non-traditional principals was a 

deliberate one (Cohen et al., 2018). A qualitative and focused ethnographic case study 

allowed for a deeper understanding of how school principals enact their leadership with 

different stakeholders within the school community, what they actually do as leaders, and 

how they build meaningful human relationships. I considered their interests in privacy and 

sensitivity, which I will address later. 

If badly designed, research can be in breach of ethics (Hammersely & Traianou, 2012; 

Farrimond, 2013). Research ethics is not only about treating participants correctly, but it 

is also the obligation to answer worthwhile questions, to provide full evidence, 

explanation, and interpretation, and to make a contribution to knowledge. I had a duty of 

care to ensure that this research project was of the highest quality because poor quality 
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educational research can cause harm, particularly if it is used for decision-making 

(Gorard, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018). 

My supervisor offered me valuable advice on my topic and research approach. Regular 

meetings at designated times meant I was able to discuss and get feedback on my 

research proposal drafts. Supervision included additional academic opportunities such as 

qualitative research and ethics webinars conducted by Stellenbosch University and the 

American Education Research Association. Apart from his pastoral role, Professor 

Jansen supervised my professional development, monitored my progress, and my 

compliance with ethical policies.  

Before the start of research, an application was submitted for approval to the Stellenbosch 

University Research Ethics Committee: Social Behavioural and Education Research 

Board. (Addendum F).  This review board functions as a gatekeeper to ensure that 

participants are not hurt, that the proposed research does not violate ethical principles, 

and that it abides by university legal requirements to conduct research (Cohen et al., 

2018). Once this approval was received, I applied and received permission to conduct 

research in public schools from the Head of Department of KwaZulu-Natal Provincial 

Education. (Addendum C). 

4.8.3 Informed consent 

Before the pilot study, I telephonically contacted the five participants to arrange initial 

introductory interviews. The sole purpose of these interviews was to ask the participants 

if they would consider being part of my study and to familiarise them with the background 

of the study. I received five positive responses and then made individual appointments, 

where I gave a fair explanation of the aims of the research, the design, methods and 

procedures to be used, the nature and size of the sample group, observational needs, 

other staff to be interviewed, arrangements to guarantee confidentiality with respect to 

data and how findings would be disseminated, and the overall timeframe for the research.  

I clarified the right of each participant to withdraw their consent and discontinue 

participation at any time during the research process without prejudice to them. I also 

offered to answer any questions concerning the research procedures. I ensured that each 
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participant understood the implications of participating in the research. I did not want them 

to automatically sign a consent form. Each participant had time to digest the information 

and to weigh the risks and benefits of participating. By signing the informed consent, the 

participants understood that they were freely and voluntarily choosing to participate 

(Cohen et al., 2018). All participants had access to my contact details and those of my 

supervisor. The initial informal introductory interviews were designed to be reassuring 

conversations to establish trust. Participants were given a transcript of my observation 

instrument and the opportunity to confirm its content (Creswell, 2014). 

4.8.4 Non-maleficence, beneficence, and human dignity 

The guiding principle of primum non nocere or non-maleficence – do no harm – enshrined 

in the Hippocratic Oath, applies to educational research. Like everyday life, research 

involves the risk of harm; it cannot be completely removed. It was my task to minimise 

risk (Hammersely & Traianou, 2012). Naturally, I did not want to harm the participants. I 

wanted to ensure their dignity stayed intact, and that they were not worse off at the end 

of the investigation than they had been at the beginning. What constitutes harm is unclear. 

For example, some participants recalled distressing and traumatic experiences which 

turned out to be beneficial and therapeutic in coming to terms with them (Cohen et al., 

2018). To avoid harm, I maintain the privacy of the participants through the use of 

anonymised data. I also found that the prior pilot study was useful to judge the effects of 

the research on the participants. 

The opposite of non-maleficence is beneficence. In other words, what benefits the 

research might bring, and to whom and how (Cohen et al., 2018)? Hammersely and 

Traianou (2012) draw attention to educational knowledge as the production of significant 

and valid knowledge. Should this research bring beneficence is a bonus, a consequence, 

and not the purpose of the study. I discovered that participants were eager to tell their 

stories, knowing that it might bring educational, personal, and social benefits.  

4.8.5 Privacy, anonymity, and confidentiality 

Privacy is more than confidentiality. The right to privacy means that a participant has the 

right not to partake in the research, not to be interviewed, and not to answer questions. 
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Therefore, I informed participants of their right to refuse to participate in any or all the 

research, and the right to limit the time needed for participation (Cohen et al., 2018). 

Despite all having a very busy and demanding schedule, the participants were generous 

with their time.  

Anonymity is one way of addressing privacy. The main way to ensure anonymity is by 

eliminating any means of identification. For example, I removed means of identification 

with the use of pseudonyms and aliases. A further measure that I used to preserve 

electronic storage and retrieval privacy was the use of password-protected files that I only 

have access to using my personal laptop. The participants also received a copy of the 

final narrative. All data were kept strictly confidential, and the participants remained 

anonymous (Cohen et al., 2018).  

4.8.6 Gaining acceptance in the research setting 

I did not expect access to schools as a matter of right. Since the potential for intrusion 

was considerable, my objective was to achieve goodwill since my ethnographic research 

extended over a period of time and was not a once-off questionnaire. 

I also note that emotional work in research involves dealing with the emotions of 

participants and this required that I had to keep my own emotions in check. I tried to avoid 

any sign of personal approval or disapproval regarding the events as they transpired. I 

was also conscious of the difficulty of attempting to monitor my own non -verbal responses 

while assuming the role of observer (Wolcott, 1973; Creswell, 2014). In-depth interviews 

where sensitive matters were discussed required my ability to be empathetic and suitably 

informal (Bell, 1991; Cohen et al., 2018). 

4.8.7 Reciprocity 

Reciprocity means giving something back to the research participants for their 

participation. I never lost sight of the obligation to those who helped me in this study, as 

reciprocity is also an ethical matter. I was aware that the participants were giving up their 

time and doing me a favour. Connections and emotional attachments did not suddenly 

come to an end. I visited again, thanking them for their participation, followed by a 
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personal handwritten thank-you note and gifts of flowers or chocolates (Cohen et al., 

2018). I am still in contact with the participants. 

Another form of reciprocity is to bring one's research back to the participants, and by 

sharing insights and findings. I intend to write a two-page briefing for them. This 

intervention might also lead to new possibilities for fieldwork or spark new projects (Cohen 

et al., 2018).  

4.8.8 Ethics in data analysis 

To avoid mis-presenting findings, I used ATLAS.ti as an appropriate data analysis 

technique. I did not omit or conceal data that did not fit my research. While it was almost 

impossible to free myself from my own perspectives and values, I did not use data to 

support my own preconceived views. I was reflexive and self-aware during the data 

analysis and avoided giving undue priority and weight to the data, and projecting my own 

values onto the data, which could distort the analysis. I was also conscious of giving 

sufficient voice to all participants (Creswell, 2014; Cohen et al., 2018). Honesty, accurate 

data collection, and high standards were observed.  

4.8.9 Reporting 

I had an ethical duty to ensure that the results of the research were reported accurately, 

credibly, and without misrepresentation or exaggeration. It was my intention that the 

reporting be true, fair, and honestly formatted so that research audiences would be able 

to understand the research. I also formally recognised the participants, acknowledging 

them at the beginning of this dissertation. 

4.8.10 Responsibility to my supervisor and the research community 

I was also aware of my responsibility to my supervisor, Professor Jansen, and the 

research community. I did not want to jeopardise the reputation of the university or spoil 

opportunities for further research. As a novice researcher, I sought and gained advice 

from my supervisor and modified the research as necessary. 
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4.8.11 Conclusions 

In summary, I tried to identify the ethical difficulties associated with my study. Although I 

could not anticipate all ethical dilemmas, a personal code of ethical practice was 

advantageous. First, as a novice researcher, I was aware of being an apprentice or 

trainee in a wider scientific community, having a shared interest in its concerns and 

values. Second, I was aware of my obligation to the participants in this study. Third, when 

one's behaviour is guided by a code of ethics, it is possible to consider that there may be 

more ethical or less ethical ways of doing things when faced with a moral challenge. 

Fourth, a balanced code of ethics helped me prepare and anticipate the research 

situation. Fifth, a code of ethics validated my own moral and ethical sense, which aided 

in the sensitivity required in participant observations. To be clear, having a moral concern 

did not mean being sanctimonious. Sixth, a personal code of ethics raised awareness of 

my research. I learned that ethics are situated. Solutions and decisions had to be decided 

by me with respect to specific situations I faced (Cohen et al., 2018). 

4.9 Validity 

4.9.1 Credibility, dependability, and trustworthiness 

Qualitative researchers achieve credibility by using four practices: 1) the use of a thick 

description, 2) crystallisation of data, 3) providing opportunities for voice from a range of 

stakeholders, and 4) participating in member reflections with participants. These four 

practices contribute to the dependability and trustworthiness of a researcher, as well as 

the expression of an empirical reality that is credible or appears true and accurate (Tracy 

& Hinrichs, 2017).  

One of the most important means for achieving credibility in qualitative research is to 

create a thick description (Geertz, 1973). Thick description contributes to credibility 

through extensive accounts, descriptions, communicative processes, and interactions as 

they occur in the field (Geertz, 1973). 
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4.9.2 Crystallisation and triangulation 

Crystallisation and triangulation are other practices that can result in credibility. They 

involve the inclusion of numerous data points, sources, and perspectives of the 

researcher. Research sites can gain credibility by including multiple types of data, people, 

and ways of understanding the world (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017).  

Closely associated with the idea of crystallisation is multivocality. Multivocality is the 

inclusion of multiple voices found in the research context. In addition to providing an 

empathic understanding, listening to multivocality provides an opportunity for a variety of 

opinions (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). By understanding how different groups may 

understand the same communication phenomenon in different ways, researchers can 

maintain credibility by proving to their readers that due diligence has been paid to multiple 

understandings of a given communication interaction (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). 

Qualitative credibility can also be attained through participant reflections, where 

researchers share preliminary findings with participants, and note reactions to themes 

and concerns that have emerged in the analysis. Member reflections also allow for 

dialogue and sharing with participants about the study's findings, providing opportunities 

for affirmation, collaboration, critique, questions, and feedback (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017).  

I wrote the narratives in conversation with the principals, who retained the right of final 

approval. This helped the participants determine whether observations or answers to any 

questions needed to be corrected and ensured that I did not misinterpret the data (Chan, 

Fung, & Chien, 2013). I used approved biographies as narrative and interpretative data. 

I published each narrative as approved by the relevant principal in separate chapters of 

this dissertation.  

4.9.3 Resonance 

Resonance is the extent to which a text meaningfully impacts a reader so that connections 

are made between the findings or themes in the study; those trends that can be 

generalised to their own life or other areas of research (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). It was 

my intention to conduct in-depth analyses of contexts and experiences in such a way that 
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readers could appreciate the study's findings and then intuitively apply or transfer those 

findings to their own situations. This is an example of how I hope to achieve resonance 

in this study (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). Through thick description, I painted a picture of 

how non-traditional leadership unfolds in each context (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). For 

example, how a principal interacts with staff in this study could resonate with a reader 

who might make connections between my findings and familiar contexts connected to his 

or her own life experience.  

Resonance in qualitative research can also be achieved through quality and evocative 

writing, as well as transferability. It is my hope that the aesthetic merit, quality of 

description, and calibre of my writing will make transferability easier for readers.  

4.10 Summary 

The goal of this chapter was to outline the research methods used to answer the research 

questions of the leadership practices of non-traditional principals. A discussion about the 

procedure, study participants, data collection and interview questions outlined the 

specifics of how the study was conducted and who participated in the study. A 

constructivist methodology was used to develop a theory on what motivates principal 

leaders to do what they do. All study participants contributed to this theory by sharing 

their experiences and perspectives.  

The four chapters (Chapters 5–8) that follow, are narrative journeys; ones that some 

principal leaders have been on and might recognise, and others that other principals 

might be encouraged to take. They are a window into a world where four principal leaders 

reveal how they enact their non-traditional leadership practices. The four principal leaders 

lead previously white, middle-class English schools with all the trappings of culture, class, 

and context coming through in both self-description and researcher observation. I argue 

to let the contexts speak for themselves rather than editing out what might be read as 

more or less uncomfortable phrasing here or there when it comes to human relations. The 

four principal leader stories are told to reveal both brightness and blemishes, opening 

lives to external observation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Insights from Cheryl’s leadership practices 

Race, rejection, and repairing human relationships 

A cold, blustery, and overcast Durban Thursday became a bit gloomier when I arrived at 

the old gabled white school building, seeing mask-clad junior primary children silently 

sitting at 1.5 metre intervals on the tennis courts, adhering to strict Covid-19 protocols 

and waiting to be fetched at the end of the school day. The teachers of the class 

accompany the children to meet their parents outside the double, heavy, freshly painted, 

glossy black wrought-iron gates engraved with the school’s name. An astute and efficient 

security guard assists teachers, recognising parents, and knowing whose children belong 

to whom.  

The scene is one of care for the safety of the children. It is unlike a normal end-of-school 

day, which would usually see chatty girls skipping out of school, shouting goodbyes to 

one another with a promise of being reunited the next day or going off to play tennis, or 

costume-clad girls squealing as they dive into the cold water of the swimming pool for 

squad training.  

The well-maintained school with its deep colonial verandas is surrounded by a high white 

palisade fence. I wonder, as I walk down the long, tarred driveway towards the 

administrative entrance, if the heavy, black wrought-iron gates are a sign of a quiet 

foreboding atmosphere that the Covid-19 pandemic has brought about, stifling the 

vibrancy, energy, and spirit of the school.  

Upon entering the administration block, there is a hint that I might be wrong. The warm 

tones of the painted walls are lined with historical photographed portraits of past school 

principals, and the dark wooden parquet floors shine. Colourful and eye-catching 

children’s art is displayed on a large brick wall of internal features and, together with soft 

and comfortable furniture and an antique oak sideboard filled with books, school 

magazines, and memorabilia, it gives me a feeling of ease and relief. Despite the Covid-
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19 pandemic, it feels and smells like a school, slightly worn but welcoming, with a distinct 

aroma of floor polish. The school is quiet except for the voices of senior primary teachers 

emanating from the classrooms along the interleading corridors. Laughter peals from an 

office where two administrators share a joke. 'I have an appointment with Cheryl', I say, 

trying not to interrupt the fun.  

I immediately recognise Cheryl as the head of the school; she is professionally dressed 

in her signature stiletto shoes. A highly respected principal in education circles, elegant 

and stylishly groomed, Cheryl is short in stature with shoulder-length, neatly coiffured 

dark hair. She exudes grace, passion, and gentleness, yet behind her generous smile 

and kind eyes lies an intelligent, self-assured, feisty, mature woman with a steely 

determination and a cheeky sense of humour.  

Cheryl is the heroine of her own life narrative. She did not grow up in the context in which 

she now finds herself, nor in an educational environment. She came from a previously 

Coloured-only school, now integrated. She was born into a racially diverse family – 

Cheryl’s mother was Indian, and her father Coloured. Growing up, Cheryl and her siblings 

were ostracised by children in their community. 

Because back in those days, as much as there was racism – you say 
white and non-white – there was racism within the different groups as 
well. People were prejudiced against each other. So normally, a Coloured 
wouldn't marry an Indian, and an Indian definitely wouldn't marry a 
Coloured. Do you understand? 

Cheryl’s father was an alcoholic, which did not help the challenging and heart-breaking 

family situation in which they were in. As a result, Cheryl and her two siblings had a 

turbulent upbringing, made more difficult by the open prejudices within the community. 

When she started school, her elder sister was registered in an Indian school. When the 

Indian inspectors visited the school, they queried why Cheryl’s sister was in an Indian 

school if she was registered as Coloured. Cheryl’s mother was told to remove her oldest 

daughter and send her to a Coloured school, although the Indian school was closer to the 

family home. Cheryl’s mother had no choice, and all three children were subsequently 

schooled at Haven Primary (pseudonym). 
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Cheryl and her siblings went to a Coloured school, but they lived in an Indian area. At the 

Coloured school, they were often teased about their hair and the fact that their mother 

loved to give them the leftover curry for their lunch the next day. In the Indian area, when 

their Indian friends got tired of playing with Cheryl and her siblings, they would say, ‘Oh, 

you're Coloured.’ Cheryl and her siblings sat on the fence – literally and figuratively – 

because they did not feel they belonged anywhere.  

Cheryl reminisces passionately about her family history. Her paternal grandmother’s first 

husband was white. He had four sisters and one brother. One sister lived in London, 

another in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), the third sister lived in Durban North, and the fourth 

sister married a Coloured man and lived in Greenwood Park. The four sisters lost contact 

with their brother and his whereabouts remain unknown. While growing up, Cheryl’s father 

could not visit his siblings through the front door in Greyville, a former Whites-only suburb, 

due to apartheid laws which forced the different racial groups to live separately and tried 

to stop all intermarriage and social integration between racial groups. To have a friendship 

with someone of a different race generally brought suspicion upon you. 

‘If you look at my father – and his skin changed colour when he got older 
because of his drinking – but if you look at my father and his siblings, 
they could all have passed as white because three of them had green-
grey eyes, [and] they were all very light-skinned. So, when I talked about 
prejudice and racism in the races [in South Africa]. So, now it comes back 
to my sister. So, she came home with what my father used to call ‘the 
temptations’ [a boyfriend], and he turned up in his green velvet jacket and 
his afro. My father was livid when she turned up with this American with 
this afro. Very prejudiced.  

Cheryl was the first sibling to graduate from tertiary education with a teaching degree. 

Though an enormously proud moment for her parents, this journey was not without its 

trials and tribulations. Cheryl’s first career choice was not teaching. Her dream was to 

become a nurse. She loved the smell of hospitals and the idea of wearing a crisp white 

uniform. However, she met her husband at the age of fifteen and became pregnant soon 

after completing matric. She dropped out of the teacher’s training college for the birth of 

her first daughter and was forced by her parents to get married. Determined not to live 
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the hard life of her mother, Cheryl returned to teachers’ training college and completed 

her studies. 

Cheryl reregistered at Bechet Teachers’ College of Education College when her daughter 

was four months old. It was a late registration, and Cheryl had to work extra hard to catch 

up the months of the academic year she had lost. It was a tough time, but through sheer 

grit and determination, she completed her teaching diploma and immediately registered 

to study towards a teaching degree and then an honours degree. Following her divorce, 

Cheryl was accepted into a master’s program, which she managed to complete with the 

support of her ailing mother, while raising her three young daughters.  

Studying took its toll on her family life. Cheryl's oldest daughter pleaded: 'Mom, please 

take a break from studying because I think Carol and Nicola (pseudonyms) need your 

time.' Cheryl remembers that she was offended because she did not feel that she had in 

any way neglected her three children. 

Cheryl left her three daughters at home with her mother after school and headed straight 

to lectures at the university two or three days a week. Cheryl’s mother ensured that her 

granddaughters enjoyed a cooked dinner and made their school lunches for the following 

day. Cheryl would come home in the evenings in time to check her girls’ homework and 

put them to bed. Cheryl admits that this routine was a tiring schedule, but it was driven 

by her background and upbringing, her determination not to endure the hardships her 

mother had experienced. 

After putting her children to bed at 8 pm, Cheryl enjoyed a refreshing nap between 9 pm 

and 11 pm, woke up and pushed through with her studies until about 2- or 3 am. Cheryl 

reflects fondly on her upbringing and expresses her appreciation and good fortune to 

have been influenced by strong women in her life; the first person being her mother. 

Cheryl wanted to be successful and independent. She understood from being a child 

growing up with her parents and two siblings, living in a one-bedroom flat, that the only 

way she could escape those cramped and contextual confines was to obtain a tertiary 

qualification, which had eluded both her parents.  
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A solid work ethic was inculcated in Cheryl from a young age. Cheryl’s mom ensured that 

her children understood the value of education. When her older sister woke up to study 

at 4 am in the morning, Cheryl and her brother were also woken up to study. There was 

no other choice; they slept together in the lounge. 

The second person who had a positive influence on Cheryl’s life was a deputy principal 

whom she met at Haven Primary, Debbie Abrahams (pseudonym). Although strict, she 

mentored and guided Cheryl, harnessing her enthusiasm and giving her many 

opportunities to develop her teaching skills. They are lifelong friends.  

Professor De Lange, Cheryl’s Master’s supervisor, was the third person who had a 

positive effect on her life. Cheryl uses the example of her failed marriage and the 

subsequent heartache when Professor de Lange provided valuable clear and practical 

advice: ‘Cheryl, look at it. What can you do and what cannot you do, and deal with it. You 

can’t keep feeling like this. Just deal with it. ' Cheryl did just that. She set her course and 

never wavered from her ambition, working her way through the ranks, first as a post-level 

one teacher, then head of grade and finally, head of department at the same school she 

had attended as a child, then trained at as a student teacher, Haven Primary. 

Cheryl’s honest and open conversations about her life experiences highlight her 

vulnerability and perseverance. With the requirements of her honour’s degree satisfied, 

and with significant teaching experience, Cheryl applied for deputy principal promotion 

posts. In 2012, she was the first Coloured deputy principal to be appointed at a formerly 

whites-only all girls’ primary school. Five years later, she was appointed the 14th principal 

of the same school. Another first in the 108-year history of the school. The school website 

shows photographs of staff and students before 1990 as an all-white school, and not as 

integrated as it is now. 

When questioned about how she felt at the time of her appointment, Cheryl answers, first 

describing her Coloured classification. It is the classification with which she grew up. 

Some people take offence at being called Coloured, Cheryl does not see anything wrong 

with it, but she also does not see anything right with it. It is just what she grew up with. 

Calling Cheryl Coloured, or a South African, does not make any difference to her. She is 
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first and foremost a person. She expresses that she did not do what most principals would 

have done, making the headlines for being the first non-white principal appointed to the 

school. 'I thought, okay. I applied to five schools and had four interviews. And when I got 

an interview at the school, I thought, oh well, they are ticking the boxes. They must be 

thinking, ‘We'll just put a bit of colour in there to flavour up the situation.’ That was my 

attitude.’ 

Cheryl’s belief is that people get stuck in their way of doing things due to their own biases, 

be it professional bias, leadership bias, or personal bias. Biases shape our thinking, which 

influences everything we do. Biases are based on the past, which is outdated; therefore, 

in Cheryl’s opinion, it is necessary to reflect honestly, question why we still do what we 

do, and then will have the courage to review our own biases. Cheryl’s biases meant that 

she thought she had no chance of getting the promotion post. She prayed all the way to 

the interview. When she applied to the school, she did so, thinking that no one would look 

at a ‘Coloured girl ‘and knowing that she had not finished her master’s either. 

Cheryl’s keen sense of humour is contagious, along with her laugh that gurgles from 

within as she relates her story. She arrived at the school for her interview without 

expectations and decided to be her authentic self. She surprised the interview panel with 

her answer to their first question, 'Tell us something about yourself?' Cheryl’s reply, 'For 

the last 22 years, I've been having an affair.' The interview panel looked horrified. ‘Yes. I 

have been having an affair with my school. I have to share my bedroom with my school, 

my bed with my school, the cupboards in my bedroom with my school, because it is full 

of books.' 

During her interview, she was also asked to explain her experience using interactive 

whiteboards. She burst out laughing, answering that she knew about Smartboards. She 

had seen them demonstrated at a school expo and seen them in use on the learning 

channel. 'But will I ever use it in my context, or have I seen it where I come from? No, and 

I doubt it is going to happen.’ It still has not happened ten years later.  

Although she believed that she had not made an impression on the interview committee 

or that she had any chance of making the shortlist for the vacant post, Cheryl walked out 
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of the interview back to her friend Debbie’s car buoyed, she had enjoyed the experience. 

The semicircle seating arrangement was refreshing and informal, compared to her other 

experiences of promotion interviews, where the candidate sits in front of a daunting jury. 

Cheryl explains that the semicircle arrangement meant that the conversation flowed freely 

and easily. The interview panel was inclusive. When they asked questions, 'they spoke 

to you and looked at you. You were a person. Yes, and that also added comfort because 

then I just relaxed and I felt like I could be more me, in addition to the fact that I didn't 

think I had anything to lose.' Clearly, Cheryl did impress the interview panel; while she 

was not expecting it, six months later, she heard of her successful appointment. 

I thought, ‘Oh goodness. What have I done?’ Because I'm coming from 
Haven Primary, and I'm coming to this prestigious school. And it's like 
taking a ladder and climbing from the bottom and being asked to scale 
five steps up.’ So when I got here, I prayed all the way. And my prayer 
was, ‘Oh Lord, you've put me there now. You better support me.’ And I 
remember at the end of the term, Penny, driving to school one morning. 
And as I turned down by the Engen petrol station and I turned down, I 
realised, oh my goodness… It was a term later. It was three months later. 
And you know what? I didn't just survive, I excelled.  

On her appointment, Cheryl was overwhelmed by the context of the school in comparison 

to what she had known and come from. Her previous school did not have the 

infrastructure such as sports facilities and a co-curricular programme. The focus was on 

the academic curriculum where Cheryl monitored teaching and learning standards and 

supported staff. ‘Yes, so all the lovely trimmings of the beautiful classrooms, the facilities, 

and even the benefits of having stationery purchased… I didn't come from this. Where I 

came from, we bought it. We bought our charts, we bought our Koki’s (coloured felt tipped 

pens), whether you were the teacher, the deputy, the principal. You invested in what you 

needed for your resources. You didn't have the luxury of having your classroom painted 

either.’  

Initially, appointed as the deputy principal, Cheryl was mentored by the previous principal, 

described as ‘old school’, who was very proper and who had strict rules from which the 

staff could not deviate. The management team worked late, arriving at 6.30 am and often 

leaving school well after 9 pm. These working hours have been the norm for years. Cheryl 
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describes the previous principal as a workaholic. Her energy was boundless, and she 

taught Cheryl to take careful note of what was happening around her and how to look 

ahead to possible future scenarios. When leaving school well after the sun went down, 

the headmistress would ask Cheryl to do homework on a particular problem ready for a 

discussion the next morning. 'And then I would think to myself, ‘Is she mad?' It is 9pm at 

night.’ And I knew her, when I walked in at 6.30 am the next morning, she'd ask me, ‘So 

what do you think?’ I would have to have an answer for her.’  

Cheryl does not regret the five years spent mentored by a traditional principal leader; she 

learned a lot. She has since brought her own leadership flavour to the school. She does 

things differently. Cheryl believes that a leader must first be understanding. She uses the 

example of the staff and management team with young families at home who need the 

attention of their working parents. So, unlike the previous headmistress, she keeps the 

late working hours at school to a minimum. 

Leadership, for Cheryl, is not a way of acting, but a way of being. For her, the character 

of a school leader is more important than the act of leadership. She believes that it is a 

matter of how to be and not just how to do it. Leadership for Cheryl means continually 

updating her own biography. Leadership is a journey, and this explains why she says that 

she is continually becoming. ‘It is not about the title or the position; it’s about influence 

and the impact that influence has on the school today.’ Cheryl says that the first person 

she should try to lead, is herself. Her head drives her purpose; of bringing passion and 

heart to what she does.  

Her inspirational leadership ignites emotions in her staff; her leadership sparks energy for 

change to ensure inclusively. To illustrate the point, she uses the example of staff 

functions, which used to take place at the teachers’ break time. This meant that staff, 

including general assistants, who were unable to attend for various reasons, picked up 

the leftover treats after the teachers’ tea break. Cheryl put an end to this unintentionally 

hurtful practice. Now all staff are invited to special teas at the same time. 

The deputy principal adds her voice to the empowerment of Cheryl's staff, explaining that 

it was not easy for Cheryl to take over the reins as the principal of a former white school. 
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Initially, Cheryl was not 100% sure about making changes and whether the changes were 

acceptable to the school community. She gradually regained her confidence, realising 

that there are common leadership and management traits across schools, despite 

economics and differences in privilege. Cheryl developed a close and collaborative 

working relationship with her management team and readily asks for help when 

necessary.  

She is known for empowering her staff, allowing them to run with a project. In turn, this 

sense of trust means that staff are comfortable when asking for advice. The ordering of 

the annual LTSM (Learner Teacher Support Material) is an example and a function 

assigned to the deputy principal. It is a mammoth task and one that Cheryl approaches 

with a sense of calm: ‘I know I can ask for guidance, and she’ll help me. There is no one-

upmanship.’ There is a synergy between the staff and Cheryl due to their collaborative 

effectiveness. 

The personal assistant (PA), who shares a closeness with Cheryl, discusses the changes 

that have occurred since Cheryl’s appointment. Previously, it was the principal’s way, or 

no way at all. Cheryl is the antithesis of a top-down approach; she has learned from her 

own experience. Despite their different personalities, the PA confirms the feeling of 

nearness between the members of the management team. They share a close bond and 

support Cheryl, giving her valuable insight into the mood of the staff.  

The management and staff team have the confidence to respectfully explain different 

points of view, which Cheryl greatly appreciates. Because she is sure of her own self-

worth and judgement, Cheryl is not threatened by contrary advice or opinions; she is 

ready to listen. Respect for this principal means that she acknowledges the dignity of her 

staff, students, and parent community when they share ideas, which allows for mostly 

courteous interactions. Cheryl’s consistent leadership means that staff can count on her 

to do as she says. This reciprocity in turn builds trust because she works hard in her 

leadership role, as staff work in theirs. In Cheryl’s words, 'school is a home for the heart 

and mind.' 
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The PA loves coming to work each day. Although Cheryl generates a lot of work, this is 

mixed with fun and laughter. ‘She actually makes my job very easy because her 

communication is clear. I will go the extra mile for her any day. I'll sit here until 10 o'clock 

at night if I need to for her.’ 

Cheryl’s leadership practices are free from ego. A critical quality is her humility, the grace 

that constantly whispers, 'This is not about you.’ Rather, she focuses on empowering 

others. Some principals Cheryl knows have school buildings named after them. Her belief 

is that it does not make any difference that she motivated and worked hard on a project. 

Cheryl would rather acknowledge the staff involved in the project than herself. In so doing, 

she empowers staff to think of the next project that could benefit students. Empowering 

staff and using their strengths and talents, takes the pressure off Cheryl because she 

admits that she does not have all the answers, but collectively they do.  

Although she has made changes at the school, Cheryl admits that there are still some 

routines left over as a legacy from the retired principal that she is hesitant to change: 

'That's the way you have to do it or else, if you're not doing it that way, there might be 

something wrong.' Cheryl admits that it was hard to shake off some of the dominant 

practices at school because that was how things had always worked. It prevented her in 

some cases from exploring new ways of doing things. Dominant practices initially made 

feel Cheryl uncertain. She felt that crossing the bridge and making changes would be too 

risky and upsetting for the staff. However, gradually, staff have come to understand that 

they are missing the opportunity to optimise what can be offered at the school by not 

examining practices and routines that may no longer be relevant. Cheryl explains it as 

learning agility, to learn and un-learn, and re-learn.  

Cheryl philosophises that it is not possible to act on the logic of yesterday: ‘We have a 

different world, different challenges, different perspectives, different dynamics and 

different expectations.’ When a new principal takes over from a long-serving, 

experienced, respected, traditional principal, there will be some level of disillusionment, 

mistrust, and even anxiety among staff and parents about the direction the school is 

taking. Changing the school leadership model to better reflect Cheryl’s beliefs, a different 

understanding of leadership, was a complex and intricate issue that had a lot to do with 
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the culture and traditions of the school and the history and expectations of students and 

parents.  

If Cheryl sees something that she does not like or something that is wrong, she questions 

the status quo. She has the character to ask thoughtful questions and to provide 

suggestions and reasons for doing things differently. Although change is messy, re-

culturing is led by Cheryl through collaborative efforts. What makes her school 

successful? Her answer is not about the people in her building, but the emotional 

connection based on the relationships she has with people that make the difference, ‘Staff 

need to know I care before they care about what I know.’ 

Despite a different leadership style, Cheryl is grateful to the previous principal for her 

guidance while she was deputy principal. Some of the ex-principal’s traditional, old-school 

practices were beneficial. On her appointment, Cheryl was given a year's worth, if not 

more, of SGB (School Governing Body) minutes, phase minutes, and grade minutes, to 

read; to familiarise herself with the school.  

South African schools are divided into different phase groups; Foundation phase: grades 

R to 3; Intermediate phase: grades 4 to 6; and Senior phase: grades 7 to 9. Cheryl recalls 

reading 'phase minute books' during the first three days of her appointment at school. 

She smiled as she read through one phase book when it referred to a rule about staff 

chewing gum. Cheryl quickly discarded the gum she was chewing, put it in a tissue, and 

tossed it straight into the bin. The value of reading minute books helped to guide her, 

giving a clear and useful insight into the school. Cheryl still uses this practice with new 

staff members, reasoning that it is a gentle way to gain an understanding of how the 

school operates. It prevents new staff from feeling daunted and overwhelmed in their new 

environment. 

A series of conversations in the fading afternoon sunlight that flows into Cheryl’s office 

are beautiful ones. The contribution she is making to education, her life experience, and 

the values with which she grew up, despite her rejection by the community, influences 

her way of doing things differently.  
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She admits to moments of adversity, disappointment, and the feeling of not being 

supported. She experiences difficulties with the all-male School Governing Body (SGB). 

Prevailing prejudices and stereotyping pose obstacles for Cheryl, despite her being well 

qualified as a principal leader with many years of education experience. She finds herself 

doubly disadvantaged in the sense that she must prove to the governing body that she 

actually can do the job. As principal leader she needs to work harder than her male 

counterparts to gain the support and recognition of the all-male governing body. 

At the time of interviewing Cheryl, she expressed a sense of negativity. The chair of the 

governing body did not respond to emails. A governing body chat group is used to throw 

out disparaging questions: 'Things like, are you up to date with the curriculum? Are you 

behind on the curriculum? ' Cheryl finds these comments offensive. During the height of 

the Covid-19 pandemic lockdown, each statement or circular released by the Minister of 

Education resulted in unnecessary governing body meetings, usually confined to once a 

month. Some members of the governing body have little public-school experience, which 

she believes has caused 'head butting'.  

One 'head butting' example is the school’s post-provisioning norm funding. To receive 

this annual funding, the Education Department requires a signed set of audited financials 

by the governing body chairperson before submission. Explaining the urgency for the 

signature of the governing body chair due to the tight period of time to submit, Cheryl was 

criticised for giving the governing body chair documents at the last minute. As a result, 

these documents have not been signed and Cheryl is at risk of not getting her post-

provisioning norm monetary allocation because governing body business folk do not 

understand how the Department of Education works. 

Cheryl found comfort from her CEM (Circuit Education Manager) and asked for his 

intervention, as she feels the governing body does not understand the difference between 

her governance role and her management role. The two functions are blurred. While 

Cheryl appreciates the interest of the governing body, it is not their place to interfere with 

the teaching and learning in the school; this is the professional expertise of the principal 

and staff. 
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A recent heated SGB meeting with Cheryl resulted in an argument about following the 

procurement process in emergency situations. Cheryl debated that it is not practical to go 

through a procurement process in emergency circumstances, which the SGB chair insists 

on. An electrician was called to examine the wiring of a geyser in the administration block. 

On inspection, it transpired that the geyser had burst and needed replacement. The 

skilled electrician offered to replace it there and then. The SGB declined, saying that it 

was an insurance claim and that Cheryl needed to go through the correct procurement 

process, obtaining three quotes in time for the next governing body meeting.  

In the interim period of three weeks, dripping water caused further damage to a wall and 

seeped into the floor, resulting in Cheryl using buckets to collect the water as the school 

was closed due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Her frustration is that the plumber who finally 

got the job to fit the new geyser charged R100 more than the electrician who initially 

quoted to do the whole refit. The irony is that the electrician was called back to reconnect 

the geyser to the distribution board, which cost the school more than if it had been fixed 

at the time of bursting. Decisions must be made in emergencies, and Cheryl is insistent 

that she should have the mandate to do so, reporting the occurrence at the following GB 

meeting. 'My point is pennywise, pound foolish?'  

Cheryl’s frustration is palpable as she explains a second example in which she again 

questioned the status quo. Cheryl spent two years with her previous governing body 

refining the school’s finance policy, ensuring its compliance with the regulations of the 

Kwa-Zulu Natal Department of Education. At that time, the SGB’s term of office came to 

an end in March 2021 and before they stepped down, they wanted to rewrite the finance 

policy. Although Cheryl acknowledged that policies must be updated and amended 

annually, she argued the point that it is not necessary to rewrite the finance policy from 

scratch, as it was compliant with the expectations of the Department of Education. 

Cheryl’s advice was to build on the policy they had. It turned out that the then SGB wanted 

to change the principal's authorisation spending from R5300 to R3000 (which meant that 

a principal could make decisions, in an emergency, without asking for the approval of the 

governing body up to that amount). Cheryl felt that this decision would have had been a 
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good one if she had not taken care of the school's funds correctly. Cheryl felt undermined, 

explaining, ‘The paper trail is there. I am not stealing from the school. I am a capable girl.’  

Cheryl processes criticism quietly and, if she needs to filter it further, will share it with her 

management team. Cheryl understands that criticism is not necessarily directed at her, 

but rather, is often directed at the school.  The deputy principal describes Cheryl as a 

wonderful lady who 'sets a good example for staff, support staff, everyone.' I know she 

has not the easiest time with the governing body.' 

Although it is an all-girl school, mothers do not appear to stand for election in the SGB, 

dominated by men, who equate running a school with running a business. The deputy 

principal goes so far as to voice that she feels meetings are testosterone fuelled, one 

trying to out-do the other and telling Cheryl what to do. 'It's toxic masculinity.’ 

Cheryl, a strong woman, is undeterred and through her life experience, has learned how 

to read her all-male SGB. She knows how to choose her battles and when to back down 

for a while, then bring up a request or concern at a later stage. When she first became 

principal, she took criticism personally. She has since realised that some SGB 

personalities are unashamedly harsh, and their criticism is ongoing. The deputy principal 

alludes to this being ‘a female problem, but I just wish that she (Cheryl) could see herself 

the way we see her. She works very hard for every person and student in this school 

community.' 

The relationship between the principal and the SGB should be to the advantage of the 

school community to ensure continuous improvement and should include a relationship 

of mutual trust. Their governance function is one of support for the staff responsible for 

the management of teaching and learning activities. Cheryl is in a difficult position, as she 

is a departmental official representing the Department of Education, while, at the same 

time, she was nominated by the SGB as the principal because they believed that she 

would best serve the school community.  

It is demanded from Cheryl that she adhere to the instructions of the Department of 

Education because they pay her salary. At the same time, the board of governors expects 

Cheryl to respect and act according to the expectations of the community. The school is 
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integrated and culturally diverse. This appears to create a divide between her and some 

of the conservative parental governors, placing Cheryl in a stressful situation.  

Governors may get the impression that they can ‘run’ the school. The concept of ‘running’ 

the school is quite common, indicating that parents want to take charge, make the 

decisions, and wield power in the school. It is a new experience for Cheryl to share her 

power with other people. She suddenly must cope with many individuals who may 

become involved in this power relationship, while, at the same time, they are expected to 

work together in a relationship of trust. 

As an example, during the Covid-19 pandemic Cheryl introduced sanitising foot pumps in 

the school. The governing body would not allow her to buy enough foot pumps for all 

entrances. They approved two wall mounted ones, which was not much help, considering 

the school’s multiple entrance points. Because Cheryl is responsible for the safety of all 

students and staff, she could not accept a ‘no’. 

In sharing her feelings, Cheryl is quick to point out that she is not looking for sympathy 

form me; rather, she refuses to accept the word ‘no’ when it is in the best interest of 

students and staff. Undeterred by the refusal of the governing body to purchase and 

provide personal protective equipment, Cheryl instead found sponsorship for six 

sanitising foot pumps, Covid-19 prevention banners, and posters for bathrooms, 

classrooms, and corridors, as well as masks for all students and staff members. 

Despite GB challenges, she considers herself fortunate and blessed, surrounded by ‘good 

folk.’ Perhaps what she does not see (but her staff do), is that she does not allow 

limitations to get in her way. She is resourceful and finds creative ways to meet the needs 

of the school when problems arise. She is not afraid to think differently and encourages 

her staff to do the same. She is the custodian of the school community and takes her 

responsibility of serving all members of the school seriously.  

The PA refers to criticism which Cheryl initially found hard to deal with. She remains calm 

and professional in difficult parent interviews. Although hopeful and positive, Cheryl 

sometimes suffers from uncomfortable feelings of fear and despair. She acknowledges 

these feelings and allows her staff to do the same. The deputy principal alludes to criticism 
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that Cheryl endured on her appointment as principal. She took criticism to heart and still 

does at times, shedding a quiet tear occasionally.  

While hierarchical structures in terms of the school’s leadership structure remain, Cheryl 

describes the school as a community firmly rooted in equality, and one in which every 

individual has a voice. 'This is certainly not my school; it is our school, and the girls are 

the beating heart of this community.' Cheryl hopes that they will look back at 2020 to 2021 

one day with a sense of pride and recognise it as a point in the school’s history when their 

spirit was infused with a radiant brightness that transcended all adversity.  

Cheryl is adamant that every student is given the best opportunity. She establishes high 

standards, and the staff share common expectations of what students should know and 

be able to do. Cheryl pursues something greater than personal glory in her leadership 

practices. Her spirituality provides her with a powerful source of inspiration. The deputy 

principal indicates the advantageous and beneficial timing of Cheryl’s appointment as 

principal. The time was right for a change in leadership. The school is now an all-inclusive 

school, attracting girls from all race groups. Staff and girls enjoy a warm, fuzzy 

experience, a closeness that Cheryl exudes with her vivacious personality and deep, 

genuine care for others. 

Cheryl never loses sight of the fact that the students in her care are her focal point, 

always. They are her number one priority. She does not deviate from that path. All her 

expectations and actions are directed to ensuring a quality school experience. Student 

academic growth, health, and safety, she believes, are her fundamental duties. Every 

decision made must consider the impact it will have on students. Cheryl is hands-on and 

is available to assist staff, counsel, discipline, educate, and nurture students.  

Her dedication to her role as principal means that Cheryl does not keep normal school 

hours. She happily works late into the night sitting on her bed surrounded by her books. 

Because of her hands-on approach, Cheryl is not confined to her office during the day 

and so she cannot accommodate the many administrative tasks demanded of her by the 

Department of Education during office hours. She chuckles while revealing that she keeps 

a pen and paper on her bedside table just in case she has a good idea in the middle of 
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the night that needs jotting down. Cheryl is the first person at school each morning, and 

usually the last to leave. She takes responsibility for ensuring the school is locked, and 

alarms are set at the end of the day. 

Cheryl claims she can pause for a minute, to relax, and to stop what she is doing, and 

momentarily forget any school challenges on her mind. But she almost never stops for 

long, and her job means that she is constantly available. A brief respite for a much-needed 

coffee break in the staff room can become a time of deep interaction, catching up with a 

staff member. Cheryl’s involvement in all aspects of the school, from the management of 

building alterations and the physical condition of the school to the girls who visit her office 

for their good work, is highly personal.  

What qualities does a principal who handles leadership differently, embrace? For Cheryl 

such a principal should be empathetic, have self-control, show respect, kindness, 

tolerance, and fairness. Cheryl exudes moral intelligence that informs her conscience and 

helps her to respond to challenges. She embraces her responsibility of serving the school 

community. She has a firm sense of what is right and wrong and works through problems 

responsibly with forgiveness and compassion. She takes responsibility for her mistakes 

and failures.  

Cheryl is approachable; staff feel comfortable talking to her and not feeling judged. She 

listens intently and takes conversations seriously. The discipline of actively listening 

means that Cheryl has an awareness of what she might not be hearing. Good 

communication is important, but for Cheryl, it is sharing it with meaning, that is more 

important. She tells the truth to the point of being blunt at times. She is authentic because 

she shows a willingness to be vulnerable and share her personal self. She is an energetic, 

hopeful, and enthusiastic headmistress, who buries herself in a greater purpose, her 

school and the staff and girls therein. Although shy to take credit for the changes effected 

and the relationships formed, Cheryl makes staff and girls feel that even the most difficult 

problems can be dealt with constructively. Her office door is mostly open for personal-, or 

work-related problems. Cheryl takes a suggestion, ponders it and discusses possible 

solutions at management meetings. Cheryl is not afraid to ask for help.  
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The deputy principal agrees. Cheryl listens to the staff. She does not tell the staff what to 

do; rather, she seeks their opinion and encourages them to speak from the heart. Cheryl 

has bad days at school when she feels angry, but she bears no grudges. The staff know 

when to 'tiptoe' around her office. She praises in public but saves her reprimands for 

private. Cheryl is available to staff, sometimes to her own detriment. Her deputy often 

reminds her to take time off for herself, saying: 'Not only do we work together, but we are 

close to her as well. I can see when she needs to take some time out.' 

Cheryl actively cares for her staff and students. Cheryl demonstrates concern and 

kindness for the well-being and feelings of others. She values others by treating them 

with consideration and courtesy, respecting the dignity and rights of all persons, even 

those whose beliefs and behaviours she may disagree with. She chooses to be open-

minded and narrates the following example. 

Three young teachers in the same grade, in a similar age group, were not getting along 

with one another. Cheryl initially did not detect any conflict or discomfort until two of the 

three teachers saw Cheryl to discuss their issues and concerns. Cheryl gave the two 

teachers her full attention, putting them at ease on her famous office couch to allow them 

to voice their concerns, which were lengthy. She did not make any judgements and 

controlled her reaction to emotionally charged remarks. Thanking them for their openness 

and honesty, Cheryl advised them that she needed a clearer picture of the entire situation. 

She invited the third teacher into her office alone for a cup of tea so that she could get an 

understanding of the unhappiness in the grade from another point of view.  

Cheryl felt, in fairness, that this teacher also needed a voice and needed to be heard. She 

listened to the teacher and realised that even though the other two teachers had 

problems, there were things they were doing that were also hurtful. 'After listening to the 

points of view, I saw the problem; a breakdown in communication.' Cheryl called all three 

teachers back for a discussion and allowed them to talk to each other. Each teacher had 

the opportunity to express their personal feelings and opinions that were affecting their 

relationship and ability to collaborate with one another. Cheryl’s office is a safe space, 

which means a controlled environment where no one talks over another. Cheryl advised 

the three teachers to find a private spot and regroup to see how they could improve their 
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communication. Her advice was: ‘You acknowledge there is a problem, so fix it in a 

thoughtful and intelligent way.’ Changing the emotional barometer in her office led to a 

breakthrough during the conflict. 

It would have been easier for Cheryl to offer a solution, but this is not as meaningful as 

the three teachers finding their own solution. She also advised that what they put in place 

might not work initially and that it could take two or three meetings until the problem was 

resolved. They are all in a happy place once more. The young teachers have the potential 

to become principals of their own schools one day; guiding them to their own combined 

solution is an early lesson in the management of staff. 

Cheryl believes that a leader must learn to work effectively with different personality types 

and must be able to read people well, consider what motivates them, and plant seeds 

that will help them blossom. Despite it taking time, this was her rationale in dealing with 

the three teachers until they found common ground, which appears to be what they have 

done. 

Cheryl believes in the best of her staff and empowers them to try new things. She does 

not claim to have all the answers and willingly delegates projects to staff. She deliberately 

establishes opportunities for innovative problem-solving. 'I'm not saying that the last 

principal was not empathic or a good listener, but I'm much more inclusive in that I allow 

my teachers to come up with, and initiate ideas.' Cheryl does not consider herself an 

incompetent leader if she has not thought of an idea. She recently had a conversation 

with a teacher about ergonomic seating in her remedial unit, which Cheryl saw at a New 

Zealand conference. Cheryl’s mantra was 'Let's do it!' After discussing the idea with her 

staff member (Juanita) and suggesting that she do the research on the seating, Cheryl 

asked for feedback. ‘I didn't feel that I needed to take charge of the project, but she 

needed to go and research seating options. Staff have buy-in with a project when they 

are involved.’ Juanita took up the challenge. 

Cheryl looked at the proposals and sanctioned Juanita’s choices. If there was something 

that Cheryl did not like, she discussed it purely to understand why something might, or 
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might not work. This is another example of how Cheryl empowers staff, including them, 

and also highlights her point about not having to know everything.  

Cheryl surrounds herself with people who are eager, enthusiastic, and independent 

thinkers. She seeks proactive visionaries. As much as she needs to be visionary, she 

needs visionary people around her because then she can collectively expand their shared 

vision. ‘There are so many facets to my job, I can't possibly be involved in absolutely 

everything.’ 

She shares her humanity and vulnerability, explaining how a parent called her, swearing 

profusely, calling her 'Queen of the world, Queen of England with your white accent' and 

'who the... do you think you are?' 

She relates the experience to highlight the point that a principal must take these knocks. 

Not every day is easy, and one must learn not to take such instances personally. She 

admits to having fallen back on her faith in these instances, 'With God at my side, no 

weapon against me shall prosper. That person took nothing away from me as I did nothing 

wrong.’ Cheryl was threatened with teacher unions and even the Minister of Education. 

She allowed the parent to ramble on, seeing no point in trying to respond. She did not 

allow the angry parent to ruin her day. ‘I have more important work to do, ensuring my 

staff and girls are safe and [that] we end the year correctly. When and if the unions arrive, 

I will deal with them then.’ 

Cheryl does not follow school trends. 'Why would you want to do what everyone else 

(other schools) is doing? No, I don't.' She terms such principals as having a herd mentality 

rather than focusing on their individual school needs. While schools in the area compete, 

developing bigger and better faculties, such as artificial hockey fields, aquatics centres 

and eye-catching school entrances and administrative offices in a bid to outdo each other, 

Cheryl's focus is on the needs of her students. She recently developed a remedial unit 

with the help of private funding.  

Many children struggle with the fundamentals of reading, writing, and mathematics. 

Remedial education is aimed at supporting girls who fall behind on these core skills with 

the use of practical, hands-on, auditory, and visual stimuli. Instead of high schools and 
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universities having the problem of semi-literate students, Cheryl seeks remedies at an 

early age so that all girls have the best opportunity. 

She is of the opinion that surrounding schools are on a treadmill spinning out of control 

because, no matter what they do, they don't have a chance to appreciate it. There is an 

expectation about their next move. Cheryl explains that she would find it stressful trying 

to keep up with the Joneses! 'I think parents at these schools keep looking at what other 

schools are doing and questioning why it's not happening at their own school and don’t 

appreciate what has been achieved.' 

Cheryl is willing to do what other principals would not do. She has a 'whatever it takes' 

attitude. She is happy to step out of her comfort zone and do things she has never done 

before and to get stuck into the messy day-to-day school practices; one being picking up 

the phone to chase school fees during the Covid-19 lockdown. She collected school fees 

without complaint or fanfare because it was beneficial for the continued operation of the 

school. She stresses that official school policy guidelines and circulars are different from 

what really happens in a school, and different from her day-to-day practices. 

During the difficult Covid-19 months from May until July 2020, Cheryl worked with her 

accounts department, collecting arrear school fees. Parents did not respond to the 

bursar’s pleas. This changed when Cheryl called the parents. They were more 

forthcoming, honouring and catching up their payments. Cheryl continues with the school 

fee collection process and fastidiously works through the monthly statements, earmarks 

possible problems, and follows up with particular parents.  

The PA confirms Cheryl’s involvement in the collection of school fees. During the Covid-

19 lockdown, Cheryl sat at school each day while the staff were working from home, 

phoning parents, and following up on payments. Unbeknown to the staff, Cheryl stepped 

in to collect school fees because the SGB wanted to reduce the salaries paid by the 

governing body. Cheryl’s words: 'Over my dead body.' Instead, determined that her staff 

salaries would not be compromised, Cheryl successfully collected arrear school fees.  

Cheryl repeatedly puts others before herself, sacrificing personal opportunities for the 

sake of students and staff. Ego does not fit her leadership role. The path of each principal 
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to leadership is different. She worked her way through the promotion system, starting as 

a post-level one teacher, and gave her best without demanding recognition. ‘So, ego is 

not a problem for me. I do things because they matter in this school, not because I want 

to be noticed. '  

It is clear from chatting to staff members that the school made the best appointment in 

Cheryl. Her personality and determination to build close relationships with all the staff and 

students has had a positive impact on the school. Cheryl knows her mind; she is self-

assured and believes that running a school means leaving one’s ego ‘at the front gate’, 

(as she describes it) and getting on with the job; a no-nonsense approach. 

Cheryl is described as an amazing woman, her inner strength as remarkable; ‘Imagine 

the courage she needed walking into this school because she was the first person of 

colour appointed into the principal’s position. (I don’t know what to call her), a Coloured 

person, to come into this environment (a former model C whites-only school),’ adds her 

PA. The staff wrap Cheryl in warmth and support. She radiates light and positivity, which 

are infectious. The source of her positivity is her optimism and passion for the staff and 

girls. The deputy principal describes Cheryl’s leadership style as different from that of 

anyone else under whom they have worked. ‘It’s not autocratic. It is not hierarchical. It is 

actually quite flat. It’s very flat, and she puts everybody else ahead of herself.’  

Her deputy confirms: 'I don't think she realises how much the staff appreciate what she 

does, even though we have told her. She is shy of accepting praise. To me, she goes 

above and beyond the call of duty. Her salary is guaranteed, being state paid. She did 

not have to sit and do that [school fee collection]. But she will go to the ends of the earth 

for her staff, students, and for her family. She puts everybody above herself.’ 

Cheryl does not draw attention to herself. She finds it embarrassing. Rather, her mantra 

is that the staff and students are her focus. 'It's not about the principal at the end of the 

day at all, it's about the students and the people you affect.' Cheryl sweeps away 

comments about her selfless leadership. She is reflective, sitting back in her chair, sipping 

her cup of coffee as she contemplates why the previous principal chose her as the 

succession plan, as deputy, then the principal. She cannot see the invaluable contribution 
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she is making; that is far from her mind. She is constantly thinking about areas for 

improvement. There are many wonderful characteristics of the school, one being the 

sense of an extended large family caring for any member of the school community who 

may be in need. 

Cheryl learned valuable tips from the previous principal. One was the ability to constantly 

review what is happening at school and look ahead at possible scenarios. ‘Mrs P [previous 

principal] sat me down on her famous couch which I still have in my office, and she said, 

‘I've got five years and then you will be expected to run the school, so your training starts 

now.’  

Cleaning up her office recently, Cheryl found messages from the retired principal’s PA in 

those early days of Cheryl’s deputy principal appointment, who looked out for her and 

warned her in advance of the principal’s plans. She would say, ‘I'm just warning you, don't 

make any plans for Thursday evening. You've got this meeting to go to, you've got this 

function to attend.’ Despite the former principal’s emigration to England, the two friends 

still have a special bond, keeping in touch regularly.  

Cheryl’s sees the girls in her school as an extension of her own family. Her aim is to 

provide students with the opportunity to find and develop their individual talents and then 

equip them to use their strengths positively. Cheryl wants her students to leave the school 

at the end of grade 7 with an unshakeable belief that they are able and capable.  

Curriculum development is her strength, and on her appointment, Cheryl found gaping 

holes in the school curriculum that she has since addressed. She worked hard with the 

staff, helping them review and rework their curriculum planning. To avoid errors, there are 

now more cross-checks and balances in place. 

Cheryl is up for any challenge. 'She doesn't take her foot off the pedal either, no matter 

what kind of day she has,' explains the deputy principal. She questions and probes. On 

her appointment as principal, she faced occasions piled high with difficulty that required 

an emotional and a technical response. Cheryl initially worked at tinkering with existing 

school systems, and as time passed, she introduced transformation of existing processes 

and systems with new ways of thinking and operating.  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 126 
 

Cheryl is acutely aware that change represents a loss of the familiar, and change can 

bring about emotional reactions from staff. To plan for change, Cheryl invites the affected 

staff to be part of naming the problem and engaged in the process to address it. Before 

her appointment, the school was structured to protect the status quo. The possible reason 

for the resistance of the staff to change was not only that it represented a loss of 

familiarity, but also a loss of familiar ways of doing things, and both of these reasons could 

leave the staff feeling that the new demands were adding further pressure.  

A change Cheryl introduced was a review of the stationery supplied to teachers at the 

onset of every term, regardless of whether they needed it or not. Cheryl was aware of this 

extravagance and felt it unnecessary. With a cheeky glint in her eye, she explains: 

'Seriously, do teachers need to get a roll of Sellotape every term? And people would take 

it. It is the nature of man.' Coming from an environment where money was scarce and 

every cent counted, Cheryl felt this practice was wasteful. Realising she couldn’t make a 

sudden change, she consulted the staff about their needs, and it was decided that one 

roll of Sellotape twice a year was sufficient, and one glue stick and a set of drawing pins 

every term, instead of two, would suffice. ‘You don't need a box of drawing pins every 

term, do you? How many drawing pins do you go through? Are you sticking them under 

your shoes?’ Coming from a school where teachers purchased their own teaching 

supplies, Cheryl led the change with caution. She understood the sensitivity and the 

anxiety amongst the staff. Respecting their needs and opinions, Cheryl collaborated with 

them to find a common solution. 

Cheryl worked hard to build the cohesiveness of the administration team, including them 

in all staff meetings and activities. Previously, they felt marginalised, left out on a limb. 

The turnaround in the office relationships is noticeable, and Cheryl is often found in the 

middle of much laughter and merriment, sharing a joke or funny story with the 

administrative team. Cheryl keeps the administrative staff up to date with weekly 

meetings, which has resulted in their understanding of Cheryl's expectations. Previously, 

this was not the case. The administrative staff was used to hearing things by chance, 

leading to wrong assumptions and a lack of cohesiveness.  
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Cheryl believes that a leader should have insightful self-knowledge; this is essential for 

her to first understand and articulate a personal vision before developing a meaningful 

shared vision with staff. Cheryl's treasured value is to ensure that all her students have a 

fulfilling school experience, and this serves to motivate staff to work towards making a 

treasured school experience, a reality.  

Cheryl comes back to the point of battling to balance her school life with her personal life. 

During one of the interviews, she admitted that she was not feeling well. Her thyroid is 

bothering her. Cheryl knows she needs to see her doctor but finds it difficult to leave 

school during the day, preferring to postpone an appointment until the school holidays. 

She confides further that her hair is falling out in chunks.  

Despite the previous headmistress’ influence, Cheryl took what she thought was relevant 

and added it to her leadership practices. She believes that personality plays a role in how 

you lead. The previous principal, a traditional leader, is described as a refined, 

conservative woman, 'turned down', formal and old school. She presented herself and 

spoke in a formal manner. To her credit, she saw that for the school to remain relevant 

and the school of choice in an area of many schools, it needed a different leadership 

approach.  

Cheryl has brought humanity and laughter into her leadership practices, which has been 

appreciated by the staff. 'The one thing that I remember people commenting on when I 

took over was that they heard the staff laugh louder than they had ever heard them laugh. 

In the past, you would not really hear that.’  

Traditionally, if a staff member has a birthday, they put a bowl of sweets on a table outside 

Cheryl’s office. As the staff passes through during the day, they enjoy a sweet treat. 

Jokingly, Cheryl once put a message in the bowl: ‘Thank you for placing those delicious 

choccies near my door. I only had one; my PA had the rest.’ Meanwhile, Cheryl hid all the 

sweets in her office. The PA was teased for the rest of the day. Cheryl enjoyed the 

laughter outside her office door. 

Her birthday sweet tradition means that staff gather informally outside her office door to 

enjoy the treats over a good story and a hearty laugh. Cheryl believes that these small 
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efforts have big rewards. Light-hearted moments reduce workplace stress and allow for 

engagement with staff, leading to better interaction and better relationships. Another way 

she enhances connections with her staff is using icebreakers and meeting openers 

centred on her personal experiences and stories, encouraging staff to do the same.  

Referring to the mentorship of the previous principal, Cheryl alludes to certain practices 

that the previous principal felt very strongly about, and that were so deeply ingrained that 

she struggled to break free from them. Even when she tried something different, her 

subconscious made her feel guilty that she was doing something wrong. Cheryl uses the 

example of leaving school at 4 pm when there is no one left on campus. She felt she was 

doing something wrong because she was not staying to work beyond 5.30 pm. 

Traditional leadership thoughts are that a good principal is supposed to be the first to 

arrive and the last to leave, like a good captain of a ship, but there is no manual for any 

leader. There is no manual for a principal; rather, there is a job description. Cheryl adds, 

‘And I can somehow believe and understand why there's no manual because no two 

institutions will ever be the same. But on the flip side, your research might become a 

guideline of what it is principals experience. So, it's experiences that you might not have 

had but you could experience that if you read it.’  

Leadership for Cheryl is first and foremost personal, then it is social. She admits that she 

lives with her head and her heart, and that her logic is aligned with her values. Through 

Cheryl’s hands, her actions deliver her head and her heart. She believes that if she is not 

clear with her purpose, then she will not be focused and she will not have the passion or 

the energy to lead the school. Leadership is a personal journey; it is the discovery of the 

good, the easy, the difficult, the heart, the smiling, the crying.  

2020 was a year of learning. Cheryl has learned not to react to situations; rather to 

respond. Responding means you are ready, and Covid-19 has amplified this. What was 

relevant at the beginning of the year is no longer relevant. Covid-19 brought uncertainty; 

nothing is predictable anymore. Cheryl emphasises that you cannot learn leadership; 

leadership is learning. 
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Dealing with unpleasant tasks is a challenge for all principals; the most difficult challenge 

for Cheryl, is parents. She shares that while brushing her teeth before school, she was 

thinking about how similar, yet different, schools are to running a business. Like any 

business, the client must always be happy, and the needs of the client must be addressed. 

Cheryl explains that the client is not the parent, but her students. While the parent may 

have a perception of what they think is the best fit for their child, teachers have the 

academic expertise and understand students’ individual needs, ‘We are at the coalface 

of the child’s experience, and it must be a positive one.’ 

Because students are the central focus, Cheryl is particular about the quality of lesson 

preparation and delivery. She uses the following analogy to illustrate her point with her 

staff: 'If you are preparing something and you are going to go online with your lesson and 

teach something, when you look out and see the faces, I want you to imagine that your 

son or daughter is sitting there.' This is the yardstick to measure how content is received 

by children. If it is not something staff would want for their own children, why would it be 

suitable for anyone else’s children? It is expected that the lessons are exciting and 

meaningful, and that the content delivery is of a high standard: 

And that's a conversation I had just yesterday with my teachers. ‘Would 
you want your child to listen to what you just said?’ I always felt this when 
I was a teacher. ‘Are you going to let them sit there and idly fill in the 
worksheet that has no meaning to them? Even if you give them a 
worksheet, are you engaging them?’ Will they look back and say, ‘You 
know, Mrs C, I still talk about something that you taught me.’ ‘And this 
whole philosophy that a class has to be dead quiet to be productive, is a 
myth. And I think our older teachers struggle with that.’ 

Cheryl has an intimate relationship with ‘her girls’ as she refers to them. She is at the 

school gates daily, greeting parents and children as they arrive. The parents know her by 

name, and she knows most of them by name, chatting through the windows of their cars. 

Currently, Cheryl is helping duty staff to take children’s temperatures in the morning, also 

ensuring that the screening process runs smoothly. Her PA explains, ‘She gets stuck in, 

and she doesn't hold back. She wouldn't do anything she doesn't expect anyone else to 

do.' 
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The students have the utmost respect for Cheryl, whether she is guiding them, 

reprimanding them, or just having fun with them, and at every opportunity she has, she 

dances. She is right there, at the centre stage. Cheryl sees all the girls at her school as 

her own daughters. Even if they make her angry, she has time for them; she knows so 

many of their personal backgrounds. The students in the school are not just a number on 

the school roll.  

A grade one girl who battled with separation anxiety at the beginning of the year and 

sobbed unconsolably, now walks confidently into school, waving a cheerful goodbye to 

her relieved mother. More than this, she has the confidence to walk into the administrative 

offices to find Cheryl and say hello.  

Cheryl is hard to find at times as she walks the school, greeting the girls, and popping in 

and out of classes. She is hands on. Every Friday, even during the lockdown, Cheryl 

continued RCL (Representative Council of Learners) meetings remotely with the head girl 

and her deputies. These sessions provide useful insight for Cheryl. It allowed girls to bring 

problems to the table, and Cheryl is fastidious in following up and reporting back to the 

RCL Committee. She does not brush off their ideas and concerns. She will explain to 

them why their request cannot be granted. She will give the girls the opportunity to think 

of alternative solutions. Even though the committee is made up of twelve-year-old girls, 

the RCL members are guided in their understanding of how the school operates and how 

changes can be made as long as they are in everyone’s best interests.  

Cheryl is comfortable in her own skin; what you see is what you get. She is authentic and 

leads her school with empathy and emotional intelligence. She has no pretences and has 

high expectations of herself, and she expects other people to be on board with her. She 

sets high moral standards for herself, and she will go to the end of the world for the next 

person, beyond the call of duty.  

Cheryl is impatient if she feels that the staff are not meeting her expectations. The staff 

report that she is not shy to let you know how she is feeling. She is compassionate 

towards the staff but also strict to a point where she will not take nonsense. Her PA 
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remarks: ‘If it's genuine and you need help or you need advice, absolutely. But don't come 

and be petty because she doesn't tolerate that very easily.’  

Cheryl’s compassion was highlighted when a student was tragically killed in a bus 

accident near the school. She visited the student’s parents regularly. She arranged a 

memorial service and ensured that the extended family was invited. Sadly, during 

lockdown another student died from an inoperable brain tumour. Covid-19 did not deter 

Cheryl. She arranged another memorial service; this time to honour the little girl in line 

with standard Covid-19 operating procedures. A staff member passed away in May, and 

Cheryl arranged a virtual candle lighting ceremony at the school for staff and family. 

Cheryl has a good relationship with the broader parent community. She is approachable. 

Last year, a parent, instead of making direct contact with the school, posed a complaint 

about a teacher on different class WhatsApp groups. She asked to see the parent and 

explained her disappointment with the way the parent had handled the grievance. Cheryl 

reminded the parent that her door is always open and that a WhatsApp group discrediting 

a teacher is not the forum to resolve any school-related issues. The parent left the meeting 

disgruntled, which is the exception rather than the rule. Most issues are resolved 

amicably. 

What makes Cheryl get up every morning and do what she does? She is passionate and 

energetic about what she does. She wants to make a difference. ‘I think she's taken the 

school to another level than what it was at. She probably doesn't see that, but she has. I 

see it being her PA and the PA of the previous principal.’ 

Cheryl is spiritual and a reflective practitioner. When she talks about reflection, she talks 

about moments of introspection in which she has an open, honest conversation with 

herself to gain insight into the world of school she inhabits. She is reflective of her practice 

to find out and question how she is managing and leading the school. She alludes to her 

reflection as being a moment of imagination, thinking of new ideas, imagining the future, 

and being prepared for various challenges or possibilities. Cheryl’s opinion is that the 

fundamental challenges facing school principals are to deliver today, create tomorrow, 

and to have the ability to do both.  
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Although daily reflective practice is a routine for Cheryl, she takes time at the end of each 

term to reflect further on her practice. If something undesirable takes place, she looks 

back immediately on the event and makes a note in her diary. She lies in bed at night, 

thinking about her day, especially if it has presented challenges, and in the morning, she 

usually sees things differently. After big events, Cheryl uses the term 'post-mortem' to 

write down the good points about a function and the areas of improvement so that the 

same notes can be retrieved the following year for the event to be improved upon. 

Cheryl reveals that her second year as principal was the worst year ever. She 

accompanied the school choir to the World Choir Games. Every conceivable error, 

mistake, faux pas; everything that could possibly go wrong, did. The year was filled with 

doubts about her leadership. She questioned her leadership competence. She felt she 

was not meeting standards or deadlines. 'Everything I tried blew up in my face. I learned 

a whole lot about myself. I had to dig deep.’ 

When things get too much for Cheryl, she slips across the road and has a cigarette. Her 

PA covers for her during this brief time out. 'I don't think it's an easy job. It's a lonely job.’  

There are times when Cheryl must make an unpopular decision and communicate it to 

the staff. Cheryl’s PA shares an example during lockdown; there were a couple of times 

when she had to address staff about not getting paid. Fortunately, this did not happen. 

Because of her warm and close rapport with her staff, the staff accepted the news, 

knowing that Cheryl was working very hard to collect school fees to avoid any salary cuts. 

Conversation turns to the school motto and the role it plays in the moral development of 

students. Cheryl works to live and nurture the school values. The school plays an 

important role in the moral development of every child, especially in those cases where 

there is no support at home. Cheryl believes that while academic results are important, 

students also must develop a humanity, learning to see the humanity in each person, to 

value the dignity of all human beings; and that learning starts in the school. 

Despite being a non-traditional leader, Cheryl does expend energy on traditional practices 

such as school rules and school uniform. The trick is to ensure that whatever rule one is 

fighting for, makes sense and is still relevant and worth the struggle. While the school 
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uniform gives a sense of belonging to a community and gives a feeling of being part of 

something bigger than oneself, it is character-shaping and remains with you for the rest 

of your life. As in other schools, uniform is a contentious issue.  

Cheryl is currently locked into a debate with a group of parents who insist on a uniform 

change for their girls; that of a pair of long pants matching the school’s dress. Her 

argument is that students have the option of wearing their tracksuit pants with a golf shirt 

and matching tracksuit top. Cheryl considers this outfit to be more comfortable and 

popular with Muslim girls than wearing a stiff pair of white cotton long pants. A solution 

has not been reached and discussions are ongoing. 

During lockdown, Cheryl and her staff set up an e-learning portal where parents and 

students could access work. With initial excitement, students completed most of the 

online lessons during the April holidays, which resulted in staff having to post more work 

when the term started.  

Cheryl realised that the staff were not as confident as they initially felt, and so she decided 

to harness the energy of younger, tech-savvy staff to train the staff in using a learning 

platform. They were eager to help and were given the brief to explore different e-learning 

platforms that were user-friendly for less confident staff. Within a week, all staff moved 

onto an e-learning platform called SeeSaw. The initial nerves were overcome, and the 

older staff hesitantly but slowly, built their competence. Since then, the staff have also 

mastered the use of Google Classroom, another victory.  

The initial terrified inertia some felt about adopting new formats was quickly overridden 

by the support of their peers. The staff was able to check in with tech-savvy colleagues 

several times a day to troubleshoot as they tried these new tools, keeping the curriculum 

running smoothly. ‘I don’t think teachers are being unnecessarily stubborn; it was a lack 

of confidence.’  

Secure in the knowledge of herself, her focus is on others. She does not deny her power 

as principal of the school, but she recognises that she is the conduit through which the 

power passes. She wouldn’t be human if she did not get frustrated. She is easily irritated 

when teachers do not meet deadlines. Teachers expect students to deliver on time, but 
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sometimes fail to do so themselves. 'Shouldn't we walk the walk and talk the talk?’, I tell 

them. I'm very upfront. My staff will tell you that I'm brutally upfront. It doesn't mean that I 

don't care for them, but I just have to say it as it is.’  

Cheryl describes her humanness and care for the staff, the closeness they enjoy as a 

group. She believes that one of the traits a school leader must have, is a love for people. 

Her repeated action of care and messages to her staff, is one of family. Cheryl uses the 

example of her GAs (general assistants): ‘I explained to them just this morning, we're all 

linked. We’re all joined together and we’re only as strong as each link in the chain.’  

At the first staff first meeting of the year, Cheryl talks of times when the staff enjoy one 

another and get along well. On the contrary, there are times when staff do not particularly 

like each other. ‘There are times we're happy with each other, and there are times we are 

angry, just like a family; you are never in agreement all the time.’ The important point is 

that when staff find themselves in a negative situation, Cheryl advises that they deal with 

it promptly, and not allow the upset to tarnish relationships that had taken some time to 

develop. Her message is to put personality differences aside and focus on the important 

work of teaching and learning. The staff alluded to Cheryl’s demonstrable acts of caring 

with sincerity and healing words. 

I am a human being; I can’t always make the perfect decisions all the 
time, but collectively we can make informed decisions. I am not critical of 
existing school leadership literature or the principals I worked under, there 
is much I learned, but it is my belief that school leadership does not match 
what is taught at university. My kind of leadership is not heroic or grand; 
it is small humane steps, to have the ability to look below the surface and 
connect with people. You must have an understanding of what is going in 
peoples’ lives. 

Cheryl regards traditional leadership as superficial. She takes advantage of the less 

visible elements of leadership, such as trusting relationships and school participation, and 

personal traits such as empathy and humility.  Her type of leadership is all-consuming: 

early morning meetings with builders, staff meetings, and after-hours meetings with board 

members. The objective aspects of leadership are the facts; but, at the same time, 

leadership is subjective: it involves beliefs, values, and deep feelings for staff and 
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students. It is intangible, invisible. ‘I read somewhere you can equate leadership to an 

iceberg. Ten percent of it is above the surface. It is the 90% below the surface that 

concerns me, that is, people’s perceptions and beliefs, thoughts, and fears.’  

Cheryl is doing things differently and ponders that the previous principal might frown upon 

the changes she’s made. Her general assistant recoiled when she hugged him for his 

birthday. The staff of all ranks were not used to this type of closeness.   

Walking down the steps from the school’s foyer, holding onto the railing for extra support 

in her stilettos, Cheryl makes her way to a little girl who is sitting patiently, alone on her 

school cooler box: 

Lovey, let me know when mom comes. I'd like to chat to mom. I phoned 
her. She won’t be long. She’s had a busy day’ 

Her interest in the gardens, school buildings and their maintenance mean that, as she 

walks, Cheryl automatically logs the condition of the windows or corridors, making mental 

notes of details that need attention and repair. She finds satisfaction in knowing the school 

intimately. Majestic old fig trees line the driveway entrance to the school. Their giant 

leathery leaves swirl onto the ground in the late afternoon; a curse for Cheryl, who bends 

to pick them up as she strolls around. She will not leave the school until every child is 

accounted for. ‘I am the mother to 531 girls during the school day.’ It is clear to see that 

Cheryl takes her role of in loco parentis seriously. ‘Every child matters, I hold precious 

cargo in the palm of my hand daily. It is an awesome responsibility and a privilege.’ 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Insights from Elizabeth’s leadership practices 

Leading through the choppy waters between tradition and change 

Arriving at school, Elizabeth, the principal of a Durban English girls’ high school, steps 

into the main corridor of the school building and then through the adjacent doorway of the 

office. She pauses to exchange welcome-back greetings with the front-office secretary. It 

is the first day of the new term and, as if to mark the occasion, a fresh bunch of fragrant 

and colourful flowers fills a vase on a counter. Picking up on her usual routine, Elizabeth 

proceeds directly to her office, checking her workspace for documents and notes before 

pausing to unpack her handbag and briefcase to stow in their usual place, alongside her 

desk.  

There is a hint of fresh paint in the air. Elizabeth is animated. ‘Look at my office, it is 

transformed! I lived with pumpkin yellow walls for five and a half years and hated it.’ The 

pumpkin yellow walls were a legacy from the previous principal. The office is now a soft 

hue of sage green, gentle on the eye. Attention is naturally drawn to the beautiful view 

over the city and the neatly tended gardens below, from which happy sounds of students 

can be heard, reunited after the holidays.  

The school, built in the late 1800s, close to a university, is one of the oldest girls’ schools 

in South Africa. It was once exclusively white. Today 30% of the girls are white and the 

school boasts an enrolment of 1200. The school is representative of all races and 

illustrates the change in demographic of the once whites-only suburb. Fees are among 

the lowest of girls’ high schools in the greater metropolitan area.  

Elizabeth’s personal assistant (PA) sweeps into the principal’s office with a greeting and 

a smile to gently remind her that the senior assembly starts in ten minutes.  

“Flip, the term has started, and it is going to be a busy one”, says Elizabeth, grabbing her 

undergraduate gown from the hook on the back of her door. She asks her PA for the 
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announcement book and makes her way down the passage. En route, she pops into the 

bursar’s office and runs her hand over the refurbished and newly varnished surface of the 

bursar’s desk. It is a beautiful, large piece of old NPA (Natal Provincial Administration) 
1furniture restored to its former glory. Elizabeth explains that she was not happy with the 

sealant used when she checked the progress during the holidays and asks the bursar 

how she feels about the result. The bursar beams a happy smile; she is delighted with 

her ‘new’ desk, and her newly painted office too. Checking her watch and scurrying out 

the door, Elizabeth shares her views about the importance of a clean workspace: that it 

makes people feel more connected and happier, fostering a sense of well-being and 

commitment to the job.  

Out of the corner of her eye, Elizabeth spots 2Induna Baba Bernard. His bicycle, chained 

outside a nearby butcher’s shop, was stolen while he purchased meat for a braai during 

the holidays. She made an appeal to the staff for the donation of a second-hand bicycle. 

She feels confident that someone from the staff of 72 educators will respond. Baba 

Bernard is grateful and happy to hear about this appeal and thanks Elizabeth for her care. 

‘I am late for assembly, I must run. I will keep you up to date, Baba Bernard,’ Elizabeth 

says, scuttling off towards the school hall. 

The deputy principal calls Elizabeth as she turns the corner towards the hall. “We are 

ready for you.” The music teacher is gently playing the piano; soft, warm morning sunlight 

glints through a high window behind her. Staff on the stage, along with the girls, stand 

quietly as Elizabeth enters. The impeccably behaved girls are seated in rows according 

to their grade, with prefects seated in the front of the hall. Elizabeth greets and welcomes 

staff and girls back to school. She asks if the girls are happy to be back. Their response 

is hesitant at first and then gathers momentum to a resounding ‘No.’ Elizabeth, standing 

 

1	The	Natal	Provincial	Administration	was	the	former	name	of	the	now		KwaZulu	Natal	Provincial	Government	

2	Induna	is	an	isiZulu	term	for	the	head	of	a	group	of	people,	in	this	case,	the	school’s	maintenance	and	ground	

staff.	Baba	is	also	an	isiZulu	term	of	respect	used	when	addressing	an	elder	in	the	Zulu	culture	
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at the podium with a wry smile, pretends to be shocked. ‘What, no ways – you need to be 

happy to be at school.’  

She playfully picks up the announcement book and hastily leaves the stage, her black 

gown flapping behind her. The girls gasp! Elizabeth laughs and so do all in the hall as she 

stops at the door and returns to the podium. The light-hearted moment over, she 

comfortably and effortlessly changes the focus to a more serious one and speaks of the 

exam preparation in the term ahead. It is the opportunity to redefine goals if the girls have 

not achieved what they had hoped for in the previous term.  

Elizabeth explains the focus of the school for the year: making good choices. She talks 

about the value of kindness and the difference it makes in a school. She has an easy 

rapport with the teenage girls and, to the delight of all present, the confidence to make a 

light-hearted joke in assembly and join in the ensuing laughter. The new history teacher 

is asked to stand on her chair and is welcomed to the school. A round of applause follows. 

The history teacher bows, smiles, and then mouths a thank you to the assembled girls. 

Elizabeth invites the girls to visit the history teacher’s classroom to view the vibrant and 

colourful new display of international flags on the back wall. 

At the beginning of each year, Elizabeth thinks of a meaningful theme on which to focus. 

This year it is ‘choices’, depicted in the centre of a blue flower with eight petals. Each 

petal represents a value that girls get encouraged to embrace. The values of loyalty, 

inclusivity, integrity, acting with kindness, seeking happiness, developing resilience, and 

being fair, are written on individual petals, while the last petal is left blank for the girls to 

fill in for themselves.  

Elizabeth reaffirms the values on each petal and regularly asks the following questions. 

How do we seek happiness? How do we develop resilience? How can we be fair? How 

do we show kindness? These positive values are reinforced at assemblies during the 

year. When something is not going well, girls are encouraged to look at their flower and 

the choices they need to make. Many have a flower on their person. A particular girl 

surprises Elizabeth in assembly, taking her flower out of her blazer pocket. She is not an 
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easy student. I thought she would have thrown it away by now, whispers Elizabeth, who 

compliments the matric girl for holding the flower close to her heart.  

Elizabeth can articulate ideas with clarity, and she uses language that emotionally 

connects with her audience. Her connection creates meaning, and she recognises that 

change will not occur unless a message is meaningful to everyone in the school. 

Storytelling is a valuable leadership tool to give meaning and help shape school values. 

Elizabeth’s storytelling communicates a sincerity about the quest to accomplish treasured 

school goals and to generate action from the girls to live their goals. Her stories draw staff 

and girls in, forging a closeness. She is aware, however, that words have the capacity to 

hurt, to alienate. She is careful in her choice of words. These narratives help the girls 

think about and feel who they are, where they have come from, and where they are 

headed. Perhaps Elizabeth’s love of drama, a subject that she excelled at university, 

plays to her leadership advantage as she paints pictures with her words skilfully, 

information flows easily.  

The assembly ends with a universal prayer, followed by the girls and staff standing to sing 

a moving rendition of LeAnn Rimes’ ‘Some say love’. The voices of the staff mix with the 

girls who are harmonising in parts, and the hall is filled with a beautiful sound. Elizabeth 

concludes, ‘Thank you ladies. Your singing is such a positive and powerful start to my 

day.’ The hall stays standing, while she exits into the sunshine of the adjoining quad and 

walks toward a gurgling fountain as the girls file out, chatting quietly. Some stroll over to 

greet Elizabeth, some giving her an uninhibited, affectionate hug. A staff member takes 

a photograph of Elizabeth and the new history teacher for the school’s newsletter.  

Elizabeth, in a passionate and spirited conversation, shares that her assemblies are a 

means to building a positive school culture. As it is a racially and culturally diverse school, 

she is conscious of ensuring inclusivity so that all girls feel like they belong. The school’s 

138-year-old traditional hymn book is such an example. The Muslim and Hindu girls 

pretended to sing during assembly because they did not want to stand out. Elizabeth 

recognised this hurtful and harmful exclusionary practice and worked to find a way of 

transforming this practice while taking along the school community with her on a journey 
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by involving the students themselves in the change process. The result of this 

collaborative process is a new Book of Songs all girls can enjoy. 

Exercising situational competence and responding appropriately to implement effective 

change appear to be a trait of Elizabeth’s leadership. She admits that change is complex 

and unpredictable. What is noticeable, is her relentless commitment to inventing new 

ways of revising old traditions that are not inclusive. In all of Elizabeth’s words, what is 

never absent is an empathetic, deep, and sensitive understanding of ‘my girls’, as she 

refers to the students at the school – an extension of her own family. 

A deputy principal beckons Elizabeth and quietly whispers to her to look at the highlighted 

colour of a white girl’s hair, who is walking past. 'It's the same girl pushing boundaries 

again and the term has only started', says the mature deputy principal. Elizabeth is 

pensive for a moment. Although she is a non-traditional principal, it appears that the girls’ 

hair still bothers her. Hair in recent times has become a lightning rod for racial distress 

and revolt in girls’ schools in South Africa. 

Elizabeth nods her head and asks the deputy to gently call the young girl into her office 

and chat to her. Elizabeth cautions the deputy principal to tread carefully so that the young 

girl’s hair colour does not detract from her ability to learn and contribute to the school.  

The walk back to the administrative block is deliberately slow. Elizabeth stops on the 

circular steel balustrade stairs to greet and chat with girls who are making their way to 

registration classes. A girl with neatly plaited long red hair, stops to chat to the 

headmistress. She is at ease and comfortable, asking, ‘Did you enjoy your holiday, 

Ma’am?’ Elizabeth engages the young girl in conversation about her holiday trip to a game 

reserve. 

Pushing open the heavy, varnished wooden door of the administrative block, Elizabeth’s 

eyes light up as she talks about improvements to the school. ‘I am going to change the 

configuration of these offices. My PA is miles away.’ The PA shares an office with the 

marketing officer. It is small and cramped, sectioned off with a blue partition wall, notices 

pinned on both sides. The PA chats easily to Elizabeth about the school’s Post 

Provisioning Norms (PPN).  
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The PPN is a document that determines the number of teachers assigned to each public 

school. It ensures that an adequate teacher-to-student ratio exists in classrooms. The 

formula to determine the number of teachers required in a school considers certain 

criteria. The desired teacher-student ratio of the Department of Education is 35:1 in 

ordinary public secondary schools across South Africa. Elizabeth’s school achieves a 

lower teacher-to-student ratio because it has resources, although limited, to employ 

governing body teachers; that is, teachers paid through parental fees rather than by the 

state. This PPN document indicates the number of teaching staff in the school paid for by 

the state. It was submitted to the Department of Education at the beginning of the year, 

and it appears that the District Office has lost the form. Another copy is urgently needed.  

Elizabeth is incensed, as she submitted the forms in time to the Education Departments’ 

District Office. This means that the four members of staff on the list will not be paid again 

this month. The school had five vacant state posts at the beginning of the year – four 

currently, as a teacher relocated at the end of term one. It is very difficult to fill the posts, 

but Elizabeth will not give up. The department has not appointed the staff from 1 January 

but from the date of issue of each appointment letter, which means that these staff are 

short paid by weeks.  

She knows how far she can push the limits with the Department of Education and recounts 

her last visit.  

I told them, ‘I know what you are thinking, I am an ex-model-C school, 
and my budget can pick up these costs. Well, I cannot, so please back-
pay these staff members. I am entitled to 41 state-paid teachers; that is 
what it says on my Post Provisioning Norm. You have budgeted for 41 
state-paid teachers; look, it says it here on this document. Come on, let’s 
find a way to work this out. 

Although she is not aggressive, Elizabeth is determined to find common ground. She is 

not afraid to challenge the status quo. ‘I tell them what I like and don’t like, even if they 

don’t like me!’ This does not seem to bother the district director, who regards Elizabeth 

highly due to the 100% matric pass rate of the school in the last 25 years. ‘The school 

does well academically; it creates a certain respect,’ says Elizabeth, who has the tenacity 
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to question the status quo and the courage not to give up, especially if her school is 

compromised. She will not take 'no' as an answer; such is her tenacious spirit.  

Elizabeth is both tough and tender. When she puts her name on a project, she wants it 

done properly. Although accountable, Elizabeth alludes to the support of the governing 

body with whom she has a good relationship, who trust her and allow her the freedom to 

make sound educational decisions. When interviewing staff, for example, her professional 

opinion is respected, and she has the latitude to appoint governing-body-paid staff whom 

she wants on her team. She seeks staff with a spark. She avoids the candidate who has 

thirty years of teaching experience but has not reinvented her teaching in all that time. ‘I 

have given many people opportunities due to something special I see in them, where 

other schools would never take them because they do not fit the traditional mould. My 

consumer studies teacher is an example; she doesn’t have a teaching degree. She has 

a culinary degree. But she is amazing. She is fantastic. The best consumer studies 

teacher we have ever had. She is passionate about her subject, and it shows.’ 

Elizabeth is ambitious; not for herself, but particularly for the girls in her school. She will 

do whatever it takes to make the school better. She allows staff to do things differently, if 

they have the best interest of the girls at heart. Elizabeth possesses a strong sense of 

responsibility and an unwavering commitment to empower staff and girls with deeply held 

values and beliefs that focus on creating conditions under which profound levels of human 

learning can flourish. Elizabeth practises ethical leadership, putting the students first, 

setting personalities aside. Her leadership is dedicated to her students and a desire to 

make a difference. She shows a paradoxical mix of professional will and personal 

humility. ‘If it’s for the greater good of all, then that’s what I want.’ 

With a sigh, Elizabeth walks down the passage, her PA scurrying behind her holding 

documents and letters that require her signature. ‘Remember, you have a matric dance 

meeting at 9 am!’ Hanging her black gown back on its hook behind the door, Elizabeth 

turns to a little table behind her desk. She makes a cup of coffee and opens a jar to select 

a rusk. These are sugar-free. I am not sure what they taste like. While she stirs her coffee, 

there is a knock on the open door. ‘I am sorry to worry you, is it a good time to chat? I am 

a bit early.’  
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‘Come in, come in, and sit down. Would you like a cup of coffee?’ asks Elizabeth. ‘No 

thanks, I do not have too much time before I teach. May I start? I need to run the last few 

details by you before the matric dance next week,’ answers the teacher.  

The organising teacher is concerned about those girls who have not yet purchased a 

ticket to the dance. The teacher has the matric list with her and runs through the names. 

Elizabeth knows the girls and responds as each name is read out. The twins are sure to 

purchase tickets; their parents are slow payers, says Elizabeth. She tasks the teacher to 

tactfully identify the names of the girls remaining on the list who cannot afford the ticket 

price, against those who cannot attend for religious reasons. There appear to be five girls 

who might fall into the former category. Elizabeth explains that she has set up a fund to 

support these girls should they wish to attend. She has brought about further changes to 

the matric dance. It is no longer necessary to bring a partner to the dance. Some girls 

choose to attend on their own, while others choose a partner of the same gender. It is a 

choice that the girls can make. Every girl is empowered to be who they want to be. 

Elizabeth is adamant that she wants every girl to feel included. The dance is one of the 

highlights of their matric year. 

The teacher who organises the function has a range of donated dance dresses, which 

will be offered to the five girls. Elizabeth asks the teacher to handle this conversation 

sensitively, one by one with the girls, so that they do not feel embarrassed or patronised.  

The programme for the evening is finalised. It is decided that girls or partners are not 

allowed to bring backpacks to the dance venue as, the year before, some alcohol was 

consumed. Identified staff will be on door duty to ensure that this does not happen again 

and that the function is a memorable one. The theme (top secret) will be revealed on 

Friday morning when the girls receive their tickets. Elizabeth also uses this opportunity to 

chat to the matrics about house rules for the dance, aimed at their maintaining their dignity 

and behaving in a manner becoming young ladies from the school. 

‘I think that’s all for now. There will be a few last-minute arrangements I will run by you.’ 

The organising teacher stands to leave when the PA interrupts the meeting, putting a 

packet on the desk. ‘A parent just handed this in at the front desk. It has never been worn 
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before. She wishes to remain anonymous.’ Elizabeth opens the packet and holds up a 

long burgundy dress with thin straps and lace bodice work. She smiles and shares her 

delight that the dress will be put to good use. 

A bell rings. Elizabeth thanks the teacher for her good organisation, hard work, and value 

she adds to the school. The teacher blushes, explaining that she has a good team with 

whom she works. The meeting overruns: the teacher picks up her notes and hastily moves 

to the class who are waiting for her. ‘I will find the deputy principal later when I am free, 

so we can talk to those girls not attending the dance one-on-one,’ she says, walking out 

of the door.  

Elizabeth nods, signalling the close of the conversation and calls out to the Estates 

Manager on the corridor, whom she spots out of the corner of her eye. ‘Robs, did the 

architect phone you? What is happening with that aluminium strip on the new floor of the 

indoor sports centre?’ Rob steps halfway into the office and explains that the flooring 

contractor is due to arrive later. Rob will call Elizabeth to the new indoor centre when he 

arrives. It is noticeable that the principal performs many significant and varied duties daily, 

including the role of project manager. Elizabeth would have it no other way. She is hands-

on and knows every inch of the school.  

Elizabeth wears many hats in one day. Whether it is handling concerns for girls, parents, 

or staff, a significant part of their leadership is to listen. She does not pretend to be a 

counsellor, but she has learned the importance of giving her attention to someone in need, 

providing them with feedback, and helping them find solutions. ‘Sometimes people just 

want to be heard, and sometimes they need guidance in finding their own solutions. 

Sometimes they need to feel close. Sometimes you just need a hug. Sometimes they 

need reassurance.’  

At 60, Elizabeth understands and manages her own emotions and, at the same time, is 

attentive, empathetic, and understanding of staff and students’ feelings. The work of a 

school leader has an emotional dimension. Elizabeth plays the role of counsellor, healer, 

motivator, and sounding board. Her soft skills matter. Elizabeth feels each of these roles 

is accompanied by emotional demands on her. Such is a student experiencing domestic 
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abuse. She cannot shake these off at the end of the school day. Although she can provide 

advice and support, it concerns Elizabeth that her mantle of care does not extend beyond 

school hours. Elizabeth is quick to remind me that there was no preparation for these 

roles in her graduate education courses.  

While Elizabeth replaces the paper in her printer, the bursar knocks and enters. Elizabeth 

turns, ‘Is it that time already?’ The bursar sits down. Opening a book with a blue pen in 

hand, she starts the weekly finance meeting, saying: 'Linda needs to go for a sinus 

operation but has decided to leave it until the holidays because it is not life-threatening. 

She has battled with her sinuses for some time now.’ The same teacher needs a day in 

court. ‘That is most considerate of Linda not to take time off school. I must chat to her and 

offer my thanks,’ says Elizabeth. The bursar nods and moves onto the second point on 

her list; the lunch scheme. 

Four girls are not able to bring lunch to school. Things at home are dire. School pays for 

their lunches. The girls go to the tuckshop daily, placing their orders like any other student; 

no one knows about this arrangement. Elizabeth is acutely aware that the lunch provided 

by the school might be the only meal of the day, and so she insists on a healthy 

combination of fresh juice, yoghurt and a toasted or plain sandwich with protein. To add 

variety, the girls have the option to enjoy the ‘meal of the day ‘. ‘These girls need to know 

we care about them, as they do not get much care at home.’ 

Elizabeth switches her thoughts to the well-being of two orphaned children and asks the 

bursar: ‘While about the girls’ welfare, how far are we with the children’s home 

placement?’  

Two orphaned children live with their aunt in the city. Recently, the school learned that 

their guardian aunt works in the Eastern Cape and the children are left in the care of a 

helper. They are neglected. Elizabeth’s investigation found that on returning home, the 

aunt locks the children out of the apartment, and, at times, they must seek shelter 

elsewhere for the night. Elizabeth is noticeably anxious. ‘Please make more phone calls, 

Carol. This has been going on since the last term. We must take them to better care as 

soon as possible.’  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 146 
 

Elizabeth is determined that if something happens at school, she wants to know about it and 

be part of it. If a student is experiencing any difficulty and the management is unable to 

deal with it, she wants to be involved. She uses an old cliché called MBWA – Management 

by Walking Around. It works for her.  

A school leader is faced with many inequalities felt among students, from poverty to 

homelessness, and hunger. Elizabeth is genuinely dedicated. Her mantra is to make the 

school experience of a student better and to do what she can to help students perceive 

their futures as bright. 

The conversation changes to quotes for a new vinyl floor in the media centre. It will cost 

R150 000. Elizabeth might have a private funder for this project. The art department is 

tasked with designing a colourful pattern for the floor. Elizabeth looks at the clock on the 

other side of her office. It is almost teatime. Turning to the bursar, she asks: ‘Have you 

got the receipts for the new door handles and framing of the mirrors I paid for during the 

holidays? I left them on your desk.’ She pushes back her chair, picks up her diary, and, 

without waiting for an answer, thanks the bursar and walks to the staff room. The daily 

briefing is about to start.  

The staff room is a narrow and airy room that extends across the front of the original 

school building on the first floor. White-framed windows stretch to the ceiling, originally of 

the art-deco building, giving an unprecedented view across the bay. Chairs are grouped 

into clusters of six and eight. Although some staff gravitate to their usual spots, movement 

is fluid as teachers walk about, talking to one another. Being the first day back, there is a 

jovial atmosphere in the staffroom with much to catch up on. Elizabeth has an easy 

manner and mingles with staff while enjoying a cup of tea made for her by a staff member, 

who also places a chocolate cupcake on her saucer. She switches on a microphone, taps 

it to see if it is working, and casually perches herself on the edge of a nearby marking 

table. 

She welcomes staff back to school and expresses the hope that they enjoyed their two-

week break. Elizabeth confesses that she too needed a vacation and apologises if she 

appeared grumpy at the end of last term. The staff laughs. A teacher stalks quietly into 
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the meeting. Light-heartedly, Elizabeth quips: Hello, there we go, there’s a seat for you. 

The teacher smiles.  

A cup falls to the floor and briefly interrupts the announcements. Elizabeth stops: Try not 

to break the crockery, hey?! Again, a ripple of laughter spreads across the staff room. 

There is a long weekend ahead, and Elizabeth decides to lock the school at 3.30 pm the 

Friday before so that the Estates Staff can travel home to their families and farms safely 

without being caught in late afternoon traffic on national roads. This means that the school 

will be locked earlier than usual, so staff are advised not to spend a late afternoon 

marking, but also to go home early. 

The staff is reminded to check the grade 12 seating plan for the upcoming parent evening 

that takes place in the hall, and where all the subject teachers are on hand to chat to 

parents about their children’s progress. Staff are also asked that tests scheduled for the 

following week be handed to respective subject heads by the end of the school day. The 

long-awaited new history teacher, Pam, is welcomed. Elizabeth asks Pam to wave her 

hand so that the staff can see her. Pam does more than that. She stands and in a quiet 

voice, sheepishly apologises for parking in someone’s parking spot that morning. More 

laughter. Elizabeth jokes, ‘please be nice to Pam; we like having new staff.’  

Congratulations are extended to a teacher for achieving a level three in international 

hockey coaching. The certificate is written in French. In keeping with the jovial 

atmosphere, Elizabeth repeats the award, using a sultry French accent. Again, more 

laughter. A bad impersonation, says she, and ends off the briefing asking staff if there are 

any other announcements or secret engagements. Wishing everyone a good term, 

Elizabeth turns off the microphone and drinks her lukewarm tea, choosing not to eat the 

chocolate cupcake. The staff room is once again a buzz of voices. The daily briefing over, 

Elizabeth moves towards the door when a staff member jumps up and catches her eye. 

‘I meant to ask…’ and not much more than that can be heard above the chirping and the 

bell that signals the end of the break. 

The staff enjoy Elizabeth, they seem to know her intimately. They are at ease with her 

and she with them, quite unusual for a person in her position. Although she takes her 
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work seriously, having a sense of humour is a way to connect with staff and girls. It builds 

rapport, alleviates tension, and fosters a positive school culture. Hearty laughter means 

that Elizabeth can share lighter moments with the staff; in turn, she is able to chuckle at 

herself. She knows how to poke fun at things that staff may be concerned about; laughter 

for her is disarming. She can joke and tease but is quick to warn that she is careful not to 

offend. She is particularly aware of mental health issues and sensitivities during Covid-

19.  

Elizabeth’s humility makes her approachable. This leadership quality helps build 

relationships with staff and students, enabling them to reveal their vulnerabilities and raise 

issues which might otherwise be non-discussable. Elizabeth’s humility should not be 

misunderstood as a character weakness, because she is willing to admit her mistakes 

and shy of taking credit for specific successes. She is humble enough not to dominate 

but is sure enough of her own judgement and self-worth to actively listen. She is not 

threatened by contrary opinions or advice. Elizabeth’s humility recognises that her 

leadership relies on the support and help of her staff. She has high expectations of herself 

and others and cannot be involved in every aspect of the personal lives of the 72 staff. 

But Elizabeth will step in when a staff member is in need. A pregnant teacher recently lost 

her baby. The baby was born early and placed in the ICU. Elizabeth rearranged the staff 

member’s timetable to accommodate her difficult situation. She will go beyond the call of 

duty in matters like that.  

Elizabeth walks purposefully up the stairs to a classroom one floor above the staffroom. 

The corridor is gleaming; so polished that you can almost see your reflection in the shiny 

floor. A management member and English teacher recently underwent an operation on 

her knee and is confined to her classroom. Elizabeth makes a point of visiting the English 

teacher to find out how she is coping with her morning so far. She listens attentively as 

the teacher explains her medical procedure.  

The teacher also talks about her mother, 87, who broke her hip in the garden. Elizabeth 

empathises and relates the story of her own mom breaking her hip and the long road to 

recovery. She offers to move the teacher to a ground floor classroom so that she does 

not have to climb steps for the next few weeks. The teacher declines the offer and 
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excuses herself from attending meetings until her leg is healed. Elizabeth decides to 

arrange for tea to be delivered to the classroom at break times instead. The teacher 

beams and thanks Elizabeth for her kindness. 

Back on the corridor, Elizabeth knocks on the open door of a classroom, apologising for 

interrupting teaching. The seating in the Life Science classroom is arranged in a cinema 

style. The girls stand and greet her enthusiastically. She asks the teacher to continue her 

lesson, a PowerPoint presentation on different makes of bread, their sell-by date, and the 

growth of mould. The girls are delighted that their headmistress is showing such an 

interest in the lesson. ‘Well, I certainly know what bread I will not be buying,’ Elizabeth 

says, exiting the Life Science classroom onto the brown-bricked veranda. As one walks 

along the neat corridor, a happy buzz is heard as students and teachers engage in further 

teaching and learning.  

Face-to-face interaction and being visibly present on the corridors and in classrooms help 

shape the culture of this school, because Elizabeth is around and about. She is 

determined to stay in contact with people, thus showing her support and accessibility. 

She practises purposeful visibility, spending time in classrooms rather than in her office. 

Her subtle message is that classrooms are the centre of learning. Her visits provide 

valuable observations about the quality of teaching and learning, expectations, school 

culture, and climate. Elizabeth’s presence in the corridors, in classrooms, in the media 

centre, in the new sports centre, on the fields at break time and at the tuckshop, and her 

greeting of students communicate a message of, ‘I care about what is going on in this 

school.’ Elizabeth’s observations and dialogue provide her with a sense of situational 

awareness, especially helpful when it comes to making difficult decisions. 

Elizabeth refers to her earlier comment of Leading and Learning by Wandering Around 

(LLBWA). In so doing, she builds relationships with staff and students and develops a 

knowledge of the emotional health of the school. Walking around also gives her an early 

warning of any likely problems, greater buy-in from staff and students, and the pleasure 

and sanity of being out of her office. Elizabeth is quick to warn that communication is key. 

Staff need to know what the principal is doing and the rationale for decisions. Otherwise, 

staff could create their own perceptions and even misconstrue actions. 
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Nurturing human potential is high on Elizabeth’s agenda. It starts with making the work 

environment pleasant so that staff and students want to come to school every day. She 

started a project at the beginning of her principalship of improving people’s spaces, as 

she calls it. She started on the third floor with those staff members who never make 

demands, and slowly painted every single classroom the same colour, ironically called 

‘Tranquil’. Elizabeth describes the classroom curtains as vrot lelik (really ugly). 

Renovating classrooms made a huge difference in morale. A clean and attractive 

workplace inspires staff. 

Elizabeth believes that the simple act of painting classrooms and putting up pretty curtains 

generates commitment and forges stronger staff relations. She encourages staff to 

personalise their classrooms, ensuring that display work is changed every term. This 

keeps classrooms vibrant and exciting for the girls; a happy place in which to learn. ‘Your 

classroom is your space. It is for you to make it into the place that you want it to be you 

live in your classroom,’ is how Elizabeth explains it to her staff. She has great expectations 

of herself and her staff doing their jobs well and with heart.  

Enhancing classrooms has a positive effect on staff, who in turn are motivated to deliver 

a high standard of teaching and learning. Elizabeth tries to compliment the staff; she 

acknowledges their fine efforts. Every now and again, she will surprise them with a treat, 

putting apples and naartjies (satsuma or tangerine) , or ice lollies in the staffroom. 

Although a small token of appreciation, it means much to the staff. She reads and then 

makes comments in minute books. It is important to show interest; her aim is personal 

input. 

Notebook in hand, Elizabeth writes reminders to herself while walking to the school field. 

The passion in Elisabeth’s voice is noticeable as she explains her hard work to restore 

the gardens that were devoid of plants before her appointment. She took cuttings of plants 

from friends’ gardens and elsewhere in the school and replanted neglected spaces. As a 

result of the improvement, the prefects pleaded with the girls to have outdoor lessons 

again. It is lovely to see them enjoying these green spaces once again. 
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Elizabeth stops near the tuckshop and asks a group of six girls why they do not wear their 

correct PE kit. The girls apologise and offer their explanations. Elizabeth listens: although 

sympathetic, she is firm in her expectation. Although she understands that it is the first 

day of the new term, she expects the girls to be more responsible and asks them to come 

by her office, dressed correctly, before their next PE lesson. ‘Yes ma’am’, the girls replied 

politely. 

From my observations, Elizabeth values the contribution of every staff member. This 

includes cleaning and administrative personnel and those in charge of supporting the 

grounds. For example, while walking through the gardens, she chats to the gardener, 

thanking him for the work he is doing laying pebbles around palm trees. Elizabeth bends 

down with ease, happy to get her hands dirty, showing the gardener how to arrange the 

pebbles to ensure that the black waterproofing surrounding the bed beneath the palm tree 

is covered and not showing through. To ensure the gardener understands, she equates 

arranging the pebbles with building a jigsaw puzzle. Elizabeth is involved in all aspects of 

the school. She is certainly not confined to her office. She is on the move. It is difficult to 

keep up with her clicking heels. 

Back in her office, Elizabeth looks at the pile of papers that need her signature. She picks 

up her pen and, in between reading letters and circulars, relates a story that took place 

at the end of 2017 when a staff member punched her. 

A staff member who had been involved in an accident a few years ago badly injured her 

hand. On arriving at a staff meeting early one morning, putting on the air conditioners and 

lights as she usually does, Elizabeth joined a conversation with the teacher and her friend, 

the only two in the staffroom at this time. Light-hearted banter was thrown back and forth 

with a few jokes in between, but then the situation changed. The teacher mentioned that 

her baby finger was still a problem and required a further operation as it was still bent. As 

the teachers were laughing and joking, Elizabeth joined in and said, ‘well, why don’t you 

just get it bent in the right direction?’ She touched a raw nerve, and the teacher, a strong, 

fit woman, punched Elizabeth a few times on her arm. Both staff members laughed. The 

pain was unbearable; she lost her breath, tears welled up in her eyes, and Elizabeth left 
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the staffroom in agony before anyone else saw her. The subsequent bruises lasted for a 

few weeks.  

On reflection, Elizabeth feels that it was not in good taste to join the banter that morning. 

She had dropped her principal’s guard for a moment. Her deputy, realising something 

was wrong, delayed the staff meeting while Elizabeth composed herself, not wanting to 

speak to anyone while she digested what had taken place. She was shattered. A week 

later, she called the staff member in to apologise for upsetting her so and asked if she 

had anything to say. The staff member did not offer an apology and Elizabeth reminded 

her of her actions. Despite them seeing her bruised arm, there was no memory of the 

incident. Elizabeth further counselled the staff member and explained that, in the best 

interest of the staff member and the school, she suggested counselling with a 

psychologist who deals with anger management. The staff member appeared to gain 

much from these sessions and ultimately apologised for her behaviour. There were no 

further incidents. 

The management team was unaware of the situation until a few weeks later. Elizabeth 

needed time to process what happened and understand where the staff member was 

coming from before confiding in her management team. She also did not want them to be 

angry with the staff member on her behalf. She realised that there was a much deeper 

issue at hand. Elizabeth was uncomfortable about the part she played in the incident and 

relates the story, not looking for sympathy, but to express how vulnerable a principal can 

feel at times. She clearly is reflective about her practice. She understands that her hardest 

task is to lead herself, and in the difficult situation in which she was found, Elizabeth did 

not waver from her value of concern for the staff member. She did not pass the blame but 

looked to see how her behaviour had triggered the reaction. She took time to reflect on 

her own character traits, her strengths, and weaknesses. 

Elizabeth’s resilience and courage helped her recover from a wounding crisis. It was a 

challenging time in her career, but it offered her the opportunity to learn. After eventually 

sharing the loneliness, burden, and vulnerability of her leadership with her management 

team, Elizabeth was offered comfort, healing, and solace. Vulnerability is a courageous 

tool in a principal’s toolkit. She embraced a moment of vulnerability by sharing her feelings 
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and the lessons learned from the incident, with her management team. Elizabeth bravely 

put herself on the line, taking ownership of her emotions and thus creating an environment 

of growth. 

Returning to her bubbly self, Elizabeth shares that she was mentored by a previous head, 

who had a profound influence on her and was a guiding light. Pixie Hardman is best 

described as a woman who was many steps ahead of the education system and dominant 

hierarchical leadership style of her day. Not only did Pixie Hardman help Elizabeth fall in 

love with teaching by broadening her thinking, but she also showed Elizabeth how things 

could be done differently. She was an inspiration and shaped Elizabeth’s leadership. She 

was able to relate to others, willing to agree to disagree with mutual respect, but letting 

staff know that she understood their position.  

Pixie Hardman had the ability to put herself in someone else’s shoes. She was sincere 

and had integrity without pretension. She was a sympathetic listener. Elizabeth learned 

much from Pixie. One being the importance of building relationships with the staff and 

girls which provides invaluable insight into their lives. Life happens and knowing when to 

show compassion when others face challenges is important for Elizabeth.  

Elizabeth admits to deep reflection at the end of the day while lying in bed. She regularly 

asks herself three questions: What have I done well? What can I do better?  What should 

I avoid doing going forward? ‘I have learned to listen to my gut feel – it often has 

something valuable to say.’ So much goes on and so quickly, on any given day in the life 

of a school leader, that taking the time for reflection often brings new insights and a clearer 

perspective to a particular problem. 

Elizabeth’s devotion to the girls and staff comes from a deeply personal space. She is 

one of four children and the only sibling with a degree. Her sister dropped out of university 

and has held it against Elizabeth ever since. Her father wanted her to graduate with a 

tertiary qualification, but passed away suddenly when she was in matric, which she 

describes as a turning point in her life. She took a teacher's study loan with the proviso 

that she repays the Department of Education by working back for four years.  
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Elizabeth was determined to complete her degree and make her dad proud. He had 

worked hard to give Elizabeth and her siblings the very best opportunities that had eluded 

him and his wife. Graduation was the second saddest day of Elizabeth’s life. She wanted 

her dad to be there. ‘The saddest day was when he died. He never saw me get my degree. 

I cried. I was so sad about that. My degree did not come easy. I had to work every holiday 

and every Saturday. I earned R30 a month working Saturdays. We were brought up like 

this; that is how you worked and how my parents worked. Maybe this shapes you as a 

leader?’ 

As a young girl, Elizabeth dreamed of becoming a teacher. She did get side-tracked 

though and decided that she wanted to make South African documentaries for the SABC. 

Elizabeth explains that her motivation was and still is to find the real story behind a story, 

finding the real story behind real people. If she finds the real story, she feels she has 

achieved something.  

At 17, she experienced hardship and painful human emotions; losing her father affected 

her deeply. As a result, Elizabeth feels that she relates well to people because she knows 

life. Elizabeth’s student years were not without mishap. She failed English One and was 

devastated with the realisation that a student loan had to be repaid if she didn’t pull 

through. Her determination led to her completion of her degree.  

Elizabeth’s first teaching post was at a special needs school in a country town. On hearing 

of this appointment, she thought it was a bad joke. She argued with the departmental 

official who called her with this news. There were children in the class who could not write 

their name. One little boy had his name written on the back of his tie which he would turn 

over to copy. Up for the challenge and undeterred, she bought herself a typewriter, 

devising individual worksheets for children with different abilities. It was time consuming 

but worth the effort.  

Elizabeth taught at the school for three and a half years and describes the principal as 

‘shocking.’ She could not hold back and told him some truths about his poor leadership. 

He caned a boy who lived at the Salvation Army home, until he was bleeding. Elizabeth was 

incensed and reported the principal to Child Welfare.  
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Despite this traumatic experience, Elizabeth felt a love for teaching. She taught at a 

Christian school for two years using an American PACE system (Programme for 

Accelerated Education), which did not resonate with her. A glaring deficiency, that of 

teaching writing skills, was missing from the programme. Elizabeth challenged the 

system, but to no avail. The system was rigid and unbending. Elizabeth resigned. 

Following an 18-month appointment at an all-boys school, she relocated back to the coast 

to be close to her family, as her 'previous person of life' left the marriage. Financially 

crippled, with no assistance from her ex-husband and two little children to care for, 

Elizabeth took up a position at a PACE Christian school once more, the only employment 

available to her at the time. 

The school offered her the position of principal and she started planning academic 

changes. The school governing body did not approve of the changes. Elizabeth left. 

The journey to becoming a principal was along a road filled with many influences. On 

resigning from the Christian school for a second time, in 1989, Elizabeth was invited for 

an interview at her present school. Elizabeth did not feel it ethical to take the post, as she 

had no matric teaching experience at that stage. However, the principal would not take 

no for an answer. She might have seen that determined spark in Elizabeth’s personality 

that, in turn, Elizabeth seeks in the teachers she employs. The headmistress eventually 

sent Elizabeth a telegram that read 'It's you or no one.’ She took the post and explained 

to the grade 12 students that she had no matric teaching experience. ‘I told them I don’t 

know all the answers, but what I don't know, I'll find out.’ Her long-term love for education 

began at this school.  

A new principal was appointed shortly after Elizabeth got her post at the school. Again, 

Elizabeth felt let down and disappointed. The principal was authoritarian and was short-

tempered. She did not get the best out of people. She ruled by fear. She had a red and 

green light outside her door. Staff knew if the red light was on, you couldn’t approach. If 

the green light was on, you could approach, but with trepidation.  

Etched in her memory, still is a vivid incident Elizabeth recalls when the principal shouted 

at her: ‘I said to her, ‘I’m not going to sit here. I don’t like what you're saying, I’m leaving.’ 
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So, I got up, walked out of her office, picked my bag up and I went home. She got an 

HOD [Head of Department] to call me and say, 'are you coming back?’ I said, 'I don't 

know', but I knew that I would not tolerate that kind of treatment in my life.’ 

One startling day, the principal seated all the students in the school hall and announced 

an urgent meeting in the staffroom. Before the meeting, Elizabeth’s thoughts were about 

the Department of Education handing out retrenchment packages and was keen to take 

up the offer to get away from the principal, whom she describes as ‘horrid.’ The 

announcement, when it came, shocked the staff: The principal had decided to take early 

retirement! Elizabeth remembers looking at her friend and saying, ‘Oh my gosh, the 

mountain just moved. So, she is going. It is amazing.’ Elizabeth prayed for an appointment 

of someone who could change the school, and that person was Pixie Hardman! 

Pixie Hardman had lectured Elizabeth in Geography at university. Elizabeth describes her 

as the most amazing principal ever, an inspiration. Girls were no longer confined to their 

desks. Pixie believed in collaborative education. She encouraged group activities in which 

they talked to each other. Elizabeth is quick to point out that this was before Outcomes-

Based Education. 

Elizabeth is pensive, pondering other influences on her non-traditional leadership style. 

The family values with which she grew up, contributed to who she is as a leader principal. 

While studying at university, she realised that South Africa was in trouble. She travelled 

to a township school in her 1959 Morris Minor to teach English several evenings each 

week. She was given one piece of chalk by the principal to write on a worn blackboard in 

a dimly lit classroom of 90 students. Black Sash (a human rights organisation that 

advocates social justice in South Africa) stood outside the classroom watching her. 

Elizabeth wished she could stand with them, to fight against apartheid’s forced inequality. 

Elizabeth could not join Black Sash, as she did not want to put her mother in any danger 

in those days. Her mother, a widow with three children to support, worked very hard to 

keep the household together.  

Elizabeth’s mother did not need any further worries of the security police beating at her 

door and questioning her daughter’s movements. Security police were known to use 
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techniques and tactics including surveillance, infiltrating meetings, recruiting informers, 

and obtaining documents and leaflets to attack anti-apartheid groups. Nelson Mandela’s 

quote resonates with Elizabeth, ‘To deny people their human rights is to challenge their 

very humanity. To impose on them a wretched life of hunger and deprivation is to 

dehumanise them.’  

A further influence on Elizabeth’s unconventional leadership style was a powerful book 

she read at the beginning of her teaching career about a school in England called 

Summerhill. It was a school run by A.S. Neill for almost forty years. It is the world’s 

greatest experiment in bestowing copious amounts of love and approval on children. The 

children had broken windows and vandalised spaces. A.S. Neill appealed to their better 

nature, and the culture and ethos of the school changed. One courageous man, backed 

by courageous parents, had the mettle to apply, without reservation, what he believed in 

deeply, the principles of freedom and non-repression.  

This narrative resonates with Elizabeth’s leadership traits. It was a turning point for 

Elizabeth when she was so unhappy working under the worst principal. She almost 

resigned from the profession because she had her own thoughts on how the school could 

be run so differently.  Now she looks for the potential in staff. In her early days of teaching, 

she found the command-and-control model of leadership oppressive. It suppresses the 

value that staff can add. The Summerhill philosophy still resonates with Elizabeth. She 

uses the example of her girls. ‘This is your school; this is your space. Do you want your 

school to be an extension of your home?’  

The school is not just a building, it is made up of people; the girls make the school what 

it is. Their presence, enthusiasm, and spirit fill the building, bringing it to life. Elizabeth 

believes in appealing to the better nature of the girls; she taps into the good of staff and 

girls. She continually asks the question of herself and her staff: ‘Do children feel that they 

belong?’ Reading about Summerhill was an exceptionally gratifying experience, as it put 

into words her deepest feelings of care for children and how she wishes to add to their 

leading happy, fruitful lives. Elizabeth took a leaf from the Summerhill book, which 

demonstrates that the happiness of a child grows from personal freedom and moving 

away from adult coercion.  
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Elizabeth explains A.S. Neill’s approach to self-management, referring to an example of 

a student who does not enjoy going to math classes. She asks the question: ‘How are we 

going to fix it? How do you see us fixing it?’ She believes in being sincere and kind to the 

girls to get them on board. ‘And I've always done that in my classes. I've always said, I 

can't make you work. I can ask you to work. I can try and inspire you to work. But you 

actually have to do the work. I say, ‘I believe that you know inside you what is right and 

what is wrong. It works. Why can't you just leave your bags unattended on the corridor? 

Why should we worry that someone’s going to steal something? We need to know we 

can trust each other.’ So, appeal to that better nature that there is in a child. And that’s 

my philosophy in dealing with children. They get it!’ 

Elizabeth models intangible practices in the messy day-to-day work of being a school 

leader; those of hope, focus, optimism, and moral purpose, along with some 

imperfections. Her flaws make her real and human. She is hard on herself, on her 

practices and ‘keeps polishing her stone.’ Elizabeth’s optimism means that she shows a 

positive belief in staff, girls, and the future. Efficacy and faith are the building blocks of 

optimism for Elizabeth. She has a deep understanding of her own abilities due to the 

problems she has successfully solved. Faith, for Elizabeth, means having good reason to 

invest energy and time into a project that will not realise immediate benefits, but believing 

that the investment will pay off. Efficacy and faith work together in her school, telling a 

story of change. 

Staff pop in freely into Elizabeth’s office during the day. She tries to keep her door open, 

even during meetings. Being accessible to staff is important. She changed the green- and 

red-light systems on her door shortly after her appointment. To address real issues, 

Elizabeth calls the staff member into her office and will close the door. She believes that 

a quiet word is usually all that is necessary when staff do something wrong. It can be as 

simple as that. 

Elizabeth uses an example of a teacher not valuing a student. If you make children feel 

worthless, they will not give anything worthwhile. If you show no respect, no respect will 

be returned; respect is earned. Treat the children badly, and they will treat the teacher 

badly in return.  
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Elizabeth’s approach to mentoring is to get the staff member to realise that if they can 

change their actions and approach the same situation differently, they will receive a 

different response. She believes that when a staff member leaves her office, they must 

not feel bad about themselves. They should not feel like a dog that has been whipped. 

Pixie Hardman taught me that as well.  

Relationships matter in a school environment. It matters how Elizabeth, and her staff talk 

to, and make other people feel. One of her goals is to maintain and grow relationships 

with staff and girls. It can be achieved in small gestures – from being present at the start 

and end of each school day to greet girls, to wishing staff and girls on their birthdays with 

a card or an announcement. These small gestures take minimal effort and time and have 

a strong and lasting impact on school relationships. Everyone wants to know that they 

are cared for, and that they are valued – it is a basic human need.  

Although there are accountability structures in place, autocratic leadership has no place 

in Elizabeth’s school. Past leadership provided navigation tools for a different journey. 

Elizabeth’s leadership is anchored in cherished values, collaboration, and her own 

leadership competence. Her leadership also illuminates a keen focus to help students 

realise their own potential. Humility is another characteristic which helps build 

collaboration and respect among colleagues and students. Her ability to grow as a person 

and persevere despite adversity is a compelling leadership characteristic. She declares 

firmly that an autocratic dictator is wrong and, in her words, ‘has been forever wrong.’ On 

her appointment, Elizabeth knew deep down from her teaching experiences that she 

wanted to lead her school differently. 

A school where children are happy and they want to be there, and the 
staff want to be there. But I want everyone to work like crazy. I want them 
to be doing new things, different things, the whole time. 

I actually say to them, ‘Every second counts.’ I think it drives some people 
nuts. But I say, ‘When you're in a class with children, every second 
counts, so use that. Make your classes nice.’ But you can’t do that if you 
don’t have the control. You can’t do that if you don’t have the respect.  
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Elizabeth demonstrates personal growth and a love for lifelong learning, enhancing her 

competence and willingness to reflect and expand on ideas that, in turn, influence the 

practices of her staff. It is evident that education, for her, is also about the power of 

learning to change the lives of students. The constant reminder to her staff is that children 

have a natural desire to learn. When one is not reaching a student, it can mean that you 

might lose that student’s possible growth. This is unacceptable for Elizabeth and heart-

breaking, considering the privileged opportunity her students have in relation to other 

teenagers in South Africa. The Constitution’s concept of education as a basic human right 

appears as an ideal for most South African children. 

Elizabeth is a great questioner and constantly talks about learning, emphasising her 

expectation of continuous staff improvement. Staff development broadens horizons and 

provides additional perspectives, leading to enriched thoughts, which enhance practice 

in the classroom. It also helps staff to reflect on their current practices and identify what 

they should keep doing, stop doing, and start doing. 

Elizabeth believes that she enjoys the support of almost all her staff, including her 

management team. A leadership tip she shares is to surround yourself with people who 

will support you. This takes a while. She learned from Pixie Hardman that progress can 

only be made by bringing people close to you; those who are going to support the principal 

and her philosophy.  

There will always be staff who question leadership in a school. Elizabeth relates an 

example when one member of the management team mentioned at their weekly meeting 

that some staff felt Elizabeth was not transparent in dealing with a recent case of a student 

who tested positive for Covid-19. The complaint was that the staff only knew about the 

student at the end of the school day. Elizabeth explained that her first prerogative was to 

protect the student, contact her parents, and get her off site. Subsequently, the 

Department of Health was notified, followed by careful review of the contact tracing 

registers and meetings with those staff and students who had direct and indirect contact 

with the student diagnosed with Covid-19. Elizabeth followed the Standard Operating 

Procedures laid out by the Department of Basic Education, as well as gazetted 
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Safeguarding Protocols for schools. Thereafter, she wrote a letter to parents and staff 

explaining what had transpired. This took up the better part of her day. 

The same staff member had an appointment with Elizabeth the next day about a different 

matter. At the end of the discussion, Elizabeth raised the previous day’s incident, asking 

for the names of the staff so she could address the issue with them individually. The 

names were not forthcoming, and Elizabeth concluded that the complaint came from the 

management member only, as the staff member could not name any individuals. 

Elizabeth emphasised that she cannot run a school if people think she is not transparent. 

She insisted that she had to address the concerned staff member directly. ‘You've got to 

have more than a working relationship with staff, and that is my point. I am not afraid to 

tackle staff head on.’ 

Elizabeth makes every effort not to remember the horrible parts of her work, as she terms 

it. Her mantra is that she doesn’t hold onto negative situations; she prefers to remember 

the good. That is what keeps her going.  

Elizabeth admits that there are times when she could couch her words better. She is 

aware that what she says is taken to heart by staff and girls more than she meant. She is 

remorseful of those irritable times and regrets something she said out of turn. If she 

perceives something is wrong, she will not let go. 

‘I am starving.’ Elizabeth picks up a plastic container from a credenza next to her desk 

and walks to the tea table where she transfers her beetroot and coleslaw salad to a dinner 

plate. Back at her desk, she tucks into her lunch. Between forkfuls, she pages through 

the minutes of a subject meeting. There are 18 different subject departments at the 

school. Attending all these meetings is an impossible task, so Elizabeth reads the minutes 

of the subject meetings and responds to concerns, usually asking the question: How can 

we do things differently?  

Elizabeth relates an example of a management member who had a subject meeting and 

laid down the law, not allowing any of the staff involved to put their concerns on the table. 

Elizabeth heard that the staff were upset. She cautioned the management member that 

staff must have the opportunity to present concerns and possible solutions to such a 
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meeting, even if the experienced management member feels that the solutions are not 

workable. The mentoring of staff is ongoing. 

Elizabeth’s passion for the school is reflected in the way she speaks. She feels a deep 

moral responsibility to ensure it is an inclusive school where girls have equal 

opportunities. She feels privileged to be part of the school’s journey. The year 2019 was 

a milestone, as Elizabeth celebrated her 30th anniversary at the school, and her 60th 

birthday too. 

Elizabeth’s unwavering commitment to carrying out the shared vision of the school is 

aligned with her deeply held values that focus on equity, social justice, and creating 

conditions in her school where profound levels of learning can flourish. She puts 

personalities aside and is dedicated to her conviction of treating individuals equally. 

School leaders often face difficult situations that require an emotional- as well as a 

technical response. Elizabeth’s point is that difficult decisions must be explained and 

justified to teenagers and staff.  

For example, during Covid-19, a staff member asked if the girls could wear their uniforms 

to school twice a week, and civvies for the rest of the time. The teacher felt that wearing 

uniform was a health risk and that the girls should have the opportunity to wear civvies 

every day. Elizabeth explained to both staff and students that girls do not have enough 

uniforms to change each day. The compromise was that they could wear civvies on 

alternate days.  Although the girls are comfortable in civvies, Elizabeth is aware that not 

all girls have large, fashionable wardrobes and she did not want these girls to feel 

ostracised, hence the compromise. 

Some girls have a different pair of jeans for each day of the week. Elizabeth’s concern 

was for those who do not ‘What about the child who only has one warm hoodie and 

someone comments about that?’ The teacher questioned whether Elizabeth believes in 

uniforms at all. She certainly does, as it removes a lot of social pressure on children as 

they do not have to think about what to wear. So why would Elizabeth not allow the girls 

to wear their uniform? During Covid-19 it is a precautionary measure, and girls are 
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encouraged to change their clothes every day.  Elizabeth is making the point that as a 

leader, one must be able to justify one’s actions, especially if it was a difficult decision. 

The task of leading a school during the Covid-19 pandemic has been exhausting. In 

March 2020 the Department of Education gave schools 24 hours’ notice to close. This 

resulted in planning meetings with different groups within the school to explain operational 

requirements during lockdown. 

On Thursday, I had five meetings – or Friday, I can’t remember which it 
was. I had to have two meetings with my staff because we have staggered 
breaks now for Covid, giving them the news. I then had to meet with my 
admin. I then had to meet with my general assistants. I then had to meet 
with subject heads. And at 4 o’clock in the afternoon, I met with my 
management. And when finished with management, I said, ‘Open the 
fridge and get the adult cold drinks out.’ So, sometimes, I have to go and 
say, ‘It’s not nice, it’s not easy, but this is what we have to do.’ And make 
yourself part of it. 

Elizabeth defines her non-traditional leadership as not having a herd mentality and not 

necessarily following what other principals are doing in their schools. Their practices may 

not be related to her own unique setting. Elizabeth is not defined by what the rules and 

regulations say, but by learning how to play the game so that those rules and regulations 

work in the school’s favour. She calls it bending the rules. Elizabeth reasons that if she 

followed every rule and regulation, as she sees some principals doing, she would be 

bogged down in a mire of paperwork and would never get out of her office. Learning to 

play the game comes with experience and confidence.  

Although it has not been easy, real, and meaningful change has taken place since the 

uncertain days of 1994 and continues to take place on Elizabeth’s watch. Elizabeth is 

committed to fundamental transformation of existing systems that marginalise girls and 

new ways of thinking, operating, and responding. She doesn't just tinker with existing 

systems; she adapts them. More than ever before, Elizabeth, like other school leaders, is 

attempting complex and extensive reforms.  

In addition to planning for change, she considers the assumptions, beliefs, and values of 

staff and girls. Elizabeth seeks insight and ideas to make the envisioned change 
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meaningful. This is a challenge, as some staff resist change because it represents a loss 

of familiar ways of doing things. Elizabeth reaches staff and girls in a way that raises 

consciousness. She reaches into the soul of others with empathy and an understanding 

of their perspective. Trust is at the root of transformation. Elizabeth’s common-sense 

approach means walking the talk, being genuine, honest, fair, consistent, respectful, and 

honouring diversity.  

For example, the outdated Code of Conduct was a good starting point, engaging with the 

colonial past of the school and its transformation. The South African Schools Act of 1996 

was supposed to have ended the racially divided schooling system and established a 

single national system based on constitutional principles of equality and non-

discrimination. But 24 years later, in former white schools, rules still controlled matters 

such as dress, hair, and religious practices other than Christian.  

This school too, reflects South Africa’s long and complex history of colonialism. That is 

why school rules on matters such as hair, language, and religion are still triggers of 

protest, 26 years after the end of apartheid.  

Elizabeth’s positive approach means she promotes a dignified and value-driven 

environment. Girls, staff, parents, and management members were invited to think tank 

sessions where they reviewed and revised the code of conduct. The old code contained 

rules that only applied to certain girls. Every possible word that had any bias was 

removed. The exercise was to remove those rules that marginalised any girls.  

When the Code of Conduct spoke of hair that was not dyed, it spoke to white children; 

when the code spoke of braids that could not be thicker than 2cm, it spoke to black 

children. Elizabeth explains that while she wants the school to be sought after, she does 

not want to exclude any child. It took a year to rewrite the code and it remains a work in 

progress, reviewed annually. The spin-off is that discipline has improved and there are 

fewer girls in reflection (detention). 

Revising of the Code of Conduct started with the management team voicing their unease. 

There were concerns that discipline would falter if changes were made. Elizabeth, happy 

to question the status quo, argued the difference between discipline and the Code of 
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Conduct. She speaks of the staff showing all cultural groups the necessary respect. 

‘Respect yourself, and respect others.’ Elizabeth felt strongly that the staff unconsciously 

used their teacher power to coerce instead of getting the girls on board. When girls are 

told what to do and how to behave – a dictatorial approach – there is no buy-in from them. 

New ideas and changes were presented over a few weeks during assembly in 2018 and 

were well received. The changes have been powerful, with discipline issues considerably 

reduced, says Elizabeth. The process is not finished, it is ongoing. Matric results have not 

changed in 24 years. The school still boasts a 100% pass rate, which proves the point 

that, despite changes to the Code of Conduct, discipline has not deteriorated, as expected 

by sceptical staff members. 

Staff and students work hard to establish an inclusive school community. Girls are 

encouraged to speak in their mother tongue. Elizabeth encouraged an inclusive process 

to change the house names and introduced trousers as a uniform option for Muslim girls 

particularly and corrected the school policy on underwear colour bias. ‘We transformed 

our assemblies into something that is beginning to be more meaningful for all. Have we 

done all we need to do? Are there other changes that we need to explore? Of course, the 

journey has just started!’ 

The school was under scrutiny at the same time as other public and independent girls’ 

schools in the province about the Black Lives Matter movement. The MEC (Member of 

the Executive Council) for Education, on first-name terms with Elizabeth, phoned to say 

he would be visiting about a reported racist incident. The MEC sent Elizabeth a 

photograph of the school. Elizabeth realised that he had muddled up the school with 

another independent school with a similar name. He called to explain his confusion. 

Elizabeth, undeterred, asked the MEC to visit her anyway while he was in the area, as 

she too had an incident to report. A child had a conversation with another child and part 

of the conversation was put on Instagram and went viral.  

Elizabeth did not want to sweep the problem under the carpet, because it might grow and 

fester. She also had a particular year group of students recalling racist incidents at the 

school and how maligned they felt. Elizabeth had a black girl ask the year group, ‘Why 
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didn’t you say something when you were at school? And actually, we have a very, very 

good time at school and we’re well looked after, and we’re taught so well. I’m grateful to 

be there.’ The response of the past student was, 'You don't have to be grateful, it’s your 

right to be there.’ Elizabeth was furious and hurt about the things people said about her, 

but reasoned that the experience of the girls, their perception of what they experienced, 

was real. She respected the hurt of the student group. Together with the girls, the staff 

and Elizabeth are working on an eight-point plan to address racism ensuring all girls are 

happy and comfortable coming to school. 

Elizabeth acknowledges that race is not the problem, but racism; prejudicial judgements 

based on someone’s race are subtle, that's the real issue. She understands that people’s 

journeys are different. There are no quick-fix answers, but Elizabeth is prepared to dig 

deep. 

Three deputy principals meet at Elizabeth's office, pulling chairs toward her desk. ‘Where 

is the cheesecake? We usually have food in our Exco [management] meetings,’ says 

Elizabeth. The reason for the meeting is to brainstorm a better term for ‘restorative 

discipline’ and to discuss a questionnaire compiled by the deputies on how staff and girls 

could look at behaviour from a different angle. Registration teachers are to discuss the 

questionnaire with their classes and feed back to the deputies, who will collect the data 

for the next Exco meeting. Elizabeth is adamant that punitive punishment has no value. 

We need to step into the shoes of the girls and understand their behaviour.  

Following the changes to the Code of Conduct, the prefects introduced a ‘but why’ 

campaign, supported by the principal, in line with a theme of restorative discipline that is 

also a work in progress. Part of the development of the service committees is the project 

where prefects and all service committees, using a PowerPoint presentation, take turns 

in assemblies to ask questions and provide answers to controversial topics. ‘Why do we 

wear uniforms?’ is one such question the prefects discussed with the girls at assembly, 

and why a particular rule is in place? 

The presentation was well received because, Elizabeth reasons, it comes from the girls 

themselves. Elizabeth is determined to provide the necessary direction to transform her 
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school. She feels strongly that it is her moral purpose, which means acting with the 

intention of making a positive difference. This can be tough at times, as some staff are 

not open to change.  

Elizabeth understands teenage girls. She recalls herself being cheeky at school. As a 

result, she was often called to the principal’s office. She spoke out with reason, though. 

Once a teacher spoke to her insultingly. Elizabeth walked out of the classroom and 

slammed the door. At high school, children can be rebellious or have a ‘don’t care’ 

attitude. There is a reason for this behaviour. She wants the girls to know that they have 

a voice and that their voice will be heard if they speak in a respectful manner. Although 

she is proud of the school’s 25-year 100% pass rate, Elizabeth wants the girls to leave 

the school confident in their abilities and self-assurance and, more importantly, achieve 

at their higher education institutions.  

Elizabeth shares her staff development theme, ‘Choose Different’, in which staff are 

continually asked to consider different ways of doing things, different ideas, and different 

approaches to teaching and classroom management. Elizabeth introduced the theme 

‘Choose Different’ at the beginning of the year when she invited Rachel Nyaradzo Adams 

to facilitate a workshop on personal bias.  

Rachel Nyaradzo Adams shared the many biases that all people have, explaining to the 

staff that most biases come from within, be they religion, cultural, or genetic biases. 

Rachel got the staff thinking. People are not always aware of their own biases, and so 

one needs to have the uncomfortable conversation. Rachel used herself as an example. 

Every man she dated was short. Brought up by a strong vocal and critical stepfather, she 

developed an antipathy to tall black men. Rachel did not know that she had this bias until 

a friend pointed it out, asking her why she dated short men. She posed the question, ‘How 

do you address biases you do not know you have?’ It got the staff talking, realising that 

prejudice and bias are not necessarily about race. Sharing biases helped others feel more 

secure about exploring their own biases.  

Elizabeth elaborates on the importance of these conversations in a safe space where 

staff are open to alternative perspectives and points of view. It starts by asking difficult 
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questions. The feedback from the staff was positive. Discussing their own biases was 

invaluable, and forms part of an ongoing conversation at staff development sessions. 

In keeping with her determined leadership to make positive and meaningful changes at 

the school, Elizabeth arranged another talk for staff called ‘Facing the past; facing the 

future’, presented by Roy Hellenberg and Dylan Wray. Unlike Rachel Nyaradzo Adams’ 

personal bias workshop, this session turned out to be uncomfortable, igniting all sorts of 

emotions. Elizabeth was not deterred. She sensed the tension and, wrapping up the 

session, explained that staff did not have to all agree with one another but, as a school, 

they had to find common ground. 

Elizabeth explains that the staff development session opened a variety of problems, with 

mixed emotions surfacing. Many different feelings arose. Those who were championing 

to change things felt it was great; others felt they did not want to be a part of the change. 

Elizabeth assured staff that they need not feel uncomfortable or unhappy; feelings needed 

to be aired. This conversation is ongoing. Sensitive issues must be addressed before 

change can take place. The staff came to realise the importance of respecting the views 

of others and the value in being open to re-evaluating their own preconceived ideas. 

The staff development session ended without concluding or setting a pathway to take the 

school forward. When the staff left that Saturday, some were excited, some left with 

discontent, and others felt ambivalent. Elizabeth calls it the happy, sad, glad, or mad 

feeling. Most importantly, the staff started the journey. Elizabeth anticipated the session 

being provocative, and in wrapping up, stressed the point of not wanting a divided staff. 

‘But I do want the same: for all girls to have a space in which they can express themselves, 

feel confident, and included. All this must be done using our revised Code of Conduct and 

various policies to act as a guide, which is a benchmark within a disciplined environment.’ 

Rachel Nyaradzo Adams captured what a bias is, where it comes from, and how people 

may act or react. That Saturday took the staff on a journey that required much more 

reflection and sharing and revealed more of their differences. Elizabeth rationalises that 

each staff member has their own thoughts and is responsible for their own classroom 

space, and they needed to ask themselves difficult questions like, ‘What do I do in my 
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space? Do I teach in a way that makes everyone feel included, is it a safe space so that 

one child could disagree, does one culture dominate, do we unconsciously – because of 

our biases – exclude learners?’ Elizabeth’s expectations are realistic, knowing that staff 

will not get everything right all the time, but that does not stop them from taking note of 

what has been and what can be! 

Elizabeth believes that students must be allowed to think for themselves and learn to 

express their thoughts and ideas without feeling threatened. ‘We will never all agree all 

the time on everything. How do we find commonalities? By working together, talking 

together, and sometimes putting personal beliefs and thoughts aside for the common 

good. How else do we do this other than having a difficult conversation and then saying, 

'I am satisfied that I am doing my best’, or perhaps 'I hadn't thought about this or that.’’  

‘Unconscious bias informs mindsets and behaviours that are subtle but real enemies of 

diversity and inclusion.’ This quote is based on Victor E. Frankl, a neurologist and 

psychologist, who wrote ‘Man’s Search for Meaning’. He said the following: ‘Between 

stimulus and response, there is a space. In that space, it is our power to choose our 

response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom.’ 

In keeping with the focus on students, Elizabeth shares that, running in conjunction with 

the prefect system, is the concept of service leadership, where girls volunteer to be of 

service to their school. Those girls who are not prefects or on the Representative Council 

of Learners have an opportunity to serve the school. She goes on to explain that service 

leadership gives more girls the opportunity to develop and contribute their talents with the 

aim of ultimately developing a service mindset so that when they leave school one day, 

they continue to serve their community in some way.  

Girls are encouraged to hand their CVs to the teacher in charge of a particular portfolio 

which is of interest to them. It then goes to a selection process. The areas of service are 

public relations, environment, sport, culture, and academics. Elizabeth shares an 

example of the academic service group who came up with the idea of being mentors to 

those girls who are battling in a particular subject. As a result of this suggestion, Maths, 

English and Afrikaans support lessons are available during break time. 
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There are more than 300 leadership or service opportunities in the school for grades 9 to 

12. Grade 8s are not included in the service programme. Instead, they undergo a 

comprehensive orientation programme in their first year of high school, which includes 

nurturing the notion of service leadership, which can be put into practice in grades 9-12. 

Elizabeth speaks passionately about service leadership opportunities in the school, 

especially the opportunities available to more girls than a handful of prefects. She insists 

that girls are encouraged to get involved and contribute to the service ethos. 

A staff member rushes through the principal’s door. She is tearful after receiving a phone 

call that her retired helper, who lived in the Free State, passed away after a long bout of 

illness. The teacher explains that her helper lived on their farm for many years. She is 

distraught but is comforted that she managed to make the trip to the farm over the 

weekend. Elizabeth listens attentively, not interrupting, allowing the teacher to pour out 

her emotions. Putting her arm around the teacher, Elizabeth asks if she can help. The 

staff member shakes her head and apologises for interrupting. ‘I just needed to tell 

someone. I knew this day was inevitable, but it is still such a shock.’ Composing herself, 

the teacher says that she is fine and thanks Elizabeth for lending her an ear.  

It is late afternoon; the school building is quiet except for the tinkle of teacups and mugs 

being collected from the nearby offices. Elizabeth picks up her phone and rings the 

Estates Manager. ‘Did the flooring contractor come today?’ The contractor has been 

delayed but will be at school tomorrow. Clearing her desk, closing, and unplugging her 

laptop, Elizabeth decides to call it a day.  

She walks out of the administrative block, her briefcase bulging with homework. As she 

steps into the fading sunlight, a teacher rushes over to her. Five primary school children 

have been left behind at the school by a taxi driver after spending time with an outreach 

group, learning to read. Attempts to reach the taxi driver eventually resulted in Elizabeth 

agreeing to meet the driver at a point close to the children’s school. She straps them 

safely into her SUV and begins the long journey through busy late afternoon traffic to the 

township. The children are animated, talking to her in a mixture of English and isiZulu. On 

reaching their destination, they plead not to get out of the car but ask if Elizabeth can take 

them back to their school, which is closer to their homes. She agrees and says, ‘it is about 
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ending the day right.’ Elizabeth calls the taxi driver and explains the change of 

arrangements. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Insights from Christopher’s leadership practices 

Vision and vulnerability 

Christopher sat comfortably in a black, high-back-office chair in front of his computer 

screen, relaxed, and chatty from his home in a small KwaZulu Natal town. On the walls 

of his study is a collage of memories of the Durban North school where he was principal 

for 25 years – rich memories captured in photographs and a water colour painting of the 

school. Christopher is an easy person to talk to. Despite the distance involved in a Zoom 

call, his energy and passion recalling his years in education was palpable. Our first 

evening together started with him recalling his journey into teaching  

Both his parents left school in standard 8 (grade 10). His mother was obsessed that her 

only son should continue his studies after matric and get a ‘proper qualification.’ She was 

determined that Christopher was going to study towards a degree at university, and he 

felt great pressure to do so. He matriculated at 17, an insecure young man, and was 

accepted at the then Natal University. Due to his age, he did not qualify for national 

military service, which was compulsory for young white men. Conscripts became 

members of the South African Defence Force or the South African Police. They were used 

to enforce the government's stance against liberation movements, anti-apartheid 

activists, and the 'communist threat.’  

Christopher did not see himself teaching at a high school and broke his mother’s heart 

with the news that he was attending Edgewood Teachers’ Training College instead. ‘My 

mother considered that to be an absolute failure. She would not forgive me for that. She 

did not accept my teaching diploma as valid compared to a degree. Until her dying day, 

she did not forgive me.’ 

There is more than a hint of sadness in Christopher’s voice as he recalls these memories. 

It seems that the fact that he disappointed his mother is etched in his soul, despite a 

distinguished and successful career in education. The diploma was not good enough. His 
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mother wanted a better opportunity for Christopher than she or his father had had. He 

was the first and only member of his family to obtain a tertiary qualification, although his 

mother did not recognise it as worthwhile. ‘It was my mother’s great aim in life that I should 

get a degree, which she considered a proper qualification, but I believe that I received an 

excellent education at the teachers’ training college.’ The training was of a high standard 

and stood Christopher in good stead for his long and illustrious career. ‘I would go so far 

as to say that my three-year Education Diploma prepared me well, compared to someone 

who went to university and did a BA and then an HDE. I was able to use eight of my 

teaching subjects when I did my fourth year part-time. I only had to pick up two subjects 

to complete my fourth year; such was the standard of the teacher’s qualification we 

received at Edgewood.’  

Christopher was accepted to study towards his fifth year through correspondence, but the 

birth of his first child proved a difficult time, as the baby was sick and required extensive 

ongoing medical intervention. The option of a fifth year was withdrawn from university 

courses and the opportunity to further his qualifications was lost. Christopher did not study 

further, and it worried him. His reasons are that he still feels that unless you get a degree, 

people don’t take you seriously. He admits that his thoughts are influenced by his mother. 

‘I still believe that you won’t be taken seriously or have credibility in education unless you 

have a proper degree, and really, you should have a masters. In Finland, you require a 

master’s degree to even teach in a classroom.’  

I sense his regret and sadness when discussing the topic of tertiary qualifications and I 

give Christopher the perspective of the observer participant, as I want to offer some 

reassurance of what I have learned from staff about his leadership. His contribution to 

education during his career is evident from speaking to the staff who worked with him. 

One cannot put a price on that. Christopher understands that I am documenting a 

relatively under researched aspect of school leadership: the demanding, messy, day-to-

day leadership practices of non-traditional principals like him, principals who do things 

differently. By participating in this study, he is adding to the literature on an interesting 

avenue of non-traditional leadership practice, about how and why he did things the way 

he did.  
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Christopher sits back in his chair and folds his arms over his stomach, pensive: 

You know it’s a strange thing; I think you are right, Penny. I was talking to 
someone the other day saying that you would be interviewing me and that 
you are doing your PhD. I was saying it has to now be about personal 
gratification doing this degree. Your degree is not going to get you extra 
money and intrinsically you are doing it for yourself. It’s a personal 
journey, and that’s what I wish I’d done. Oh, it does put a feather on the 
scale [adds to one’s credibility] when someone does try and give you a 
hard time and when you can say, ‘Well, look, I have a set of qualifications.’ 

The conversation moves on, and Christopher reminisces about growing up in a small 

Midlands town, in northern KwaZulu-Natal. He attended the local junior school and high 

school, both with the same name. He describes the high school as a traditional, colonial 

English-speaking school, much like a Michaelhouse or Eton. For example, assembly on 

a Friday was conducted in Latin, staff wore black academic gowns, and students sang 

Gaudeamus Igitur. The school also marked occasions such as Remembrance Day. 

These traditions made an impact on Christopher, who feels that traditions have a place, 

as they contribute to a sense of comfort and belonging. Traditions reinforce school values, 

such as a strong work ethic and the value of selflessness. He is quick to point out that 

school traditions and values must be inclusive and aware of the diverse school population. 

After graduating from Edgewood, Christopher's first teaching post was at a school in the 

Durban area before moving to Colenso, where he met his wife. From there he applied for 

promotion as head of department and master-in-charge of a hostel in Mtubatuba. When 

asked if anyone had influenced, mentored, or had a direct impact on his own leadership 

style, Christopher sits forward in his chair, deep in thought and answers, saying he worked 

his way through the ranks and this experience meant he learned about every aspect of 

school, including managing and leading. He shares his frustration about the way he was 

managed as a young teacher under Teutonic, rigid, male, bureaucratic, Afrikaans 

principals who were dictatorial. He felt he could not change anything. The staff were not 

allowed to ask questions and if you did, no one listened anyway. However, as much as 

Christopher may malign his Afrikaans colleagues, they were good managers for their 

time. They were not necessarily good leaders; they were autocratic, but they were very 

organised. 
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Christopher reflects on the principals who lead from a perspective of fear. They can be 

intimidating; they are not open to ideas; they do not listen and may not be willing to admit 

when they make a mistake. This kind of autocratic leadership is not sustainable, although 

it might produce performance over a short period of time. A principal who leads through 

fear could be considered a manager of people, not a leader. A non-traditional principal, 

on the other hand, creates an open and safe environment, where staff are allowed to be 

themselves, have a point of view, take risks, and are encouraged to learn from their 

failures. 

To illustrate the point about hierarchical leadership and guardians of such leadership 

practices, Christopher recalls the example of annual country schools’ athletics meetings. 

The principals came through a particular door into the dining area of the school where the 

meeting was being held and got a restaurant-quality hot lunch with all trimmings, while 

everybody else got the usual hostel overcooked lunch; such was the hierarchical status 

of heads in schools. To make matters worse, in addition to eating different food, all 

teachers were forced to use a separate door into the dining area. Christopher found this 

insensitive, condescending, and appalling. The experience stays with Christopher. 

One of the most important roles of a principal is to empower staff. He knew that when he 

became a principal one day, he would not treat staff the same way he was treated. He 

vowed that he would give staff a chance, enable them to run with their ideas, and not 

squash them. ‘Empowering others brings out the specialness in staff, it shows that you 

believe in them, it brings out their individuality.’  

The interview naturally moves onto family matters. Due to his daughter’s health and the 

need to be close to good hospitals, Christopher applied for a promotion post in the city. 

He assumed city schools were highly organised and well managed, confirmed in his mind 

by the impressive façade of an old red brick building cited in a leafy suburban area. Once 

inside the building, he was to learn how poorly the school was managed. 

Instead of stepping into a well-established school as he imagined, Christopher was met 

instead with a school on the verge of shutting its doors. He was faced with tough battles 

on all fronts in those early years. He discovered a laissez-faire approach to managing the 
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school. The older staff got ’A’ classes year in and year out, while the younger staff 

members were never considered for those. There was very little reflection on teaching 

practice. He recalls three staff who controlled the school when he arrived. They had 

acquired this power because there was a lack of leadership at the time; they stepped in 

to fill the gap. The previous headmaster had retired due to poor health. He was a revered 

high school principal but had little experience in a primary school setting. 

Christopher is frank when he recalls that he found very little to work with on his arrival.  

The only information came from the deputy principal, who was appointed just before the 

previous principal retired. Anything established in the school was due to that deputy 

principal. Christopher describes the school as dysfunctional: ‘terribly shambolic, rooms 

full of broken furniture and no money in the bank.’ The school borrowed money against 

the trust fund to keep afloat, and the finance department forgot to tell me when I took 

over. I got a letter of demand from the bank!' 

The secretaries were strong-willed and set in their ways, while the administration of the 

school was poor. Financially, the school was insolvent. There were two wings of the 

school that were vacant. Three large classrooms at the end of the building were used as 

junk rooms. Enrolment was poor, just tipping 300 children. Christopher’s main priority was 

working with the staff and on enrolment, which was a difficult task because there were 

many Model C community schools in the area. But fate played into his hands when 

schools opened their doors to all South African children and slowly the empty classrooms 

filled up. 

Ja, [OK] to sum up, if I had to describe the school that I took over, it was 
a school full of broken furniture and very, very weak leadership, enrolment 
was considerably down, and the school was half-full. I didn’t realise how 
bad the situation was at first. Only when I sat in the principal’s chair and 
started digging and looking around, did I comprehend that thing were 
actually quite bleak. The school had been run into the ground and was on 
the verge of closing. 

Christopher, known for his excellent organisational skills, could not function in the chaos 

that represented the school at the time. His mind was set to restore the school to what it 

was. He worked off lists. Each day, he would write a new list. ‘I never wanted people to 
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think that we were the ‘other’ school. I wanted it to be the lovely school that I knew it could 

be. I think it is really part of your make-up, that you want to succeed.’ 

Christopher did not start with the academics, that were ticking along. Instead, he restored 

the organisation and structure in the school and, most importantly, reached out to the 

staff. ‘I couldn’t wait to get into the storeroom and get all the pencils lined up on the shelf.’ 

Christopher’s nature is such that he enjoys a challenge, although there were times when 

he initially took over the school that he felt the negativity of the older staff weigh heavily 

on his shoulders. They did not offer support and questioned everything he did, comparing 

him to the previous principal.  

Staff did not understand how close the school was to closing its doors. For Christopher, 

the challenge was set. ‘You have your moments, but I think the challenge kicked in, and 

there were lots to do and so I got going. You have to be quite courageous in the beginning, 

dig deep – although you might not feel it!’ 

There will always be staff who rub you up the wrong way. Christopher can still name those 

staff members. He admits to feeling irritated when he saw them on the school corridors 

because he knew another problem was coming his way. He tried to get inside their shoes 

to understand their psyche. ‘Often staff are trying to reach out to you but do so from a 

different angle.’ One particular staff member, who has since retired, still calls Christopher 

to hear how he is.  

Much is demanded of teachers, and it is Christopher’s feeling that one must abandon 

traditional models of managing staff in favour of seeing staff as individuals, working from 

the assumption of teacher initiative rather than obedience. Staff found it empowering 

when the principal expressed his appreciation for their achievements and the work well 

done. The support provided by the principal, both personal and professional, was seen 

as enabling their empowerment. Encouraging innovative ideas and sharing of 

professional knowledge enabled professional growth. Teachers felt valued when the 

principal showed trust by delegating important responsibilities and promoting teachers to 

leadership positions, such as head of grade, giving demanding tasks to them.  
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Christopher’s leadership experiences led him to believe that, in the 21st century, 

leadership based on relationships and closeness with staff is the kind that can sustain 

success. Little touches of human kindness can change staff members’ days and make 

them feel better about their job. Reflecting on what staff said about his leadership, 

Christopher wanted to help staff grow as leaders, too. 

He sent his fledgeling deputy principal to an International Principals Conference in 

Helsinki, where she gained a broader vision of education. She met and networked with 

other principals from around the world, which made a positive impact on her own thinking, 

and she returned to school with great ideas. Such was Christopher’s trust that he allowed 

the young deputy principal to implement her new ideas.  

Another example of developing staff capacity was the establishment of grade-head 

positions, which rotated each year. This gave more staff the opportunity to step into a 

leadership position. Before the start of the new school year, they were taken off campus 

for the day, and workshopped their roles. Christopher appreciated the good ideas that 

came out of these meetings and made each grade head feel valued and special. 

After many years of classroom teaching, Christopher sensed that one grade 3 teacher 

needed a new challenge. She was particularly interested in psychology, and he supported 

her financially to enrol at UNISA for a school counselling course. On completion of her 

course, Christopher gave the newly qualified counsellor the opportunity to set up a 

support unit in a disused prefabricated building. The unit has since grown to include a 

speech and language therapist as well as an occupational therapist, now located in a new 

building customised for their needs. 

Christopher feels that one of the greatest supports for a school principal is having a good 

deputy, someone you can relate to. He enjoyed a daily late afternoon cup of coffee in the 

deputy principal’s office where they would chat informally and talk about important issues. 

The deputy principal would whip out her stash of chocolate, which she kept in her bottom 

desk drawer. Christopher enjoyed the closeness of these intimate occasions. ‘It was very 

special. It was reassuring and reaffirming to talk about the business that is school to 

someone who understood, and to share the loneliness of the role at times with a trusted 
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confidante. It is one of those things that I could only do when the staff grew larger 

because, before that, I was so busy doing everything myself. I can’t explain it well enough, 

other than to say that it was a very special relationship to have time at the end of the day 

to catch up with my management team. I loved it. It was a very special part of my day.’ 

Christopher talks keenly about the delegation of power, thinking it wrong to hold onto 

power. He believes that a principal who holds onto everything and does not delegate, 

ends up doing everything badly. It is the principal’s responsibility to build people, giving 

them that kind of authority, that kind of freedom. The principal must keep in touch with the 

staff, constantly asking, ‘Tell me what is happening?’ Although he delegated the academic 

function to the deputy principal, it did not mean that he took his finger off the pulse. 

Christopher insisted on commenting and signing termly reports of students. He read the 

exam papers before they were printed and offered comments of congratulations or 

motivation on the marked exam scripts, which the students appreciated. 

There is no doubt that developing and nurturing human capital was high on Christopher’s 

agenda. Success in his eyes was not about getting more out of his staff but about 

investing more in them. He had the ability to judge people correctly and identify and 

leverage potential. The school counsellor adds that he took the time to personally coach 

and mentor the staff.  

He had a little insecurity about his education and, usually, when people 
are insecure about something, they don’t help other people up the ladder. 
They hold them back because they are insecure, and they don’t want 
others doing better than them. Christopher never did that; he encouraged 
people to develop their potential. ‘It is a trait of his remarkable leadership, 
really! He held the staff in an open hand, he would grow you. He would 
say, ‘Don’t think twice if a good opportunity comes your way.’ He had a 
lot of pleasure in seeing staff gain promotion. 

However, personal coaching and mentoring staff came at a price for a selfless school 

principal. Certain staff reach a level when they can apply for a promotion post, and 

Christopher, while elated, found it sad to see these staff move on with their careers. It 

happened to him several times. The great deputy principals whom he mentored were 

ready to take on their own schools.  
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My role was to nurture, giving people the freedom to learn more. 
Unfortunately, as a leader, there comes a time when you almost have to 
sacrifice because the good staff move on. You can raise people’s salaries 
as high as you like, but there is nothing like having your own school. It is 
sad to see them go because you also formed a very close bond with them. 

In his career as a principal leader, Christopher mentored three deputies who earned 

promotion to schools of their own. He is modest, reluctant to take credit for their success, 

helping them find a principal position in another school because they were ready for this 

challenge. 

Empowerment and care seem synonymous with Christopher’s leadership. He brought 

others along with him. As a caring leader, he saw the importance of building confidence 

in staff. He coached by default, not saying ‘What I would do is…’ but rather enabling staff 

to find their own way, to be the best they could be.’  

Christopher understands on a deeper level how to bring out the best in staff. As a 

principal, he gave fully of himself in body, mind, heart, and spirit. This type of leadership 

practice outperforms a top-down command-and-control leader. It is apparent from 

interviewing staff that he led a fulfilling life of integrity, developing authentic and lasting 

relationships. His approach was one of building bridges of understanding. His mantra is 

that the more one gives to the staff, the more staff will want to share with the principal. 

The truth of leadership is that, if one gives of oneself, it confers peace of mind in staff, 

inspires loyalty, and attracts good teachers. The leader must care more about others than 

about themselves. The leader’s power comes from nearness to the staff, and that is why 

the staff follow. 

He consistently demonstrated acts of caring with sincerity and kind words. There is a very 

real sense that the staff were inspired by his character, strength, and example. He feels 

strongly that principals should value teachers and show teachers their worth by giving 

them a decent space in which to work. In those early days of taking over the school, he 

remembers the school’s ‘crummy staffroom.’ The staff room typified a government 

institution. A large rectangular wooden table sat in the middle of the room with hard chairs 

around it and an urn in the corner, gurgling away. One of the first things Christopher did 
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was to make the staffroom more comfortable, with better seating. When the school could 

afford it, he began working on improving the classrooms. He recognised that teachers are 

professionals and, as such, require a professional working space. He bought new 

teachers’ desks and slowly replaced the broken teachers’ chairs. He regrets not having 

the school finances before he retired to give every teacher a laptop; some had laptops, 

but they were very old.  

Christopher's care ethic is demonstrated in a touching gesture related to the deputy 

principal who tells of her surprise at her promotion. She was in her 40s at the time and 

felt there were older, more capable, and experienced staff to take on the deputy’s role. 

She fondly recalls that at the end of her first year, after having been in the ‘hot seat’, 

Christopher wrote her the most beautiful letter, which she still keeps in her bible, using it 

as a bookmark. It meant so much to her that he believed in her and thanked her for a job 

she had done in the first year, even though she was so new to it all. He appreciated her 

efforts. It was a meaningful gesture and remains meaningful, as it was heartfelt. ‘It is a 

beautiful letter, I never expected it.’ 

The deputy principal, working closely with Christopher, acknowledges that on occasions 

Christopher did not handle stress well and could have a sharp tongue, but qualifies this 

by saying that these occasions showed his vulnerability and humanness. There were 

many more important qualities to focus on, such as Christopher's great leadership.  

I would call him out on something if I didn’t like what he said. He would 
take it in his stride and say, ‘Yes, I shouldn’t be doing this, this or that.’ 
Such was the great relationship between us.  

Christopher lived the values of reliability, honesty, and trustworthiness and is described 

as a loving family man. 

Christopher was cautious about conveying his stress to the staff, but rather chose to be 

gracious and kind. A gracious leader learns to talk without being offensive, to listen 

without being defensive, and to leave the staff with a different opinion than his own, with 

their dignity intact. Caring about people means caring about people as people and not as 

transactions, or as a means to an end. Success for a principal, means building long-term 
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relationships. Ultimately, being a principal is not about power, but rather about a larger 

purpose of caring for others and doing the right thing. Real wealth, in Christopher’s 

estimation, is the priceless, intangible value of relationships. How you treat people in good 

times and bad, defines your true measure of wealth. Real relationships require real 

investment, which he had in abundance.  

A staff member passionately speaks about Christopher’s ability to care and form deep 

meaningful relationships that mattered. Despite his retirement, he still keeps in touch. He 

is interested in the well-being of the staff and that of their families. ‘You would think that 

he wouldn’t know about you, but he did, he did know. That resonates with me all the time. 

He was interested in me and what was going on with me.’  

With a staff of over 100, one would think it difficult remembering names, but Christopher 

made it his priority to know each of the staff personally. ‘I felt so honoured that he called 

me by my first name because he knew me. He knew all about me and every time he 

called me Sophia, it made my hair stand up because I felt special, somebody he knew.’ 

Christopher alludes to deep connections with the staff and lets them know that he trusted 

them to do a great job. At times, he took staff aside to talk about a difficulty that they were 

experiencing. If they went off on a tangent, he brought them back in line, reminding them 

of the school’s plans and vision. He believed that these quiet chats were beneficial in 

keeping the change process going. 

The deputy principal’s voice softens when she speaks of Christopher and the good heart 

he had for people. He cared. If a staff member needed something, he was there to help. 

A colleague’s daughter’s car broke down in the Midlands of KwaZulu-Natal. Being a single 

mum, she was beside herself. Christopher would not allow her to drive up to the Midlands 

to fetch her daughter. He made the journey instead and made the necessary 

arrangements for the car to be towed back to Durban. ‘That’s the kind of man he was! He 

extended the same care to his elderly mother and sister when they became ill.’  
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The deputy principal recalls the time she set up the ANA (Annual National Assessment)3  

tests incorrectly thinking she was being proactive. Later she realised her mistake of being 

too quickly off the mark. The necessary paperwork was submitted to the Department of 

Education and was promptly returned, as she had not followed certain procedures. The 

paperwork had to be re-worked, which was an enormous task. Christopher was gracious 

in not passing any judgement as he sensed how upset the deputy principal was.  

He didn’t rub my nose in it; rather it was a case of, ‘Come on, let’s fix this 
and resubmit.’ I really appreciated his patience, and I didn’t make that 
mistake again. 

Christopher was equally committed to the children in his care. If a child came to his office 

with a concern, they would be treated with compassion and empathy. A staff member 

who was once present in Christopher’s office saw how he interacted with a naughty little 

boy, treating the child as his own son. He understood what the young boy was going 

through. He had real compassion for the child and paid him fatherly attention. 

Christopher is described as very popular with the staff. He did not consciously work to 

make himself popular; he did everything with such a heart. ‘I can’t think of one person on 

the staff who didn’t like him. He was honest, he had integrity, he was so committed, 

committed to everything and everyone. He exuded commitment and integrity. I don’t even 

know what to call it – an aura, that’s it. He had an aura about him’, which is how one staff 

member describes Christopher. 

Christopher’s passion is tangible for all to see. It was this passion that drove him to get 

up each morning. He was appreciative of the staff. He did not speak over the staff, and 

he rarely took credit for his leadership practices. In staff meetings, he expressed his 

appreciation for the value that staff added to the school, a much-appreciated show of 

care. A staff member shares,  

 
3	The Annual National Assessment (ANA) is an assessment instrument introduced by the Department of 

Basic Education (DBE) in 2011 to enable a systemic evaluation of education performance and thereby 

enhance learner achievement.	
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He would pat you on the back and say, ‘Well done.’ But we knew it was 
something much deeper than that. He let you know that he had 
confidence and trust in you. 

Christopher supported staff during difficult parent interviews. The deputy principal recalls 

a parent writing an insulting letter attacking the teachers. She was able to rely on him for 

support to help her respond to the parents. ‘When I had reached the end of my limit, he 

took over, which is a great partnership really.’ 

The deputy principal recognises that Christopher might have felt frustrated with her at 

times, but he never showed his frustration. He had a sharp sense that her heart was in 

her job, just as his. Heart plays an essential role in the leadership of a school. The 

community can soon tell if the principal is not committed and has no passion for children 

and education. Education and school were Christopher’s happy place. He is described as 

committed to the school and the people in the school building with his heart and soul. He 

had close connections with staff and students, and the staff elaborated on how fortunate 

they were to work with him. He never threw his title around. They were part of his team 

and worked alongside him. 

A teacher recalls an incident where a parent unfairly accused her of placing a child in 

detention because the mother had not paid for an excursion. School fee payment 

arrangements are the domain of the bursar and finance office only, and staff do not know 

the status of parents in this regard. The parent took the matter to the Department of 

Education, and the district manager got involved. Christopher called the parent to the 

school for a meeting because she refused to see the teacher concerned. He supported 

the teacher, explaining the confidentiality of school fee collection of which the staff is not 

aware. ‘There wasn’t a question about his support of me. He obviously asked me about 

the situation and what I had done and what had happened. I didn’t feel worried that I was 

being reported because Christopher was on my side; he knew me well enough that I 

would not embarrass a child.’ 

Christopher trusted his staff. If he delegated a task, he would leave the staff to get on with 

it and not micromanage the project or hover over that person. A staff member alludes to 

Christopher getting cross occasionally if something went wrong. He had high 
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expectations. ‘I have been on the receiving end of his angry tongue once or twice, but we 

had an honest relationship, and we were able to move on from there.’ 

Christopher built community relationships. A staff representative on the governing body 

talks of the trust and respect that the governing body had for him and his extraordinary 

vision; they felt privileged to work with him. His relationship extended further into the 

broader community. He was a member of the local Anglican Church. He headed a 

regional South African Principal’s Association. His opinion was often sought in the local 

newspaper, and he enjoyed a vast network of principals around South Africa due to his 

tireless efforts to establish the South African Principals Association. He organised 

national and international conferences. He hosted a school tea party for retirees in the 

community each year, which is an eagerly anticipated event.  

Gaining leadership experience meant that Christopher learned to handle people’s 

emotions empathetically. He would start a one-on-one meeting asking about the person’s 

family. This strategy showed, ‘I care about you, I am interested in you.’ The next question 

to break the ice was always: ‘What can I do to help you?’ 

Christopher reasons that you cannot be rational with an irrational person. When someone 

is really emotional, the most important thing to do is to just listen, actively listen. As an 

inexperienced, young principal, he explained his frustration, but as he grew in his 

leadership, he realised the importance of being a good listener, giving the parent time to 

simmer down and Christopher, time to think of a solution. He found 24 hours a good rest, 

then he sought out that person and chatted again. He reasons that people do not change, 

but how one handles them, changes. 

Christopher found it hard to be empathetic with people who were insincere, but for 

reasons this is the nature of leadership; dealing with all kinds of people and the leader 

has to keep the moral high ground at all times. 

Christopher shares that one of his leadership practices was not asking staff to do things 

he would not do himself, and he explicitly states this as his philosophy. He affirms his 

philosophy of leading by example, relating how he got stuck in all manner of tasks. This 

philosophy is embedded in his leadership practices. He used a hands-on approach. He 
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knew every inch of the school building. He knew what was going on. He went to lessons; 

he gardened with the support staff. He got stuck in building projects. At times he would 

leave his diary for the day and inform his secretary that he was not available for 

appointments. On these days he would come to school in his old clothes to garden or to 

save money, finish building projects with his support staff, or help cut down large trees in 

the parking lot. Due to financial constraints and a lack of funds, Christopher and his 

support staff did much of the work themselves. He watched every cent. He could not rely 

on the Department of Education or the Department of Public Works; he made a plan 

himself. He would cut the school fields on a Sunday, using an old second-hand tractor. 

For Christopher, working closely with the staff meant he developed a closeness, a bond, 

and trust. His words, ‘It is very special.’ 

Over the weekend he would also walk with his dog, Sedgwick, and picked up litter that 

was lying round. It was not beneath him to do mundane tasks. He was a servant of the 

community. He was a servant to the staff; he was a servant to the school. ‘He got stuck 

in. He was different in that way; nothing was too menial for him. He wasn’t precious!’ 

Christopher paid attention to the details. He walked the school regularly and when he saw 

something that was broken or out of sorts, he would move his wedding ring to his other 

hand as a reminder. On returning to his office, he would put the problem on his 

maintenance list for his weekly support staff meeting. 

The conversation returns to Christopher’s focus on relationships. He does not particularly 

enjoy conflict and controversial conversations but does not avoid having them if 

necessary. Christopher’s belief in having good relationships with staff, students, and 

parents helped avoid such dilemmas. He prioritised leadership strategies that involve 

better knowing others, building community capacity, and listening to others to make better 

decisions. Knowing others better, helped him develop more open perspectives about 

people. He was able to understand more about how teachers, students, or parents might 

feel in each situation and how those feelings might influence their behaviour.  

It seems that his own struggles as a young teacher under dictatorial leadership helped 

him better understand the staff and what types of support they needed. Due to his early 
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teaching experience, he understood that every student and teacher was different, and 

thus used various strategies when interacting with different personalities. Christopher was 

particularly committed to making efforts to learn more about individuals. 

 A teacher elaborates on Christopher's good relationship with the staff and the result was 

a sense of cohesion and togetherness. He enjoyed a unique and individual relationship 

with the staff. In turn, the staff showed deep respect for Christopher. While they were 

invited to address the headmaster by his first name, many staff members felt that out of 

respect, they could not. ‘He was so respected by the staff that I didn’t think it right calling 

him by his first name, although we knew we could. I didn’t think it was good enough to 

call him Christopher. I thought it was much more respectful to call him by his surname, 

Mr. Neville. 

He led by example. He exuded it, and he exuded goodness. Christopher attended every 

function on both the (senior and junior primary) campuses; even if he just popped in for a 

bit, he was there. He showed up. He walked around asking if the staff were doing well, or 

if they needed anything. The deputy principal recalls,  

I can’t tell you how nice it feels. He would just wave at me if I was busy 
with parents and say 'There is coffee waiting for you in the kitchen.’ 

Christopher built a positive school culture because he was everywhere, all the time. He 

had a passion and a heart for the school, which influenced the staff. He showed up for 

every parent’s evening. He would attend grade-specific family picnics and walk around 

talking with families. He would pop into the Cinderella ball. The deputy principal knew that 

she could call him anytime during the day or night. He would do everything to help, even 

if he was at a school district meeting. He was accessible; he was available to the staff. 

‘He was available for me. I am making him sound like an angel; he wasn’t always. Like 

us all, he had his faults, but he was a very good leader.’ 

The school counsellor alludes to Christopher being on the side of the sports field, walking 

up and down, chatting with, and interacting with the parents, and even swopping a recipe. 

The moral compass and personal anchors of every staff member contribute to a healthy 

school environment. Instead of representing a focus on obedience to authority and just 
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executing the task of teaching, a healthy school is a space where staff can disagree and 

contribute to the school in an open and honest way, rather than one that suppresses 

opinions and doubts in the name of cohesion and harmony. Christopher believes that a 

principal must retain some degree of authority for a school to function but explains that 

authority is not a total obedience to the principal and staff relationship. He encouraged 

active participation rather than passive implementation of orders, for otherwise, there 

would be no sense of collective ownership.  

Christopher encouraged independent thinking and the need to understand ‘why’ 

questions for necessary school improvement. He is of the opinion that when staff accept 

traditional ways of thinking, they copy past practices. Consequently, there is no growth or 

renewal of practice. Staff must have the opportunity to disagree, debate, and contribute 

to school improvement in an honest, respectful, and open manner.  

There were times when Christopher did not see eye-to-eye with staff members. He 

clashed with one of the school secretaries, which was quite unusual. The deputy principal 

teased them both, saying, ‘You are going to love each other before both of you retire.’ 

The good news is that they did get it right. They ended up having a good relationship and 

had a newfound respect for one another. Like Christopher, the school secretary had a 

strong personality. She is described as efficient, professional, and always well presented. 

The cause of Christopher’s frustration was that financially she did not need to work, and 

often wanted to take a break to go on exotic vacations. She enjoyed an affluent lifestyle 

and wanted the freedom to come and go as she wanted. This annoyed Christopher, who 

would not approve of her taking time off during the school term for holiday purposes. He 

believed in treating all leave requests consistently, without favouring one staff member 

over another.  

This same secretary questioned the validity of the school’s building renovations. She gave 

her opinion freely and informed Christopher what she thought was not going to work. He 

would get quite cross with her. He used to complain to the deputy principal about the 

secretary’s impudence, and ironically, the secretary complained to the deputy principal 

about his. The secretary in turn bristled when Christopher walked into the offices. Being 

a vivacious character, Christopher filled the room with his bubbly personality and would 
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jump into conversation without greeting, which irritated the secretary. She considered it 

rude. Others did not agree with her opinion, reasoning that Christopher always had much 

on his mind and his intention was never to be rude. Fortunately, they found common 

ground. 

Although not confrontational, Christopher did not steer clear of difficult conversations. 

Possibly due to the close relationship he shared with the staff, he was able to engage in 

intimate conversations. Christopher recalls several of these personal and difficult 

conversations with staff that tested his leadership skills.  

Christopher believes that women are better at handling confrontations than men.  

I remember the district manager saying, ‘Keep your head down, fly under 
the radar, don’t say anything, it will go away, it’ll go away.’  

He does not believe this to be true. If something was happening at school, he wanted to 

know about it. If he did not like what he heard or saw, he dealt with it, believing that if he 

did not find a solution and talk to the people involved, the problem would worsen. 

Christopher admits to steeling himself when dealing with difficult staff members. As a 

young principal, he often felt angry, as certain staff members rubbed him in the wrong 

way. However, with experience, Christopher grew to engage with difficult staff politely, in 

an unemotional way. They would discuss the problem and how it could be overcome. 

He recalls a difficult conversation with a music teacher, explaining to him, ‘This is not 

working out.’ He tactfully suggested that the teacher appeared not to like children. It was 

a tough conversation, but Christopher’s reasoning is that the principal must do the right 

thing for the school and in the best interests of the children. He learned quickly not to 

have these conversations alone but with another member of the management team 

present, because the rebuked individual might come out of the meeting feeling wronged 

and hard done by, and then, turn on him. These were tough but necessary conversations. 

Another conversation with a male staff member who developed a reputation for getting 

into the children’s personal space while teaching, proved equally difficult but necessary. 

Christopher had an honest man-to-man conversation with the teacher but found it 

extremely hard. ‘If there is an issue in the school and you don’t like what is happening 
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and you are not prepared to talk about it, well, then you have to put up with the 

consequences.’ It was heart-breaking to have these ongoing difficult conversations 

because the teacher was a really good person at heart but had great difficulties at home. 

The complaints from parents and children escalated. The district manager intervened. 

The teacher resigned after a disciplinary hearing. Christopher feels that he failed the 

teacher because he did not do enough to counsel and assist the teacher.  

An obese teacher could no longer carry out her teaching responsibilities effectively. She 

was unsteady on her feet, and the children in her class were largely left to do whatever 

they wanted. It was difficult to discuss the sensitive subject of her weight. The teacher 

was incensed, but Christopher believes that in her heart the teacher knew she could not 

carry out her duties. While trying to board her medically, she tragically passed away.  

Christopher recalled another sensitive conversation with a male teacher who was 

desperate to be appointed to a vacant promotion position at the school. He tactfully 

explained why the staff member was not the right fit for the position. Christopher relates 

the advice given to him; that it is best to fill a promotion vacancy with someone outside 

the school. He reasons that the staff at the school will always think of the in-house 

promotee as just a teacher, and they will not take the teacher in the promotion position 

seriously.  

The staff member was offended, but Christopher supported him in applying for posts at 

other schools. He encouraged the staff member to get his driver's license. The head of 

the department is expected to be at school events. His inability to drive was difficult, as it 

put pressure on the rest of the management team to pick up extra duties, especially at 

weekend sports fixtures away from home ground, which management are expected to 

support. Christopher managed to help the teacher find a head of department position at 

a school close by where he remained until his retirement a few years ago. He is not sure 

if the teacher has forgiven him, but he just knew at the time that the staff member was not 

the right fit for the school.  

A unique characteristic of Christopher’s leadership was that staff were not always aware 

that he was going through a crisis. He just handled it. Grade 7 service teams are elected 
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annually. A group of Muslim parents arrived at the school to complain that a particular 

service team had not been selected fairly. Christopher did not ignore the crisis. He actively 

listened to understand the parents’ point of view. A staff member recalls this incident. ‘It 

never got any further than that because he knew how to handle a difficult situation. He 

didn’t get upset, and suddenly it was done, and it didn't become a big thing. He was a 

proud man, but he was also humble enough to admit mistakes.’ 

Christopher elaborates on other difficult situations in which he found himself. One stands 

out in particular, as the ‘weirdest’ in his career. He recalls teacher strikes a few years ago. 

He used to convene meetings for all schools in the area to discuss how they were going 

to manage teaching and learning should they be forced to close by teacher unions. The 

South African Democratic Teacher Union perceived Christopher as the ringleader of the 

principals in the area, and several hundred teachers arrived at the school en masse in 

buses, screaming at him through the school fence. Suddenly a brick whizzed past, just 

missing his face. It was a terrifying situation in which to find himself. 

Christopher invited a few spokespeople from the striking group into his office to 

understand their concerns and why they wanted to close the school. He offered the 

spokesmen a cup of tea and they chatted amicably. He recognised a few colleagues from 

the South African Principals’ Association. When leaving, they asked for enrolment forms 

for their children. A union member apologised for the earlier behaviour of a striker. From 

throwing a brick and then wanting to enrol their children in the school, Christopher found 

the experience bizarre. 

The deputy principal recalls Christopher's imminent retirement as a difficult situation with 

which he battled.  

He prepared the way, saying, ‘When I’m not here one day….’ It was a 
huge thing for him. He is such an active leader, hands-on. I could see that 
was sitting heavily on his shoulders. 

Christopher's habit of reflecting on his practice reveals that a prerequisite to learning from 

experience is honest and objective reflection. He talks of experiences when things did not 

go as planned. He elaborates on leadership decisions that did not work as anticipated. 
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He reiterates that critical reflection was important and was not easy, but a review and 

change of thought and behaviour only occur from such deep reflection. Similarly, 

reflecting on himself and his own character, was an important part of it. This led to new 

ways of doing things and became a transformative learning experience. ‘As a leader, 

really getting to know yourself is critical. If you don’t know who you are, you can’t lead 

other people either.’  

Reflecting on learning experiences, Christopher recalls a time when he felt great 

disappointment. The school governing body chairperson and Christopher signed an 

agreement to merge with a nearby junior primary school. Unbeknown to him, the 

Education Department addressed the Board of Governors at the junior primary school 

and talked them out of the idea. It was only at a chance meeting, while Christopher was 

talking to a departmental official, that he learned that the merger was not going ahead as 

planned.  

In hindsight, it was a good thing because Christopher negotiated a successful merger 

with another junior primary school much closer to his own school. This particular school 

was in difficulty, so the merger was beneficial for both schools. For Christopher, there 

was the addition of junior classes, while Junior Primary was rescued for the benefit of the 

community. The chairman of the Governing Body supported his vision of a full-range 

school from Grade R to 7. Although he had worked really hard on the first junior primary 

merger; it was not to be, and he learned from the experience. The next merger worked 

out better for the long run. 

Christopher thought that his previous mistakes were due to making decisions too quickly. 

Reflecting on this, he became more thoughtful and deliberate in carefully assessing 

situations and seeking feedback. These introspective thoughts led him to recall another 

moment in his career when he dealt with disappointment.  

In the past, there had been a quick succession of principals at the previous school where 

Christopher was the deputy principal, who ranged from a bad principal, replaced by a 

good principal, and then replaced by a ‘shocking’ principal again. Christopher found this 

difficult to bear. He could not rationalise how these principals got the promotion posts. He 
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emphasises the negative effect that rapid turnover and poor leadership had on the staff. 

‘Never underestimate how you depress the staff if you are a bad boss and if you 

mismanage your school. It was the most depressing thing to work with. The last principal 

was a total, total idiot. He was unfair; he was just everything a manager shouldn’t be.’ 

Christopher was saved by the fact that he got a promotion and left the school. He almost 

lost faith in the promotion system. He remembers it as a horrible time in his career, but 

the experience taught him how he was not going to lead a school of his own. 

As a principal, Christopher regularly sought opposing views to better understand issues. 

He worked tirelessly on problems that deeply concerned him. He was able to look across 

the horizon of time and envision a desired future. This was a great gift that several staff 

mentioned in their interviews. Christopher challenged the status quo if something was not 

right. He was confident enough and wise enough not to be afraid to offend. He might rattle 

a few chains, but he convinced the school community that it was the right thing to do. He 

was a catalyst of change. He embraced technology, for example, even though it was not 

familiar to him. He saw that there was a place for technology in the school. A staff member 

describes Christopher ‘as a visionary, and that’s the difference compared to other school 

leaders I’ve worked under.’ 

The deputy principal fills out the picture of Christopher as a visionary leader. He could 

decide, ‘This is how we are going to run.’ Other school principals used to call to see what 

decision he had made and usually took the same position. He was confident in his 

decision making, he made bold decisions for his time, and he was on hand to mentor 

other principals. He was decisive.  

Christopher gets confused with missions and visions and cannot remember the difference 

between the two. They are buzzwords for him, but what he likes is a purpose statement 

and a five-year action plan. A five-year plan is of great value, beginning with a SWOT 

analysis, to which staff have provided their input. He was particularly aware of the 

innovative and exciting ideas of the younger staff. 

Christopher was able to orchestrate the overarching vision and the direction for the 

school. He would then bring the staff together, present ideas, and encourage their 
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opinion. Staff grew from these experiences. He believed that the school would not 

experience any growth unless it kept in front of the curve. He was always looking for ideas 

and innovations to keep the school ahead of other schools in the area.  

Christopher used different leadership styles and blended them together. He was good at 

encouraging people and getting their buy-in and feedback. He was equally good at 

listening to people’s ideas and was willing to change his trajectory, if necessary, which is 

not an easy thing to do. He was able to turn his vision into a workable agenda. He used 

to hold strategic planning meetings off-campus. It made staff feel special; the governing 

body also attended. It was democratic. Although he orchestrated these meetings, all 

involved agreed on his vision. The deputy principal clarifies Christopher’s change initiative 

strategy 

He helped you see the change. It was like teaching children in the class, 
you don’t say, ‘This is the way it’s going to happen.’ You help them see 
the direction in which you are trying to go using examples, and that’s what 
he did. He inspired confidence in people. He initiated change in a subtle 
way, and we bought into the change.  

Christopher seems to have a unique vision and understanding of education. I hear this, 

while interviewing him, that education must change to meet the needs of parents and 

students. The feeling is that education and its hierarchical structures battle against 

people’s needs. The staff are becoming more aware of their own needs. They don’t have 

to deal with old ways of doing things that are no longer relevant. Christopher encourages 

them to suggest changes.  

Other staff describe Christopher’s leadership as visionary and gifted. A staff member uses 

an example of a parent interview, where he would quietly listen to their point of view and 

that of the staff member. Then he would slowly introduce his own point of view. All 

participants left that meeting with a solid solution. He had the ability to sum up thoughts 

and feelings around the table.  

I don’t know how he did it, but when you left the meeting you thought, ‘I’m 
very clever to have come up with that’, but actually he steered you in the 
right direction, towards the solution. 
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Christopher explains what drives him. His teaching qualifications did not prepare him for 

leadership; rather, he gained experience by making mistakes, picking up, and knowing 

that he did not want to lead a school in the way of his previous headmasters. He believes 

in hiring staff with the right attitude and who want to take advantage of opportunities, and 

who are team players. ‘Within almost 15 minutes of interviewing a person, you can pick 

up if this person has got some oomph or go and is prepared to put in the time.’ 

Non-traditional leadership practices require bravery and a certain amount of calculated 

risk. Christopher was prepared to take a risk; he was prepared to listen when people 

suggested ideas, even if they sounded impractical. Just before Christopher retired, he 

had doubts about whether the purchase and use of iPads for grade 6 and 7 students were 

viable. The school invested a large amount of capital in the iPad project, which was the 

passion of the deputy principal. ‘I thought that textbook teaching was better, but we were 

so far down the line, and we didn’t want to admit it. At the time, I had this stance because, 

as the children got closer to the exams, they wanted a hard copy; they wanted a textbook 

to write in. It’s your personal book, it’s all tattered; some children prefer this. But now I 

look back and I realise the changeover to iPads was a good move.’ 

What motivated Christopher to do what he did and lead the way he did? He hesitates. In 

the silence, his cat can be heard meowing. I nudge him to answer, he appears modest, 

not wanting to draw attention to himself. He classifies his leadership practices as non-

traditional. It is common knowledge that other principals of schools in the area took their 

lead from Christopher. The area remains competitive, and he follows the details. The 

neighbouring school principals are constantly watching to see what another is doing. 

Christopher understood this very early in his appointment. For him, the first characteristic 

of non-traditional leadership is supplying what the school market wants. 

Right until his retirement, Christopher argued this point with his best friend and colleague. 

His friend’s vision was,’ We know better than the parents, and we must tell the parents 

what to do. We are in control, not the parents.’ He felt the opposite, believing that parents 

are not going to be told what to do; he would rather understand what the market wants 

and try to model that correctly in the school.  
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Christopher uses the example of a governing body and staff strategic planning meeting 

25 years ago, when they decided they wanted to corner the enrolment market differently 

from other schools in the area. They decided to renovate the entrance to the 

administration offices so that prospective parents did not feel they were entering a state 

institution with fake pot plants and a metal grill through which one spoke to the secretary. 

‘We decided we wanted to be known as the ‘private’ public school in the area – and we 

have achieved that.’ 

Christopher talks confidently of his leadership approach through references to ‘swimming 

upstream’ and questioning the status quo. By this, he means not always going with the 

mainstream of what other schools are doing. It is a willingness to take risks, but it is also 

trying to be in tune with the needs of the community, trying to find out what they want for 

their children's education, what their expectations are. As his own children grew up toward 

the end of his career, Christopher worried that he was no longer in touch with the needs 

of younger parents, although he adds that staff with young families guided his thought 

processes.  

Christopher elaborates on this; his parents’ expectations of a school were very different 

from the expectations of modern parents. In his day, school was an aloof, stand-offish 

place. He worked hard to make his school a welcoming and warm, fuzzy space. A 

principal must understand the market in order to lead the school successfully. It is 

Christopher’s belief that a draconian and dictatorial ‘You will do as I say,’ type of leader 

does not understand the market and what the market wants and does not get buy-in from 

the parents. 

It is about trying to tune oneself into what the community wants and being prepared to 

take the risk that comes with that. Often, it is totally against what the mainstream are 

doing. A school must use the best interests of its children as its guide in decision making. 

Responding to emails within 24 hours to ensure that parents feel at ease, whatever their 

query, is essential. Building relationships with the parent community is vital; they are 

partners in the educational journey of their children. The principal works hard with the 

parent community, reassuring them of the value of the school fee. Parents need 

confirmation they are getting good value for money. This meant responding to their 
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queries, chatting with them in person (in Christopher's office or on the side of the sports 

field), a care call if something happens to a family member, a care package for a sick 

child in hospital. These things make a difference, they show the school, and the staff have 

a heart, a vested interest in the child and the family.  

Christopher interviewed each parent who showed interest in the school. They spoke 

directly to him; the connection and relationship started at their very first meeting. Most 

schools in the area use their admissions secretary to interview prospective parents. 

Christopher disagrees: ‘I was the first point of contact; straight away there is a connection, 

a feeling that the school is interested in me and my child, which we are, of course. The 

interview is focused on the child. I like to hear about the child and chat with them first and 

foremost. After all, that is why the interview is taking place.’  

Christopher uses the example of a local hardware store owner who knows his customers 

by name and greets and acknowledges them as they walk through the door. He equates 

this to a school setting. It is the same with parents and something the principal must work 

on. Enrolling a child through the PR marketing department in a school can be a cold 

process. The principal of a school is then just a distant figurehead. ‘I am happy to roll up 

my sleeves and get stuck in.’ 

When explaining Christopher’s leadership, staff shared that he had an aura about him, a 

follow-me type aura which they found appealing. He adopted the best of different styles 

of leadership. He was non-traditional in the staff’s opinion because he adapted his style 

through years of experience. He knew he had to stay relevant and remained so, open-

minded. 

The staff alluded to Christopher’s non-traditional style, describing him as a leader ahead 

of his time. He was never content to follow the trend; he did not do what other principals 

did. He is described as proactive; he shared information and communicated well. He did 

not sit in an office but was around and about. He was easily available, and staff rarely 

had to make an appointment to see him. If his office door was open, staff popped in. 

Christopher managed his school differently than the other principals. Living close to the 

school was a bonus, as he was always at the school. He is modest in his leadership 
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practices, deferring the success of the school to the collective hard work of the teaching, 

administrative, support, and grounds staff. In the last few years of his leadership, 

Christopher described himself as the elder statesman, coaching, and mentoring a 

succession plan. 

The moral compass and personal anchor of each member of the staff contribute to the 

creation of a healthy school. Christopher preferred this line of reasoning rather than a 

traditional exercise of obedience to authority and a focus on the soulless execution of just 

teaching content. Some degree of conformity to authority is necessary for the school to 

function well, but what he experienced as a young teacher was extreme authority and it 

harmed the staff. He led differently from the principals under which he worked. He did not 

want to emulate their practices. They were distant figureheads who did not know what 

was happening in their schools. ‘Drinking and fishing trips – I was never part of that closed 

circle, never wanted to be. I never got invited on those weekends, thankfully.’ 

Christopher believes that working through the ranks is what made a difference in his 

leadership. He had done everything there was to do as a head of grade, then head of 

department, then deputy principal. He alludes to being a traditional principal in some 

instances, in that he was strict in his supervision of the staff, having high expectations of 

them and of himself. He gave staff feedback, but was also nurturing, fair to all, and 

transparent. He treated the staff with respect and held them in high regard. He trusted 

their expertise. There was mutual trust. He provided the staff with respectable working 

conditions. ‘Painting a classroom, for example, goes a long way to making someone feel 

valued, and shows your care.’  

Toward the end of his career, Christopher worried that he was losing out on the curriculum 

because it was changed so frequently: ‘Actually, I’m not sure how many principals do 

attend to academics because there are so many aspects of the school that one has to 

manage. I liked a hands-on approach, and I was confident to delegate.’ 

He feels that he was not strong in the sport because he describes himself as ‘not one of 

those kill-and-win-at-all-cost types of people.’ His philosophy was to encourage 

participation, and while winning is nice, it is not the be-all and end-all. 
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Christopher sees policy as a work in progress, and not just a file left to collect dust in a 

bookcase. He enjoyed working through policy documents, which gave him much food for 

thought, putting ideas on paper, and so a visionary picture became clearer. He refers to 

a non-traditional principal who has the tenacity to embark on a difficult project. ‘How many 

times did I fail at the school trying to get internet into the building? I took the cheapest 

option, that didn’t work. The teachers walked down the passage and had to log in again 

and again. Then we put in a whole new system and more difficulties emerged; we didn’t 

have enough internet bandwidth and so we added it in. It was crippling us financially. But 

we got there; it was a good decision in the end.’ 

Christopher refers to some of his demanding, sometimes messy, day-to-day leadership 

practices. He met with the grounds staff weekly.  

I don’t think principals expect to put their hands down blocked toilets. I 
did, and when something went wrong, I’d say, ‘Bring me a plastic bag’, 
putting my hand down the toilet and pulling out soggy toilet rolls. It is 
almost one of those things that is neglected in our training, actually it is! 
One has all the theory about what the principal should do, but what the 
textbook says and what actually happens, is vastly different. The 
Department of Education insists on a focus on academics and academic 
results, but there is much more to leading and managing a school. The 
school must present well. If a parent arrives at the building and it looks 
decrepit, they sort of say to themselves, ‘Well, that’s what the school must 
be like on the inside too, it’s falling apart.’ 

The conversation moves to traditional leadership. A traditional South African principal, in 

Christopher’s opinion, is someone who uses an authoritarian-type approach, someone 

who sits in their office and does not venture out. Someone who gives out orders. This 

does not work in schools today; there is no staff buy-in. Christopher enjoyed a great sense 

of satisfaction seeing things improve at the school and he attributes it in part to his intimate 

knowledge and involvement. He also believes that it is important for the staff to see the 

principal working just as hard as they do. ‘Dictatorial, controlling, no forward thinking or 

progressive outlook, pretty much sums up how I view traditional school principals, based 

on my experience.’ 
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Christopher refers to his close friend Gary (pseudonym) as a traditional principal. He 

presented well; he was smart, well mannered, did not take risks, and was conservative, 

the epitome of a traditional principal. In years gone by, the Department of Education used 

to give principals daily instructions on how to run their school. Gary knew that at 10 o’clock 

he had his tea, and ‘Monday, you did this, and Tuesday, you did that, and you didn’t really 

move away from those very rigid routines.’ He ran his school by a set of rules he had 

worked out, and that meant that all staff followed these rigid rules. A textbook case, in 

Christopher’s opinion, of a traditional principal.  

Christopher elaborates, further extending his opinion that a traditional principal, who runs 

their school using a traditional model, is not going to ‘cut it’ in 2021 if they don’t redefine 

themselves and redefine their school. Schools run like this are not going to attract the 

community despite the wonderful facilities they might have. Traditional principals are not 

chance takers. Christopher, using the example of school renovations and improvements, 

refers to his friend who could not bear building. He hated it, saying, ‘I hate spending 

money. I want to keep the money in the bank. I don’t want to, to, to build and renovate 

the school.’  

Christopher believes that this is an old-fashioned way of thinking, piling money up in the 

bank and checking on the balance daily. He preferred to bring it back to the school so 

that students could benefit. For example, the upgrade of the school’s media centre and 

computer room. He uses another example of a traditional approach of a teacher who asks 

for a new red pen. The teacher must first show the old one to the head of department 

before she gets a new one – ‘you can’t run a school like that!’ It is a safe bet because the 

school will never go bankrupt. But what if the school’s market share is lost? That is what 

a traditional principal perhaps does not understand. Christopher uses the analogy of a 

shopping centre to run a school, ‘Unless you do something to attract customers to the 

shopping centre… it’s the same with the school. You have to continually reinvent yourself 

and make it an appealing, exciting place for children.’ 

An autocratic, traditional approach to leadership stifles ideas, ‘The boss says you’re going 

to do this, so you do it.’ Christopher uses an example of the current restrictive and 

dictatorial curriculum and assessment policy statement. He believes that the curriculum 
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is restrictive because teachers in some schools cannot be trusted to teach. To solve this 

dilemma, school staff are micromanaged. ‘A traditional headmaster runs the school by 

his rules that he has worked out; it’s a management system in which we all follow the 

rules. It kills off creativity, as there is just no place for an idea.’  

A more forward-thinking principal gathers around themselves a group of staff who add 

value to the school; employing the right people who fit into the culture of the school. This 

worked well for Christopher as it enabled him to build a close team. 

Christopher believes in giving up time sitting in his office to being on his feet; to watch 

sports matches in the afternoons and wander around the buildings during the day. It builds 

a closeness with the staff and children. The staff know that he is not snooping but 

supporting them in their classrooms and checking that all is going well. Walking around 

means he is close to the action, and he can engage with staff and children. The informal 

conversations Christopher had with teachers decreased the bureaucratic top-down 

communication that he experienced when he first started teaching.  

Christopher wandered the school with a purpose: to look for better ways to do things. He 

learns more about the heart and soul of staff, children, and the school if he spends time 

walking around asking questions. ‘How can we do this better? I notice this is not working 

very well for you!’ Being in contact with what is happening in the classrooms also means 

that he values people by being present in their classrooms. Staff are key to school 

success. 

The Christmas function for support staff is one that Christopher attended annually. He 

knows of principals who do not turn up for this function, and he questions the message 

that their nonattendance sends the staff whose input and contributions are just as 

important as those of the teaching staff. He religiously attended, had the braai with the 

men, had a party with them for a while, and thanked them for their hard work. This builds 

relationships. ‘It’s important to say, ‘Thank you’, and so you develop a deep connection 

with the people.’ The support staff insisted on that braai; they could have joined the 

combined staff Christmas function but opted not to. Christopher reasons that they liked 

the specialness of the occasion; he had a connection on a deeper level. He built a rapport 
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with the support staff who worked alongside them. ‘I think, as the principal, you have to 

look under every corner of the carpet. You can’t turn a blind eye to anything.’  

The deputy principal explains how the support staff miss Christopher. He was hands-on 

and involved with them. An example shared is his understanding of the transport 

difficulties of a staff member who lived a distance from the school. Christopher arranged 

with the staff member to start later each day. He was a considerate and empathetic 

leader. He met with the support staff and made it his business to understand and 

determine what their challenges were. He would also make difficult decisions to the men 

himself. He treated the support staff with the same care as the teaching staff. The wood 

and iron house of a support staff member was burned down; Christopher went out of his 

way to gather support from the school to rebuild that house. The school community raised 

R 92 000 in the end. 

Christopher also up skilled the support staff and taught a few of them to drive the school 

bakkie and, later, the school minibus. The tea lady is a good example. He set her up as 

the store manager and taught her how to use a computer. If you need anything for a 

function, you email her, she gets it ready for you, tablecloths, knives, forks, etc., and she 

checks it all back in again. He also taught her to drive the school bakkie, so she moves 

equipment between the two campuses for various functions.  

In keeping with his hands-on approach, Christopher met with finance staff weekly. He 

believes that a principal who does not have a finger on the pulse as far as the school 

finances go, is heading for disaster. He alludes to poor financial management and fraud 

in South African schools. Christopher believes that every principal should study a post-

graduate course in financial school management to get a good understanding of school 

finance. He did not allow any spending unless he knew it was within budget. He 

emphasises accountability and the fact that principals are stewards of schools, holding 

the school for further generations of children to enjoy the same experience.  

When asked how he dealt with criticism of his leadership, Christopher recounts that it did 

affect him, especially if the criticism was personal, but he counteracted the criticism with 

the thought that the school had been entrusted to him, and he had to, at times, make 
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decisions he thought were correct. If he was wrong, he would find out! He admits that he 

was feeling stressed.  

The Governing Body could climb into you at meetings. But you’ve got to 
say to them, ‘Like it or not, someone has got to make the decision and, if 
I made the wrong one, then I’ve messed up.’ 

Christopher believes that ultimately, everything that went wrong at school was his 

responsibility. He explains that he made the best decision at the time. 

Christopher used to feel remorseful when he lost his temper. And as he matured, he got 

better at controlling his temper. ‘You have got to wrap your mind around the fact that you 

have been chosen by the Governing Body to run the school, and in any institution, when 

you first get there, there are going to be people who are not going to like you and don’t 

want to work with you. There’s natural attrition, they’re going to move on to greener 

pastures. I wasn’t going to leave; that wasn’t going to happen.’ 

The school counsellor found that Christopher was open and honest about the mistakes 

he made. He would say, ‘I’ve messed this up!’ There were times in Christopher’s 

leadership when he had to make an unpopular decision. The question he would ask 

himself, if he knew that his was going to be unpopular, was: ‘Am I being fair? Is the 

decision based on true reality, not hearsay, and am I being morally, correct?’ If his 

decision answered those questions, then he did it. ‘I had to do what was right for the 

school.’ 

He remembers having a difficult conversation with a teacher who was not coping despite 

the support offered. Christopher explained that he felt a moral obligation to decide about 

the teacher in the best interest of the school community. The teacher questioned, ‘So, are 

you saying I’m not right for the school?’ Christopher gently had to say, ‘Yes, actually, 

that’s correct.’ Afterall, he was entrusted to run the school and felt strongly that he had to 

do the right thing.  

Compassion is a word that the staff has used to describe Christopher’s leadership 

practice. When asked to comment on his compassion, he modestly uses the example of 

his management team asking for time off from school. He believes that when reaching a 
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certain level of management, a principal should trust his team implicitly. If a management 

member asked for a day off because they had to go somewhere, Christopher might feel 

a bit irritable, but in the back of his mind he would reason that asking for time off was not 

a common occurrence, and he would allow that person to do so. He also reasoned that 

there was no significant salary increase to being on the management team, so he allowed 

a little time off perk. Christopher did expect an explanation if someone was regularly 

popping off or leaving school early. If the perk was abused, he ‘put the anchors on, but 

generally, it didn’t happen.’ 

Christopher was conscious that many staff members were parents too. He expresses his 

empathy for these teachers. As a working parent, there are chaotic times at home, for 

example, a sick child, the washing machine is not working, or the car breaks down. As a 

family man himself, he understood these circumstances, but he also made it abundantly 

clear to the staff that while they were away from school, there was a class of 27 children 

waiting to be taught. 

Christopher cannot recall the details of any particular event displaying his compassion. ‘I 

can’t really put my finger on any one particular event, but I think it’s something that you 

have in your nature.’ It becomes very difficult as the staff gets larger and they want time 

off for various reasons. Most staff try to keep their home and work lives separate, but at 

times their professional and personal lives collide. How Christopher handled these 

situations was a test of his leadership. He was empathetic and compassionate while 

remaining professional, transparent, and consistent. He was aware that other staff took 

note of how he treated the struggling staff member, and they would expect similar 

consideration if they too ran into difficult times in the future. Staff are productive if they 

can trust the principal and believe that he will treat them fairly. Policies set precedents, 

and every situation is unique. 

He uses the example of that special teacher who works so hard and asks for time off. 

Christopher had wanted to give that teacher a bit of extra leeway for the request; however, 

with the lazy teacher watching in the background, he felt he couldn’t give an inch. He 

alludes to at times being inflexible about the rules. He reminded the staff constantly, ‘as 

you know, we are being paid to teach; you’re not doing us a favour. If there was an 
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emergency, we’d all chip in to support the staff member, that’s who we were, that’s what 

we did.’ 

He recalls being a younger, less experienced principal, where his stance was much 

harder when staff asked for time off. As he grew into his leadership, he started to 

understand that the teacher has a life, too, and life happens. Compassion for the staff 

means they reward you with their loyalty. In addition, small touches show you care, such 

as sending a cup of coffee and a sandwich on parents’ evening. Dropping a teacher, a 

thank-you note is another example. Christopher made a point of commenting when he 

noticed a teacher doing something or when he noticed that a particular child was being 

difficult. He would follow up with the teacher asking if they had got it right with the child. 

The teachers appreciated that he noticed.  

The deputy principal shares that a staff member was struggling to become pregnant and 

asked for leave on several occasions to have fertility treatment. Christopher discreetly 

supported the staff member. He was empathetic towards, and understanding of, the staff 

member.  

Good communication with all stakeholders was another key leadership practice. 

Christopher looked the staff members in the eye when they spoke to him; he listened, he 

did not cut the staff off. He communicated well. He told the staff too much at times, but 

this is considered a strong point. The staff knew what was happening. They did not hear 

it via the grapevine. It was all out there for people to know, and that is a mark of a non-

traditional principal. 

Another hallmark of Christopher’s leadership is that he always consulted with his 

management team, whom he held close. If a decision was made on the senior primary 

campus, for example, he would call the deputy principal at the junior primary campus 

immediately and let her know what the decision was, so that she was in the loop. He was 

completely transparent to a fault. 

The school counsellor adds that sometimes during management and staff meetings, 

Christopher did shoot from the hip. He explained his decisions carefully though, especially 

if it was not a popular one, and he explained his reasons for doing so. 
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Christopher believes that regular management and staff meetings are essential. The staff 

must have the opportunity to ask questions and give their opinions. ‘They need to say 

what they want to say because if they feel they are not heard, there is frustration.’ Over-

communicate at the risk of irritating people, was his motto. The staff meetings followed a 

set format. After Christopher had spoken, he would ask if there was anything anyone else 

wanted to add or ask about. He went around the staffroom and answered any questions. 

For Christopher, it felt that the staff were engaged in the meeting, and they knew that their 

queries could be answered there, tabled on the management agenda, and then get back 

to the staff with an answer. 

Another characteristic of Christopher’s leadership was his willingness to show his 

vulnerability to those with whom he worked; it ensures deep connections. True power for 

him is the ability to give it away – allowing a staff member to go to a special engagement, 

instead of the principal. Most leaders find strength in things outside them, titles, power, 

and money; but most of the things that make a leader are inside, confidence, compassion, 

joy, integrity, passion, wisdom, vulnerability, and intuition. These things come from life’s 

trials and experiences; they come from deep inside a person. This is simply a non-

traditional approach to leadership. One that allows you to strive hard and achieve as much 

as you are humanly capable of. It is unique in that it reminds you that life has meaning 

and purpose and, even as you receive it, you also have something valuable to offer the 

world.  

Christopher talks of his vulnerability as a leader, laughing light-heartedly at first. He refers 

to a school production where all staff had a role to play, a surprise for the audience. The 

staff plays showed his vulnerability. He felt useless on stage and forgot his lines and 

adlibbed, which caused a lot of confusion! On a more serious note, Christopher’s 

secretary knew when he was stressed. She picked up those cues as he used words like, 

‘I just don’t feel comfortable,’ which was his way of saying, ‘I feel vulnerable.’ He is not 

comfortable being the centre of attention; in fact, he cannot bear it. He does not like being 

made a fuss of. ‘I like to keep it low key, and I’m just not one of those kinds of people, 

and that certainly makes me feel vulnerable, being in the limelight. I think, with 
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vulnerability comes sincerity. If you are open and show people how you are feeling, it 

shows your vulnerability, but it shows how sincere you are about running your school.’  

A staff member adds that Christopher showed his vulnerability talking about his children 

and his daughter, who was very ill at the time. He showed great care. He also showed his 

vulnerability in management meetings when things were going wrong, or the 

management team were faced with a really difficult situation. A leader shows vulnerability 

and strength of character to admit when they don’t know something. Christopher was 

confident to say, ‘I don’t know; I don’t have all the answers, but I will find out for you.’ 

Christopher built credibility and trust by showing how he worked through problems. This 

approach is based on vulnerability and transparency. Vulnerability is evidenced by 

admitting mistakes and admitting weaknesses. When the leader recognises mistakes, 

stronger connections are made with staff. When the leader is open and transparent, the 

others also become transparent. Vulnerability shows that the leader is human. 

Vulnerability can become the greatest strength of a leader.  

Vulnerability is the door to the heart of the non-traditional principal, but one must be strong 

enough to leave the door open. Vulnerability shows humanness. Non-traditional leaders 

are, at their core, deeply human and much loved; that is why people follow them. Influence 

outweighs coercion. Coercion is about compliance, but influence is about gaining real 

sustainable power. 

Authenticity counts. A non-traditional leader’s spirit is a true power. Being such a leader 

takes courage – to act, change, grow, fall, and get up, and try again. People are constantly 

looking for acceptance, affirmation, and understanding from others. This acceptance, 

affirmation, and understanding comes naturally to these school leaders. The adage, 

‘because we don’t know better, we don’t do better’, is not relevant to non-traditional 

leadership practices either.  

The school counsellor shares that she met Christopher back in 1989 when he took over 

the junior primary where she was teaching. She knew that he was a very different person 

from the junior primary principal at the time. He inspired people. The previous principal’s 

style was to ‘divide and conquer’. Christopher took over, and suddenly the staff started 
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getting on with each other so much better. The merging of the two schools was a life 

saver. The school counsellor believes that the junior primary could not have survived. 

‘They needed the merge with the senior primary.’ He saw the opportunity and was 

prepared to run the risk of merging with a junior primary. He explains that this was a 

calculated risk in that he knew the parents wanted a one-stop-shop, which is so much 

more convenient for parents. 

During the course of the interviews, a staff member refers to Christopher’s character. She 

can count on one hand the frustrations she had with Christopher. He had a good sense 

of humour, and would sometimes tell jokes that were perhaps risqué, but one could not 

take offence. He got away with it; it was his personality. He meant no harm. Christopher 

is described as a non-traditional principal, ahead of his time. He did not do things the 

same way as other principals. ‘I didn’t realise it at the time. I was very respectful of him, 

but I could also chirp him. I miss him every day of my life. I had a good 10 years with him. 

Sadly, he had to retire at 65. His skills set could be put to good use helping failing schools 

get back on their feet.’ 

So, what motivated Christopher to do what he did? ‘His values, beliefs and disposition 

drove him to do what he did. He certainly influenced me; he’s been a good role model for 

me. I’ve worked with other principals, but I would say Christopher stands out’, says the 

deputy principal. 

Christopher chats animatedly about his love for leading and managing the school, 

achieving combined targets, and seeing the school improve. When asked why he did 

what he did, he answers saying that it was something inside of him. He describes it as 

something innate, that he wanted to do things to the best of his ability. Christopher 

supposes that some people see life as a job and emphasises that a school is not a job, it 

is more than that. Working in a school means deeply caring for each student and member 

of staff. It means starting each day excited and fresh. It means ending each day by looking 

forward to tomorrow with dedication and enthusiasm. 

Christopher chuckles as he recalls being at loggerheads with the department; they often 

used to say, ‘It’s not your school.’ ‘But the thing is, you do see it as your school because 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 209 
 

you pour your heart and your soul and your life into it, and it’s wonderful to see the 

progress that we collectively make.’ 

The Department of Education is threatened by a principal who does things differently. 

They want all the principals to fit in and be one of them and not be too individualistic. 

Christopher feels strongly that education in South Africa should move away from a mass 

society idea where the direction is more important than the individual. People make up 

schools. He does not want to do things just because he is told to do so. He questions the 

validity of instruction and the hierarchical nature of education. Policy directives and 

procedures are designed to classify lines of authority and responsibility and to bring 

consistency to the education system. Christopher, however, felt at times a restraint on the 

power invested in his leadership. Principals do not reject policies and directives; they are 

compliant. It is the bureaucratic and paternalistic routine that can be upsetting. 

Christopher explains that a principal must take ownership and responsibility for the 

school. He saw a failure, or a staff member doing something wrong as a personal failure 

because ultimately, he felt responsible for everything that happened in the school. If a 

teacher made a mistake, he would look to see how he could improve that situation or 

system so that it did not happen again. ‘I mean, whatever you do, you put your name to 

it, you want to do the best that you can. It’s all about our integrity and the correct moral 

values; if you have all those, then use them; they will drive you to ensure that your school 

is the best that you can make it.’ 

Christopher wanted to be sure that he had a full understanding of what was going on at 

school at all times. He remembers sitting in an interview with a parent who picked up a 

teacher’s mistake with his child’s marks. The parent was correct, and it was very hard for 

the teacher in that meeting when he realised that the teacher had not been honest about 

how he collated the marks. Christopher explains his struggle to defend the teacher, but 

ultimately, he was responsible for being head of the school. The marks system was 

flawed, so it was reviewed, and further checks were instituted so there was less room for 

error. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 210 
 

Along with the school community, Christopher worked on a five-year plan that was 

reviewed every three years. He considers it important to have a plan because it ensures 

the success of a school. The focus is on the potential goals and objectives you want to 

achieve within the next five years. It included specific timelines. Christopher believes that 

the success of the school can be attributed to this short-term plan, as it provided concrete 

goals to work toward and made it possible to develop smaller goals to work toward 

achieving the larger goals in the five-year plan. ‘The best part was looking back after a 

year and ticking off achievements. Most times we achieved great things just by looking at 

that plan and keeping to the plan. Planning, planning is old-fashioned, but I still believe 

that one must record, write down a plan, where you want to be, keeping policies. Because 

even if you don’t read them a lot, they are a good record; why did I do this at the time, 

why have we deviated from that? It keeps you on track.’ 

Christopher generated commitment from the management team because he was 

committed. His management team respected that and understood that he had high 

expectations and set the bar high. He had confidence in himself as a leader, he was able 

to decide and run with the decision, ‘He didn’t have meeting after meeting, he was 

decisive.’ 

Another aspect of leadership was having fun with the staff. Christopher loved spanbou 

events (informal social gatherings to build team spirit). He could let his hair down and 

enjoy himself. At the beginning of the year, a staff social committee was appointed. 

Typically, one event per term was planned. Christopher was happy to attend these 

functions. He felt it was important to build memories with the staff as so much of a 

teacher’s life is spent at school. In his opinion, having a bit of fun adds to job satisfaction. 

Although he enjoyed these occasions, he would not stay until the end of the function, 

preferring to leave so that the staff could let their guard down and have fun without the 

principal being around.  

It was the same as in the staff room. Christopher feels it is a place for the staff to relax, 

and he enjoyed popping in there briefly for a cup of tea. It is a welcome sanctuary for 

staff. It is a place to mark books, catch up with colleagues, and eat lunch. It is a place to 

work undistracted by students, an escape from noisy corridors, a change of scene, and a 
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place to conduct meetings. It is a reminder that working in a school is a team effort. 

Teachers need that network, and it is a place where relationships form. The culture of the 

school is often communicated by how often staff gather in the staff room. 

Adding humour to the work-life balance does not mean that you must be funny. The key 

instead, is to be open to humour, to accept and welcome it. Christopher alludes to the 

benefits of sharing a joke and laughing at funny things during the school day, and there 

were many occasions to laugh.  

We didn’t laugh at people, we laughed with people. Even in management, 
if we made a mistake in a meeting, we’d come out straight away and say, 
‘Oops, we made a mistake,’ and we’d laugh. We wouldn’t take things too 
seriously all the time.  

Staff share there was a light-heartedness about Christopher. It was what made your day 

worthwhile. The staff laughed a lot with him and enjoyed his sense of humour; it created 

a cheerful atmosphere in the school. A staff member grins as she recalls, ‘I loved 

Christopher’s dry sense of humour; he could get away with saying anything.’ 

Christopher is very easy to talk to. The school counsellor shares that the end-of-year 

Governing Body dinner, depending on who you sat next to, could be tedious. However, if 

you sat next to Christopher, you would be guaranteed a wonderful evening. He had good 

social skills and could tell a joke with ease.  

School leadership is complex, and there is a demand in a school for continued growth 

and continuous learning, and this means that the leader must also be able to join in 

significant change. If he were still a principal, Christopher would explore an online version 

of learning. He believes that it is an exciting and unique opportunity for public schools to 

sustain enrolment and reach more children. Christopher reasons that a school could offer 

a hybrid system, face-to-face teaching combined with online learning, ‘and that’s what I 

would be going flat out doing if I was still at the school. I would be going flat out to corner 

that market.’ 

Staff miss Christopher and feel his leadership practices could be put to good use 

mentoring young principals, but sadly he had no option but to retire at 65. Although they 
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are honest in their conversations about him – they admit to moaning and whingeing about 

him every now and again – but when he left, he left a large, gaping hole in the school, 

which is hard for the new principal, as there is a constant reference back to Christopher. 

He was a reassuring father figure to the staff, no matter what their age. 

At the end of the interviews, it is apparent that Christopher’s leadership embodied deep 

care, integrity, and closeness, a spirituality that embodied intangible relationships; 

spirituality woven with the virtues of compassion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, 

contentment, and a deep sense of responsibility. He understood changing needs, he was 

hands-on, he treated people well. His leadership took hard work on his part, and he 

welcomed different opinions and thoughts. 

Christopher’s successful leadership practice was about others and not about himself. 

When all the other principals veered to the left, Christopher turned right. He took the road 

less travelled.  

On the last night together, Christopher sits back in his black leather office chair, pensive 

after a week of Zoom interviews. ‘I enjoyed our time together, Penny. I am going to the 

Kruger Park with our friends next week. I am available after that, though.’ ‘I would like that 

very much’, I respond. ‘Enjoy your holiday’, I say. With that, Christopher ends the meeting, 

and I am left staring into the blank computer screen, enriched by my valuable encounters 

with him these last five nights.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Insights from Lydia’s leadership practices 

Empathy and availability 

This formerly whites-only English girls' high school is situated in the increasingly 

populated residential area north of Durban, overlooking the Indian Ocean. It first opened 

its doors in the 1960s to 71 girls and a staff of ten. The school is a neat, large, double-

storey brown-brick building, which accommodates 835 students. Among them are Black, 

Indian, Coloured and White students. No one would argue against the important focus on 

academic success and achievement, as the school boasts an excellent academic record 

with an unbroken 100% matric pass rate for the past 26 years. But perhaps the most 

persuasive advertisement for the school lies in the number of Old Girls, who send their 

own daughters to benefit from an education at the school. The principal, Lydia 

(pseudonym), explains her anguish over receiving between 400 and 500 applications on 

average for grade 8 each year while she has the physical capacity to enrol 210 students.  

One gets a real feel of the school before entering its hallowed halls. Emblazoned boldly 

on large signposts, evenly spaced at the main entrance, are the following value 

statements: 

• At this school we believe that integrity is doing the right thing even if nobody is 

watching you. 

• Honesty is the first chapter in the book of wisdom. 

• We believe that respect is the road to dignity. 

• We believe personal accountability requires mindfulness. 

• We believe that altruism is how you make others feel about themselves. 

• We believe passion is the alarm clock to happiness. 

A group of matrics in bright dresses and dark braided blazers stand at the main entrance 

to the school with a duty teacher greeting girls as they arrive in the morning. Visitors are 

asked to sign in on arrival and receive a visitor’s tag. To the left of the entrance, in a 
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garden perched on a rock watching over the school, a lioness, the official school mascot, 

sits. ‘The lioness embodies the characteristics, of dignity, selflessness, perseverance, 

and resoluteness. She puts the needs of her own pride before her own,’ reads the plaque 

on the stone below.  

The school tells its story through powerful symbolism. For example, grade 8 students are 

introduced to the lioness of the school and all that she embodies during their orientation 

the day before the start of the new school year. The characteristics of dignity, 

selflessness, perseverance, and resoluteness are ones which are modelled in preparing 

every young lady who leaves the school and takes her rightful place in the world.  

Grade 8 students are encouraged to think of themselves as cubs at the beginning of high 

school. There is much growth to be experienced and many lessons to be learned. As they 

develop and find their identity under the caring wings of the school, they gradually 

transform into young ladies who come to exemplify all that the school’s lioness stands for. 

The girls are encouraged to strive to embody her remarkable qualities, so that each is 

able to say, ‘I arrived a cub, but now I leave a lioness, and I am ready to take on the 

unknown.’ 

More symbolism greets staff and students as they walk through the engraved double 

wooden doors, up a few steps into a shady tree-lined quadrangle. The well-maintained 

gardens give a sense of calm and order. Girls are seated on benches chatting away, while 

others are in the corridors, depositing their bags outside classrooms before joining their 

friends in the quadrangle below. An occasional shriek is heard followed by laughter above 

the rhythmic swoosh of a grass broom in the quadrangle, while a troop of monkeys moves 

through the school paying their daily visit.  

Monkey stories still cause much amusement. The girls started reporting daily that lunch 

was taken out of their bags. During assembly, the girls were admonished to not take each 

other’s belongings. As the days continued, a greater fear was realised; that there was a 

hungry student at school. The focus and concern of   Lydia was finding the student and 

arranging for the tuckshop to discreetly provide her with a healthy option before school, 

then tea and big break. The problem continued until, one morning, in exasperation, Lydia 
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decided to view video footage of the cameras along the top corridor, and the culprit was 

exposed, a furry, little brown visitor with a long tail opening lunch boxes and enjoying a 

smorgasbord of treats undeterred. Conscious of the disturbed habitat of the monkeys in 

the area and the safety of the students, on advice, a feeding station was established in a 

quiet corner of the school away from human traffic, which appears to work well. 

The day starts early for the management team. At 7.00 am, a meeting with Lydia, 

professionally dressed, and her three deputies takes place daily at this time. 'Did you 

bring the coffee?' quips Lydia as she seats herself at a round table, used for meetings, at 

one end of her office. The walls are beige in colour, the windows are curtained and floor 

carpeted, while paintings crafted by students adorn the walls. The sun trickles in along a 

bank of windows, which look onto the road with a view of the sea beyond. Lydia reminds 

the management team of the school’s focus that was shared at the first assembly of the 

year, ‘to be brave, strong, smart, and loved’ and wishes her colleagues well as they begin 

the new term.  

The words come from the famous Winnie the Pooh quote:  

Always remember you are braver than you believe, stronger than you 
seem, smarter than you think and loved more than you know. 

Lydia expounds further,  

Just as Piglet asked Winnie the Pooh, ‘What will this year bring?’ Pooh 
replied: ‘It will bring us 365 opportunities.’  

Lydia’s message to the girls in the first 2020 assembly was to take every day to live their 

shared focus of being brave, strong, smart, and loved. She shared with the girls: 'Just as 

you are loved, remember that your greatness is not what you have, but what you give and 

that you will give as much love as you are expecting.' Lydia runs through the planned 

announcements for the staff meeting that follows. ‘Have I left anything out?’ She asks. 

The three deputies shake their heads. 

Our conversation changes to the grandchildren. Lydia, who recently moved, now lives 

with her extended family within a kilometre of the school and is a grandmother to a 16-
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month-old granddaughter. Lydia enjoys spending time with her granddaughter and is 

writing her a diary of her ‘oumi’ (granny). During lockdown while Lydia worked from home, 

she enjoyed taking care of her granddaughter. Oupi (grandpa) is doting, he adores her 

too. But this past week, she has been with Lydia and instead of hearing her granddaughter 

call for ‘Oupi’, she now calls for ‘Oumi’ much to Lydia's delight. She's so cute and she's 

talking so beautifully. She can string words together. ' Lydia enjoys tea parties with her 

granddaughter, colouring in and playing with play dough. 

‘She can’t get up the steps from my son’s flat to visit me, so she stands 
and calls ‘Oumi.’ Her parents bring her up, and they say she hasn't 
stopped calling for me. She slept over on Saturday night. I took a little 
video of her cleaning. She loves cleaning. It's just the best job ever being 
a granny.’ If Lydia has evening meetings, she rushes home in the late 
afternoon quickly to see the baby. Lydia blissfully admits she is besotted. 
‘She is the most beautiful little girl in the whole world.’  

Standing up, Lydia walks towards her office door, and her deputies follow. It is evident 

from the noisy buzz emanating from the passage that the staff room is close by. A deputy 

principal rings a little bell to get the attention of the staff. The bell makes a dull sound. The 

deputy principal rings it several more times and laughs: 'I'm not sure the bell is set today!' 

Staff join in the joke. She continues: ‘I am glad you are back for day two. Right here we 

go! Please email Lydia reports on any exciting holiday activities before assembly on day 

one of each term. ' 

Two staff members completed their honours degrees. Lydia, unable to contain her delight, 

interrupts and shares that one teacher was a little shy to have her accolade announced. 

She chatted to this teacher the day before and asked her if she would reconsider her 

decision, explaining that her achievement is remarkable and might motivate other staff to 

further their studies. The shy teacher agreed and gave her consent. Congratulations are 

extended to both for their hard work and determination, followed by a round of applause. 

The two achievers smile and thank the staff. The substitute teaching for the day is 

announced.  

The next item on the morning briefing agenda is the length of girls’ dresses, a focus for 

the new term. A schedule to check the length of girls’ dresses has been emailed to staff. 
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The class teachers are asked to follow up. ‘Although there have been impromptu checks, 

the dresses seem to get shorter again, tucked into belts,’ adds the deputy principal who 

also explains the reason behind the dress-length rule is to protect the girls’ modesty.  

Dress length guidelines will be shared and explained again in the next assembly. Girls 

have the opportunity to adjust their dresses appropriately before further checks occur. 

The staff are reminded that the school’s approach to discipline is helping the girls think 

through their behaviour and the consequences thereof. It is a whole-school approach to 

building the school climate and addressing girls’ behaviour that fosters belonging over 

control, and meaningful accountability over punishment explains the deputy principal. 

Lydia interjects and talks passionately about restorative practices that replace fear and 

punishment as a driving force with belonging and the willingness to change because the 

entire school community matters to each other. 

'Is there anything else?' asks the deputy principal. 'Yes' calls a teacher, who asks to meet 

the staff who teach a certain student to let them know that the grade 10 student is 

experiencing difficulties at home.  

The early morning briefing ends with a motivation. Lydia introduced this idea on arrival at 

the school. It is voluntary and staff have the opportunity to contribute something light-

hearted, read a verse, share a thought, or even their own story. As it is the first meeting 

of the term and the roster is not yet drawn up, one of the three deputy principals reads a 

humorous poem 'What it takes to be a teacher!'  

There are comments, giggles, and heads nodding as the poem continues. These early-

morning moments provide great insight for Lydia, who works hard at bringing people 

together and learning more about them. Her belief is that relationships depend on 

empathy and the ability to listen actively to others and understand their point of view. To 

illustrate her point, Lydia relates a particularly moving occasion when a staff member 

shared in the safe environment of the staff meeting, her debilitating medical condition. 

Her grandparents and father suffered in the same way, and she battles these demons 

daily. 'The teacher made herself vulnerable and by doing so the staff connected better 

with her; it strengthens relationships.’ 
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The deputy principal wishes everyone a good day and the staff room is filled with chatter 

as teachers pick up their belongings and disperse for the first period of lessons.  

Whatever else this thesis does, it gives us access into the cultural context in which 

principals lead in ordinary, English, public middle-class schools.  

For example, on the counter near the tea station in the staff room is a jar filled with 

motivational messages attached to peppermints, aptly called 'encourage mints'. Staff are 

free to take a bowl of ‘encourage mints’ and read the attached message to lift spirits if 

they are having a bad day. Little touches of human kindness to Lydia can change a 

teacher’s day and make them feel better about their work. A principal, she believes, must 

have soft skills, and know when to engage in emotional support, humour, closeness, and 

camaraderie with staff. Lydia regrets that while in the teacher training college, emotional 

intelligence and empathy were not part of her course work. 

Lydia is cautious in explaining her point of view of principals under whom she has worked 

(referred to as 'the old guard’), who were not receptive to different ways of managing staff. 

Deep connections were lacking. A school by its very nature is still hierarchical, explains 

Lydia. There are obvious defined levels of leadership, authority, and responsibility. This 

hierarchy is a channel of communication between Lydia, her deputy principals, heads of 

departments, teachers, and girls.  

She does not dispute the hierarchical organisation of a school, but she disagrees with the 

notion that hierarchical leadership is about a position one holds or a place in which one 

sits. Lydia leads from the front, and during the Covid-19 pandemic, a deputy principal 

explains that she (Lydia) is on the street each morning greeting every girl: 

I don't think the matrics have ever been greeted by the principal ever, but Lydia 

knows every single name now, literally. She has a great connection with the girls, 

which was definitely missing here before.  

Lydia’s daily routine of management by walking around the school begins at the corridor 

closest to the administration block. She is quick to point out various gardens that are 

cared for by different academic departments. Matric girls catch her attention as they sit 
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on benches at tables in the morning sunlight, working on past English papers in 

preparation for their trial exams. Lydia’s eyes twinkle as she verbally states that hers is 

not a school where teaching and learning are confined to a classroom. Being outdoors 

offers inspiration, especially for creative thinking.  

Girls greet Lydia warmly. She reciprocates, stopping to hug and then chat to a student 

who has nasty grazes on her knees. 'Tell us what happened', Lydia encourages. The 

student explains how she injured both legs, one after the other, while running a few days 

before. ‘I think I have used up all my dad’s medical aid in one shot!’ laughs the young girl. 

The ease with which the young girl chats is noticeable. She speaks confidently, yet 

respectfully, with a touch of humour that ends in laughter. It appears that Lydia already 

knew about the injuries of this young girl.  

A former head girl visited the school while on university vacation. During tea, she spoke 

about the noticeable change in the atmosphere of the school compared to when she was 

in matric. She heard that Lydia is building closer relationships with girls, making herself 

known throughout the school by being visible, walking the corridors, nipping into 

classrooms from time to time, and including herself in discussions. The former head girl 

was excited to learn about the connections she had made with the girls, as that had not 

been her experience, and she wanted to see the changes for herself. Lydia explains that 

it was a battle initially for the girls, who were not used to stopping for a chat or a hug on 

the corridor.  

Lydia wants to be invited to subject meetings to see how departments function. If there is 

good work being done, Lydia asks teachers to send the girls to her office, just as in 

primary school. She maintains that it works a treat with young adults! Lydia also requests 

teacher files on a regular basis. ‘I am not checking up on the teachers but showing an 

interest, sending a message of care, ‘Well done. I see you.’ Lydia put a system in place 

where achievements are recognised in assembly, and those girls are invited for tea and 

a chat in her office. 

It took six months before a girl came up to Lydia for a hug. The old disciplinary methods 

of destroying a child when they do something wrong do not sit well with Lydia. Restorative 
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practice is not how she can stop girls from causing problems, but rather she seeks to ask 

what can be done to help them overcome difficulties. The focus is always on the girls and 

how staff, as dedicated professionals, can work together to make a difference.  

Lydia is keen to interact with the girls on the school grounds during break. She has a little 

fun with them while maintaining her femininity and dignity. While past principals greeted 

girls, they did not engage in any fun. For Lydia, they did not share a closeness with the 

girls. They did not want to be vulnerable. 

Lydia is not afraid to question the status quo. In her three-year tenure as principal of the 

school, she has changed outdated rules that are no longer relevant, quizzing their validity. 

The one she cites is of the girls jumping up at break time from where they were sitting 

cross-legged on the corridors and in the gardens to address her as she passed by. Lydia 

could see how awkward it was for girls to stand up in a ladylike manner, holding on to 

their dresses while munching on their lunch. She addressed the issue in assembly and 

explained that from now on it was perfectly polite to stay seated and greet. It took a while 

for the girls to get used to the change. Crucially, the change of rules has not resulted in 

the girls ignoring Lydia or being less respectful. ‘On the contrary’, says Lydia, ‘the change 

is positive and appreciated.’  

Even a non-traditional principal still worries about the hair of girls, a very traditional 

obsession in older schools. The outdated hair policy of the school is an example of Lydia 

engaging the girls' opinion to find a more acceptable and inclusive one. Lydia does not 

allow challenges to get in her way. She tackles them head on. Girls traditionally have only 

been allowed to wear their hair styled in a ponytail. Lydia, however, engaged the girls’ 

opinion and changed the hair policy to. also. Include buns and braids. Lydia’s reputation 

is that she listens and engages girls asking for different opinions.  

 An open-door policy means staff and students can regularly pop into Lydia’s office.  If it 

is necessary to close her office door, Lydia informs her personal assistant (PA). 

Sometimes, the door is closed to grab a few minutes to eat lunch; so hectic. 

An open-door policy on a deeper level means that Lydia encourages direct 

communication, feedback, and discussion about any matter of importance, which can 
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also highlight her own vulnerability as she explains: ‘I am not the perfect leader. I make 

mistakes.' Staff and girls can take their concerns, questions, or suggestions respectfully 

to Lydia without worrying about negative consequences. This is confirmed by a deputy 

principal who explains that at their first management meeting together with Lydia, she 

asked the question 'How high can we fly?’ Answers to impromptu questions from staff 

and girls are not answered immediately but are presented at weekly management 

meetings.  As a problem solver, Lydia never dismisses the suggestion or idea of another 

person. Instead, she seeks out and values the input of others, cooperatively creating 

solutions to challenges. 

Lydia has made incremental changes to the policies; sometimes a  change does not come 

as fast as she would like. She has had great breakthroughs with old ways of thinking; 

‘Because we have always done things in a certain way, doesn’t mean it is still relevant.’ 

Lydia examines the jewellery policy of schools and questions why girls cannot wear 

different types of earrings other than regular plain gold or silver sleepers or studs.  

Lydia’s leadership experience is such that she has sown the seed for change with the 

staff and management team and, with patience and time, changes are taking place. She 

understands that staff may find change unnerving and may be fearful. Focusing on 

emotional bonds and understanding the grieving of the old before accepting a new order 

is part of the human psyche. Lydia is leading in a culture of change by developing staff 

capacity to critically assess practices and policies. For Lydia’s leadership to be effective, 

she acknowledges that it must make a difference and she has to mobilise staff, who are 

stuck in old ways of doing things, to tackle problems. She also recognises that change is 

messy; but nevertheless, change is led. ‘Why can't girls wear clear nail polish? What 

difference does it make? Why can't they grow their nails a bit? Why can't they have a 

French manicure?’  

Lydia turns her vision into a workable agenda, starting with the management team and 

then running ideas through the staff and, if appropriate, the girls. She admits having to 

find the courage at times to initiate change and to open herself up to criticism. It would be 

easier to leave the status quo as is. School principals are traditionally considered to be 

managers in control, knowledgeable, and infallible. However, Lydia does not present the 
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image of an all-knowing leader. She shares her vulnerability, but it is not equated with 

failure or weakness. For Lydia, vulnerability means acknowledging that she does not have 

all the answers. 

The first thing she set up when she took up her position as principal was a survey of what 

staff thought they should ‘cherish, chuck, change.’ Lydia worked through all the 'chucks'. 

She relied on the input and advice of her management team, ensuring that the changes 

were worthwhile. Lydia got some backlash from staff, but she listened to their concerns. 

She has also learned not to listen to the one outlier who always complains. Lydia is 

reminded by her deputy that she should not take criticism personally. Don't take it 

personally because one person is bitching about something. It is not the whole staff. The 

silent majority support you’.  

To prove the point during a Zoom call staff meeting, the same deputy principal took 

photographs of the staff WhatsApp group chat and sent it to Lydia pointing out the positive 

comments staff were making about her leadership. The vast majority agree with her and 

support her. There are some who could not care less. So, all those tough things she went 

through, and she made some changes. Lydia relaxed, sorted things out, and calmed 

things down. It was discussed first with the management and then the whole staff and 

then she made the change. So, she got the support from that point of view. 

The Consumer Studies teacher finds Lydia on the corridor and asks her to pop into a 

Grade 10 class. There is a happy buzz, and a sweet aroma of freshly baked cake fills the 

air. The girls are busy decorating their creations. This lesson is the conclusion of a 

successful and meaningful project that involved planning the ingredients, learning how to 

bake the cake, and then successfully icing it. Lydia stops to ask questions, commenting 

on creative icing ideas as she makes her way around the consumer studies classroom. 

The girls are eager for her attention and appreciate the interest and kindness shown; their 

faces beam as she approaches each workstation. Lydia admires a christening cake and 

talks animatedly about her granddaughter, exposing an emotional moment that gives the 

girls insight into her love for her granddaughter.  
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She continues her morning walkabout and approaches the library, which is a hive of 

activity. It soon becomes apparent that the Book Bingo Challenge is causing a rush to 

exchange books after the school holidays. The staff and girls have twelve weeks to read 

nine prescribed books, each from a different genre. The challenge culminates in an 

invitation to high tea with Lydia. She also entered the challenge and has one book left to 

read. She decided to participate in order to engage with the girls in a meaningful way, 

while also enjoying their company at the upcoming prestigious high tea.  

Notably, this busy hub plays a central role in the life of the school, and the library 

assistants lend the girls a helping hand with the Book Bingo. Poetry slams are increasingly 

popular and take place on a Friday. Girls have the opportunity to read their own poems 

or those written by other authors. There are plans to expand the library, and this is no 

surprise, as it is buzzing with girls.  

A few years ago, the library was not open after school for homework purposes. The girls 

had no option other than to sit around the school unsupervised, which was against the 

rules at the time and resulted in demerits being issued. Lydia’s concern was that the 

punishment imposed did not solve the problem. She justifies the change she made 

saying, ‘With more families having both parents working, it is not always possible to fetch 

children at the end of the school day.’ Girls can now spend the afternoon doing homework 

in the safety of the library. 

The deputy principal describes the mantle of care that started in the school years before 

Lydia’s appointment. The difference is that Lydia made it real by drawing everyone into 

the school family. Every member of staff receives a birthday message and a staff notice. 

It might just be a WhatsApp message during the holidays. This extends to the governing 

body, too. She is mindful of young staff, and their children are encouraged to come to 

school and be part of functions. She knows the children and will greet them by name. 

Each new mom on the staff is given a rattle made by Lydia, with a personalised message. 

If someone is sick, she will make regular calls to check on that staff member. 'It is a 

real mantle of care.' 
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A deputy principal shares how staff notice Lydia’s displays of humanness. She 

deliberately makes contact with staff and girls. In a meeting, Lydia will not expect to be 

waited upon and will offer to make the coffee. She is quick to volunteer her assistance 

I've never dealt with principals like that (Lydia) but I certainly know it does 
happen. She's always saying, ‘I'll do it.’ Whatever you're doing, she'll get 
her hands dirty. She's right there and leading from the front, which I think 
is huge. Lydia gets stuck in with the messy, gritty day-to-day stuff. I’m 
noticing that. Absolutely. A perfectionist. And they burn themselves out.  

Lydia reaches out to the wider school community and enjoys a close relationship with the 

school’s governing body. She is at debates, sports, and cultural events, visible, greeting 

parents, showing interest in the girls. A deputy principal elaborates that Lydia is quick to 

return parent phone calls. She writes personalised notes if she learns of a death in the 

school community. ‘And that's that personal touch. Those things count. That 

connectedness. That nearness, isn't it? It's a nearness that she has. We're very lucky.’  

Lydia is also skilled at dealing with difficult parents. She puts this down to being a parent 

herself with experience with teenagers. A deputy principal has an office next door to Lydia 

and can, at times, overhear Lydia on the telephone. 

I hear her phoning a parent, and she'll be telling a parent to jump off a 
pier but in such a way (kind and firm). Parents confess that they are 
friends with their daughters. But she (Lydia) won't condemn what they're 
saying, but she'll make them think about what they're saying. And at the 
end, they always say 'Yes, Mrs. Smit. Thank you, Mrs. Smit. We really 
appreciate your insight, Mrs. Smit. Meanwhile, she's told them where to 
get off. 

After three years at the school, Lydia has the confidence to put her own seal on talks at 

parent gatherings, bringing in her personal experiences of raising children. Initially, she 

used the previous principal’s’ speech scripts. Lydia is bold in addressing topics such as 

lawnmower parents. By lawnmower parents, Lydia means parents who quietly prepare 

the path for their child and ensure that there are no problems. And she gives a perfect 

example at a meeting like that (sic). She says: 'My child wouldn't get up in the morning. 

So, one morning, I took him to school in his pyjamas and that sorted him out. ' And parents 

laugh, but it makes her human. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 225 
 

A secretary finds Lydia and says that a former student, who lives next door and left the 

school last term, is back on the playground socialising with girls at break time. Although 

Lydia spent considerable time counselling this young girl about her poor school 

attendance and paid her numerous home visits, the parent decided to look for alternative 

schooling. Lydia goes to the playground and gently takes the young girl to chat. The 

visiting girl leaves quietly, understanding that she cannot see her friends during school 

hours. Lydia decides to follow up with a phone call to the mother to find out why her 

daughter is not in a school yet. 

Something is wrong. The school term has started, it is my responsibility 
to find out if alternative schooling arrangements are in place; this young 
girl is missing out. I care about my girls and staff; they are, in a sense, my 
extended family. I support teachers and students in public, and save any 
mentoring, coaching, or reprimands in private (sic).  

Lydia reads subject minute books, each student’s termly report, and if something does 

not look right with a particular subject, she will call that teacher in for a discussion. 

Similarly, with parents of girls who may be struggling or misbehaving, Lydia makes a point 

of calling or setting up an appointment to discuss a plan forward. She does not ignore 

warning signals. 

Returning to the admin block, Lydia chides a group of girls who are in an area that is out 

of bounds. They apologise and leave. Lydia sighs and explains that the same group of 

girls continues to push boundaries and challenge rules. Serene and poised, Lydia is firm 

in her instruction, reminding the girls where they should be sitting. There is a good feeling 

in the school, a respectful calmness; and Lydia might have something to do with it. She 

endeavours to treat every girl in exactly the same manner. When it seems, whether 

perceived or not, that another is given a more lenient consequence for the same 

misdemeanour, then it becomes a matter of negativity in which the girls are under the 

impression that there are different rules for different students. Lydia confesses that it is 

exhausting, but consistency in approach is key to fairness. 

The conversation turns to the many leadership opportunities at the school. Lydia explains 

the school leadership programme based on a servant leadership model. All students are 
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encouraged to embrace leadership opportunities, whether as class captains, monitors, 

mentors, chairs of societies, or prefects. The leadership model was developed over two 

years and implemented in response to the growing need for girls to serve different areas 

of the school. The diamond in the school badge is also carved into the wooden doors at 

the entrance to the quad. The diamond represents the girls and their various facets of 

school life: academic, the media centre, culture, community service, environmental, 

pastoral care, class, and sport.  

Service and leadership opportunities are abundant. Aspirant prefects are invited to apply 

for the position in a formal application process that begins in June. Applications are scored 

by a panel of teachers, the senior school votes for their leader choice, and the applicants 

are interviewed and appointed in September. They undergo an extended training period 

for four months to equip them to lead by example and model the school values. 

Another area of service is the Representative Council of Learners (RCL). These girls 

represent each grade in the school and are voted into position in a democratic election. 

Lydia explains that the RCL serves the very important function of building school spirit 

through participation and encouragement, as well as bringing issues of the student body 

to the attention of the school management. Each member of the RCL is committed to 

working alongside her team to ensure the success of projects, such as Fun Day, Founders 

Day, and the Matric final assembly. A third area of service leadership is the very popular 

portfolio of mentorship. Mentors play an important role at the school and are seen as older 

sisters who are trusted and wiser than the rest of the school. 

Whether serving as an academic mentor in Mathematics, Afrikaans, and English to build 

the confidence of their peers or as orientation mentors to enable the Grade 8s to settle 

into their new high school comfortably and happily, the mentors gently walk alongside 

those needing support until they are confident enough to cope on their own. 

Service groups are the 'doers' of the school, the girls who often work quietly behind the 

scenes to ensure the smooth running of important aspects of the school. Whether they 

are assisting in the Media Centre or Art Studios, operating the sound and projection 
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systems in the hall, or making sure the worms in the worm farm are kept fed and healthy, 

these young ladies give willingly of their time and energy. 

A further facet of leadership is that of class captains, assisted by vice-class captains. 

Class captains serve a vital role in communication within the school, as they liaise 

between their class, the teacher, and the front office. They have a powerful opportunity 

to lead from the front, as they organise and motivate class participation in various school 

events. 

In keeping with the conversation of girls serving the school, Lydia draws attention to a 

giant milkwood tree planted in the heart of the school, the middle of the quadrangle, also 

symbolised in the school badge. The trunk of the milkwood tree symbolises the strength 

and stability of the management, staff, and parents of the school. The trunk also supports 

the growth of the students as they move from strength to strength. The branches of the 

tree symbolise the opportunities offered to students academically and culturally, in sport, 

service, and leadership. The achievements of each student are represented in the fruit 

the tree bears. Lydia’s voice exudes passion as she describes the significance of the tree. 

Similarly, to the symbolism of the majestic lioness of the school, each girl is encouraged 

to be the golden seed in the area in which she shows potential.  

Lydia quickly recites the many projects the girls initiate and participate in. She is 

determined that service leadership is not a token, little more than a shallow experience. 

So, she involved all her girls in a very practical way, in service-learning activities both 

inside and outside of school. 'Upskill while you chill' is a charity hour that provides an 

opportunity for girls to learn new skills in a relaxed environment as they knit, sew, and 

engage in various crafts in support of various charity drives. There is also a winter warmth 

campaign. Once a year Charity and Interact join forces to collect winter comfort and 

sleeping gear to donate to the ‘Just Us for Children Foundation’. During Charity Hour last 

year, enthusiastic girls knitted scarves and lap rugs, which were donated to this worthy 

cause. 

To mark Madiba (Nelson Mandela) birthday on 28 July each year, every corner of the 

school usually becomes a hive of enthusiastic activity as the girls decorate cards and 
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pack sweets for hospital patients, make sandwiches for Bread Buddies, or pack seeds for 

subsistence farmers. Projects vary from year to year, but the spirit remains the same, the 

girls linking hands to lift the spirits of those less fortunate than themselves. 

Part of the annual charity programme is also to support the Sunflower Fund by selling 

bandanas. During Charity hour, girls add their own creative flair by turning some 

bandanas into fabric flower pins, which are highly sought after by the learners as a fun 

fashion accessory. 

Interact projects enable enthusiastic students to gain important life skills as they initiate 

and manage community projects that add value to the lives of other young people. The 

annual drive to provide disadvantaged children with a much-treasured Christmas present 

begins as a grade 10 community project where each girl put together a Christmas shoe 

box gift. The project is then driven by Interact, who motivate the rest of the school to 

donate boxes, wrapping paper, and gifts. Approximately 400 boxes are delivered to 

excited recipients after a special party where the girls dress up as Father Christmas.  

Each year Interact also manages a stationery drive, collecting unused stationery from the 

school community to donate to the ‘Learn Project’. The Bread Buddies programme is 

enthusiastically supported on Thursdays by staff and girls. Sandwiches and cans of food 

are collected and distributed to needy communities. Around the end of the first term, 

Easter eggs are also collected for distribution.  

'School is also about having fun while making a difference,' Lydia says. Another outreach 

initiative was introduced where girls offered a R10 donation to swap their usual school 

shoes for sandals and wear their sunglasses on a particular day. Staff also participate in 

the fun of 'sunny and sandals', resulting in generous donations sent to Childline to help 

support their important work. 

Lydia’s school is a flourishing Eco School. They are proud of their Silver Award in 

recognition of their sustained environmental projects. The school obtained its waste 

badge, first, for all its efforts with recycled waste and, second, for the various products 

that the club, Green Business, 'Originally Made Green' produces out of waste. The focus 

is on healthy living. Inspired by Lydia and another passionate teacher, environmental 
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monitors, prefects, and members of the Environmental Society drive projects that raise 

awareness of environmental issues and encourage each person to be part of the school 

family’s commitment to sustainability, both at school and at home. 

Whether turning off lights and taps, fundraising for environmental organisations, such as 

CROW (Centre for Rehabilitation of Wildlife) or bringing paper for paper collection, girls 

are the face of the passionate commitment of the new generation to ensuring the health 

of our planet as they reduce, reuse, and recycle. With strong school and community 

support, service and outreach mean that Lydia’s girls connect their academic and civic 

lives. The school’s goal of service learning goes beyond volunteering, but rather to 

increase students' interest and future participation in being a good citizen. This is not only 

learning to be a personally responsible citizen, but also a participatory citizen, active in 

the community. Nelson Mandela’s belief that each person has the power to change the 

world resonates deeply in this school. Clearly, service leadership resonates deeply with 

Lydia, ‘We live our values of integrity, honesty, mutual respect, and accountability, as well 

as altruism and passion each day; they are not empty words relegated to our mission and 

vision statement.’ 

Lydia bends down to collect the litter dropped near the stairs. As she does this, she 

reminds herself to mention the importance of caring for the school environment in 

assembly later in the week. Lydia explains the role that all staff play in the success of the 

school. The contribution of each person is important and valuable, no matter what their 

role may be. Support staff work tirelessly behind the scenes to ensure that the school is 

clean and tidy. Therefore, the initiative of posters is displayed on corridor noticeboards 

and classrooms showing the names of those staff who keep the school environment 

clean.  

Girls are encouraged to thank and acknowledge the work of these staff members and 

showing a mark of respect by using their title and surname in their address. These staff, 

in turn, feel valued, and this is noticeable in the friendly yet respectful way a group of girls 

greets a support staff member, identified by his smart, dark green support uniform, 

moving dustbins to a central area for collection. 
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Lydia envisions her role as watering the flowers: ‘A top-down leadership style worked 

when I started my career 35 years ago, but the world has changed, and leadership has 

to change.’ She qualifies her thoughts by recounting her early years of teaching when she 

worked with different principals. Their style of leadership did not resonate with her, and 

she recalls thinking that she could not emanate these leadership behaviours if she ever 

had the opportunity of becoming a principal. She uses the example of a principal she 

once worked under to illustrate her point. ‘The principal arrived at the matric dance, gave 

her speech, and left before dinner was served. There was little interaction with the girls. I 

knew that this disconnected approach did not suit me.' For Lydia, being a principal means 

waiting until the last girl is fetched safely from the dance venue before she and her 

husband leave the function.  

As a young teacher in the 1980s, Lydia’s thoughts and ideas on leadership were different 

from those of her colleagues. Because of this divergent perspective, she did not believe 

that she had the ability to become a good principal. Lydia doubted her abilities due to her 

alternative view of leadership. When she applied for her current position, at a school 

renowned for its academic excellence and one that is highly driven, she was unsure if it 

was the right fit. The school had a reputation as a cold environment. This would not 

complement Lydia's personality and her self-doubt led her to think that she might be 

unhappy. She thought of withdrawing her application. An hour before her interview, she 

had coffee with a colleague who advised her not to miss the opportunity; to be true to 

herself and speak from the heart so that the panel could see her authentic self. This she 

did, and there was no doubt that Linda’s light shone brightly that day, expressing 

confidence in the interview panel that she was the ideal candidate for the vacant principal 

position. 

For a while at high school, perhaps like many teenage girls, Lydia’s dream was to become 

an air hostess and see the world. This changed when she had the opportunity to fly for 

the first time and realised that she was petrified. She recalls playing 'teacher-teacher' 

when she was a young girl. As far back as her grandparents, there are no teachers in the 

family. The influence of particularly two teachers set Lydia’s love for teaching. Mrs. Vos, 

a buxom lady with a very thick Afrikaans accent, and a Mrs. Smart, a red head, who taught 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 231 
 

Maths and English. They were passionate teachers, and Lydia believes that is where her 

love for teaching and making a difference came from. She can remember wanting to be 

a teacher, working with children. 

Lydia is quick to point out and is empathetic that her father and not her mother had a 

profound effect on her life. His values and philanthropy deeply influenced her. She 

describes her father as a people's person. He likes nothing better than to gather the 

neighbourhood children around him. Although he was not a teacher but an accountant, 

he sat on the veranda, telling them stories that they relished.  

Her father was charitable, and Lydia describes him as both ‘a soft and strong man but a 

most empathetic person.’ He used to give Sunday school (lessons). I don't know if that 

played into it, but he used to give Sunday school, so, in that way, he was a teacher. And 

then I obviously also got involved in teaching Sunday school while I was still in school, in 

my senior school.’ The childhood values of empathy, caring, humanitarianism, reaching 

out and making a difference still resonate with Lydia. ‘I remember my dad saying to me, 

and I've used it often, that seeing the light go on in a child's eyes is the most rewarding 

thing that anybody can ever experience.  

A deputy principal enters the office and interjects, offering that the school once felt stand-

offish; a place where one would not dare question a thing. Lydia’s style of leadership 

changed this atmosphere. The deputy principal feels that the fresh leadership approach 

is more sustainable and likens it to changing the sails when the wind changes direction. 

A change in leadership had significant implications for Lydia as the new principal, 

especially after her predecessor's length of service and the institutional memory that was 

left in the school. She was at an advantage due to her previous experience as a principal, 

but also at a disadvantage because she was not familiar with the school. In hindsight, this 

was actually quite helpful in the transition process.  

The deputy principal explains a weakness in the school before Lydia’s appointment. The 

staff believed if they conceptualised a project, no one should interfere. This resulted in 

competition between staff. ‘I hesitate to say this, but you were a ‘hero’ if you sent multiple 

kids to detention or barked the most fiercely.’  
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Lydia is quite different. She is an accomplished fundraiser with experience gained at her 

last school to subsidise improvement projects. For her, fundraising is a team effort. She 

attends fundraising meetings and offers support. The people on the committees see her 

as part of the team and listen to her wisdom.  

A deputy principal explains the good relationship that Lydia has developed with officials 

of the Education Department. Her mantle of care extends to them, too. As a result, the 

Department of Education supports Lydia. The department is on the side of Lydia and the 

Department of Education wants the school to succeed. Lydia is on first-name terms with 

officials and has enjoyed Zoom meetings with the Minister of Education.  

Unlike previous leadership who protected the staff, Lydia keeps the staff informed of 

developments with the Department of Education. This is new for the staff, and Lydia's 

open and honest communication position means that the staff have a better 

understanding of the complexity of running a school. 

Although Lydia is described by a deputy principal as 'proper', she is more relaxed than 

previous principals and can share a laugh. 

Lydia is quick to point out that her transition into the school on appointment was eased 

because she succeeded a well-respected older principal. The leadership discussion 

continues; talk turns to outside principals appointed to schools, who possibly find their 

leadership role a bit easier than someone who is appointed in-house. The deputy principal 

adds: ‘Staff may not take an internal promotion seriously, as they are familiar with that 

person. This is difficult for staff and difficult for the principal.’ 

Lydia explains that she is sensitive to how she occupies her position and the unconscious 

impact she has on her staff and students. She is friendly as opposed to familiar. She 

relates her own experience as a deputy principal when the principal she worked with was 

seconded to the Department of Education after spending many years working and gaining 

promotion in one school. Lydia took over and acted as principal for a period of four years. 

On her return, the principal assumed her position. The staff were against her role, it 

contrasted with the familiar person they remembered.  
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Lydia offers: 'The role of principal can be lonely at times.' She uses the example of an 

end-of-term lunch. Although focused on building a closeness with staff, she will enjoy the 

company, have fun, and leave, not getting involved in further partying, when boundaries 

could become blurred and over-familiarity could set in.  

Suddenly, a tearful bursar enters the office. She did not follow the correct levels of 

authority in purchasing eight computers. Three quotes were obtained, and she went 

ahead with the preferred supplier, who provided the cheapest quote. The Chair of the 

governing body is challenging the 'specs' for the computers, and he claims to have found 

a cheaper supplier. The bursar admits that, while she got three quotes, following policy, 

she jumped the gun before asking the necessary permission to make the purchase 

because she thought it a good idea to have installation completed during the holidays.  

Lydia acknowledges the bursar’s initiative and understands that she acted in what she 

thought was the school’s best interests. After establishing which channels should have 

been followed, Lydia engages the bursar to think of a solution. The bursar decides to 

email the minutes of the previous finance meeting to the governing body Chair, where 

approval is given to obtain quotes, share her explanation of how she misread this 

decision, and apologise for pre-empting the purchase. Lydia assures the bursar that all 

problems have a solution:  

The lesson learned, but more than that, my experience is that the people 
at the school are working with the best intentions. At times, these good 
intentions fail, and one must always be humble enough to say 'Sorry.’ 

The bursar offers a further apology. The situation weighed heavily on her. Feeling better 

that the matter is resolved, she leaves the office smiling, thanking Lydia for her support. 

'The only way to treat people is the way you want them to treat you.' Lydia believes in the 

potential and development of all her staff. ‘Good communication is key.’ 

A change that Lydia insisted on with her arrival at the school was broadening the inclusion 

of the administration staff, who had previously been left out on a limb. It was difficult 

because she was up against an elderly staff member, who had an elevated position in the 

office equal to a deputy principal. Administrative personnel reported directly to her. On 
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her retirement, Lydia intervened and took over the role. She wants to know what is going 

on and so she has the administrative staff report directly to her. Administrative staff 

respect Lydia for this change. She includes them in staff meetings and staff functions and 

listens to their suggestions. After the administrator left, roles and responsibilities were 

collectively reviewed, and functions restructured. 

Lydia’s deputies are the eyes and ears of the leadership team. They are supportive of 

her. Should a staff member or student have any difficulty or behave differently, out of 

character, Lydia has a pre-warning. The deputies share information that is helpful to 

Lydia, and she has enough sense to filter the information, whether to act or not. The 

deputies are careful to judge whether she needs to know about something that might be 

helpful. One of the roles of the deputy between the staff and the principal is to relay the 

feeling in the staffroom, so Lydia is not caught off guard when something goes wrong.  

Lydia confides that one deputy particularly, will report to her about the mood of the staff 

or any areas that Lydia should be concerned about. She explains the principle that 20% 

of people in an organisation might be negative, while 80% are happy. Although the staff 

is happy overall, she believes it important to work with the negative 20% before it 

escalates and becomes 30%, then 40%. Lydia relates an incident where she had to 

intervene in an argument amongst three staff members, which impacted negatively on 

everyone else.  

Two teachers in the staffroom made loud comments about the deterioration of service in 

the tuckshop. Another teacher overheard these remarks and expressed her concerns that 

the two teachers should approach the tuckshop directly and discuss the matter. The 

teacher felt that tuckshop personnel were being unfairly criticised, as they go out of their 

way to help staff, and even deliver lunch orders to classrooms. The teacher went on to 

advise that girls in the school are taught to handle differences of opinion by engaging with 

one another privately, and the two teachers should follow suit. The two staff members 

were felt to have crossed the line with their loud insults, which caused some teachers to 

feel so uncomfortable that they left the staff room. On the way out, the same two teachers 

made very personal comments to a teacher not involved in the altercation, who had 
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recently been diagnosed with a serious illness. Stunned and hurt, the ill teacher explained 

the situation to the deputy principal, who informed Lydia.  

Lydia’s policy is not to get involved in staff spats, rather advise staff to discuss differences 

with each other. However, this case was different. Lydia’s rationale is that the staff room 

is a haven and a place of comfort, a place to recharge before returning to the classroom. 

On this occasion, the well-being of all the staff was threatened, and, therefore, Lydia 

intervened and called the two staff members to a meeting. They did not feel an apology 

was necessary, as they explained that they were joking. Lydia made her feelings clear 

saying, ‘A joke is only a joke if both people are laughing.’  

The situation worsened. Within an hour of the meeting, Lydia received an anonymous call 

from a teacher's union inferring that she should know all the facts before calling the staff 

to her office to reprimand them. Lydia was barely able to get a word in, but she did ask 

how and why the union became involved. She pointed out that it was an internal 

investigation and not a matter for the union. Throughout her retelling of this incident, Lydia 

expressed her determination not to be bullied by the union official’s intimidation tactics. 

She told the union official to stay out of her school business until it became a labour 

relations matter.  

Lydia believes that she has reason to press charges against the staff concerned. They 

violated the South African Council of Educators (SACE) Teachers’ Code of Conduct and 

the provisions in the Educators Employment Act, Section 17, which describes appropriate 

behaviour toward colleagues. SACE and the Department of Education can act 

independently, which means that two charges could be laid. Lydia has a solid and deep 

understanding of the law; however, she decided to call a second meeting with the two 

staff members, making it clear that she wanted to resolve the matter internally. Lydia 

explained that the union had provided their two members with the wrong information. 

Lydia is on the provincial committee of a union, and she values union input. Even so, 

there are certain issues that are not union matters, and this is one such instance. The 

disagreement threatened the sense of family amongst staff. She will go to any length to 

ensure that fairness and justice prevail. 
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The staff members called the union because they felt intimidated that Lydia was 

investigating the matter. They retracted their accusation and agreed that she did not 

shout, intimidate, or speak badly. One teacher cried and said she felt like she was living 

in the days before 1994. Anticipating this response, Lydia kept calm and related the story 

of Jes Foord, raped by six men at Shongweni Dam, while her father watched helplessly. 

She got up every morning holding on to the fear, trauma, and the damage done to her, 

until one day she decided she would no longer be a victim.  

Lydia relates how she was also a victim of apartheid. Socialising with good friends was 

out of bounds for her as a white person because of the law at that time. Linda felt angry 

but restrained herself. She switched from assertiveness to gentleness; explaining that 

sometimes in her leadership she feels like a chameleon. While passion, love, empathy, 

respect, and loyalty matter, people matter the most, she has tough, honest conversations 

with staff. Apologies have since been offered, and the attitudes of the two staff members 

are changed.  

Conflict is an unavoidable consequence of working in a school. On reflection, Lydia 

believes that she could have handled the situation differently. She rationalises that anxiety 

is often generated by the prospect of having a potentially difficult conversation. Instead of 

dwelling on negative aspects, she believes in hindsight she should have reframed the 

conversation focusing on the opportunities it presented; mentoring the two staff members 

in understanding that, despite personal difficulties, one cannot disrespect colleagues. 

The deputy principal describes Lydia as very much the principal leader in such situations. 

She is an expert in many fields, one being the law. The staff enjoy working with Lydia 

because they know where they are, and she is determined to be fair. If a staff member 

complains to her about another, she calls both parties together. She will not sort out the 

problem; rather she will facilitate a neutral space where the staff can talk through their 

hurt and complaints.  

Lydia is not afraid to reprimand the staff. A deputy principal relates a story of calling a 

matric invigilation a meeting. Only four or five staff arrived, while the others did not offer 

an apology. Lydia felt the poor attendance was disrespectful to the deputy principal, who 
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reasoned that the invited staff might have been too busy or forgot to attend, 'She chased 

up the staff and felt angry that they had kept me waiting. She's good at holding people 

accountable when they need it, but it's got to be a serious thing. She's not scared of 

tackling things head-on. She will talk to people, she'll try and understand, and she'll be 

unbelievably kind if someone's going through a bad time.’ 

Another deputy principal shares a similar story of Lydia’s bold leadership. A staff member 

was playing on her cell phone during a live virtual meeting. Lydia called the staff member 

at the end of the meeting explaining that such behaviour was unacceptable, on top of 

which the staff member was passing on information, which she later admitted to doing. 

Lydia sent her a warning. ‘This sent a subtle message to the rest of the staff. If we want 

to be recognised as professionals, we need to act as professionals.’ 

Lydia is keen to learn and keen to do things differently. During lockdown, she used Google 

Meets to connect with classes on-line, popping in and out of virtual lessons. A deputy 

principal invited Lydia to join her matric math class, ‘We did not do any maths, we just 

talked. They really enjoyed (Lydia) being there.’  

Some days at school are harder than others; Covid-19 has added to the stresses and 

strains of running a school. While thankfully, Lydia has not had a staff member fall prey 

to the Corona virus, she relates an incident of a student diagnosed positive. It was like a 

bomb exploded. Panic ensued, not from the school’s side, but from the knock-on effects 

of social media. The girl’s parents let Lydia know about their child’s diagnosis in the 

afternoon. Lydia had a lot to do, contacting the Department of Health, the Department of 

Education, and following up on contact tracing registers. Lydia also wrote a letter to the 

school community. She also had to let the governing body know. Before she could post 

her letter onto the D6 (school communicator), the girl decided to post her status on social 

media. Telephone calls started immediately asking, 'Why are you not transparent?' Why 

are you hiding it? Are you worried?' 

To make matters worse, the child's father, who doesn't live with her and does not have a 

good relationship with his daughter, put it on his Facebook page that the school is only 

worried about its reputation, and he felt that his daughter did the right thing, and he was 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 238 
 

proud that she publicises her status. Lydia called her dad and explained the processes 

the school had to perform. ‘All I wanted was just to give my staff the heads up that I had 

followed all the correct protocols and had done the contact tracing; to let those staff and 

students know before you caused absolute chaos and all hell that broke loose.’ Another 

concern about keeping staff and students safe is Lydia's concern about girls learning 

online and the impact this has on their mental well-being, as school is also a social 

process. Feeling that students are better off in the school building and with strict Covid-

19 protocols in place, Lydia applied to the Department of Education for deviation from the 

rollout plan, to return grades earlier. She received this permission. Lydia is heartsore for 

her grade 12s; ‘Their matric dance, their last hockey match ever at school, their 50 sports 

caps, their Founders Day– all of that's gone.’ 

A deputy principal talks animatedly about Lydia’s care of the girls. ‘That warm, fuzzy 

human thing is there always (with Lydia). She really cares for people. She's devasted now 

because she can't hug people (during Covid-19). That's her natural thing.’ Naughty girls 

get a hug. The girl who has done very well gets a hug. The teacher who has not followed 

procedure gets a hug.’ These examples explained the deputy principal, show Lydia’s 

warm leadership style, displaying her deep care and genuine interest and personal 

involvement with staff and girls. 

When schools reopened after the lockdown, Lydia was aware that early childhood centres 

were still closed, and this affected young staff. She invited these mothers to discuss any 

difficulties they may have in taking care of their children. She constantly asks, ‘What can 

I do to help you?’ 

Every day at school is different. At the same time as coping with the extra pressure of the 

pandemic, the Black Lives Matter movement deeply affected Lydia and her vulnerability 

was revealed again. Four high schools of girls made headlines within days of each other, 

in the wake of allegations by former and current students who claimed that they had 

experienced institutionalised racism and discrimination in their schools, including Lydia's. 

A News24 article about her school was published that Lydia felt left out certain salient 
points. She was devastated to be labelled a racist.  Lydia responded explaining to all 
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students how the  school would engage in a human rights exercise because all lives 
matter. Lydia promised that all allegations would be taken seriously and investigated 
thoroughly..  

Students   both past and present  who had experienced forms of discrimination were 
encouraged to  contact  her adding that she  acknowledged the pain that racism causes 
and that students were hurting. 

Lydia concedes that it had been a very challenging year, but leaders must dig deep in 

difficult times. She makes the point that her goals for the school do not change during 

difficult times. Her focus is on her core business; despite feeling hurt, vulnerable, and 

even tearful, her leadership style remained constant, namely an ethic of care during 

difficult times. Lydia believes the power of relationships with the staff and girls supported 

her: 

I felt they were inclined to protect me. ‘Mrs Smit, we know that you care 
for us, so we know that's (the News24 article) not true because you are 
so warm and approachable.’ I think if I was somebody that was very 
distant and very cold, I wouldn't have had that protection. And that helped 
me survive in that time. 

‘I'm feeling scared. I don't know where this thing's going,’ is how Lydia expresses her 

vulnerability to staff and management. She does not put up a barrier but is honest in 

communicating her feelings. ‘It can be quite lonely being a head of school and when you 

are struggling with a situation, it helps to open up about it.’ After the News24 report, Lydia 

felt nervous about speaking to the RCL (Representative Council of Learners) alone. Her 

deputy accompanied her to these meetings in a supportive role. Lydia spoke about her 

own life and how busy the year has been, especially as Covid raised unanticipated 

challenges. She spoke from the heart and the girls were moved, getting a glimpse of 

school from a different viewpoint. Lydia ended the conversation by reminding the girls to 

visit her with any concerns that they may have. 

Lydia offers that leading a school brings with it moral and emotional agendas. On the one 

hand, she is faced with the outside world which encompasses the national and provincial 

education department, mostly in the form of administrative procedures, rules, and 
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demands. Then there is the parent community connected to the school, all addressing 

Lydia with their outside demands and wishes. On the other side of the gate is the inside 

of the school, made up of staff and students. The expectations of the staff and students 

of Lydia as the gatekeeper are to provide the necessary conditions for the smooth 

functioning of the school.  

The staff expect Lydia to always be on their side. She moves between these two worlds, 

which have specific expectations of her and how she leads the school. She constantly 

balances between the two worlds, sometimes leaning in one way, sometimes in the other. 

‘The task of gatekeeper can be physically and mentally demanding. Some days are tough, 

and I am gatvol (slang for fed up).’ Leadership is not easy; Lydia describes that one must 

be courageous, and she understands that she is not going to please everyone all the time 

in acting in the best interests of the girls. People want and need affirmation. Some bring 

past hurt and trauma to school. 

As leader, Lydia equates it to a rommeltrok (garbage truck) where she takes the garbage 

off the staff so they can do what they do best: teaching. However, there comes a time 

when the staff need to know that she cannot take on anymore. Lydia knows her limitations 

and tells the staff when her rommeltrok is full, which means that she is stretched on a 

particular day and is feeling fragile. She leans on her management on these occasional 

days, they are her conscience, until she finds her balance again.  

Are the staff critical of her when she explains that her rommeltrok is full (her mind is filled 

with many pressing issues)? It is her job after all? Lydia responds saying that she is open 

to criticism. She will listen and ponder and is hard on herself. She will take face-to-face 

criticism and admits that she obsesses about it. Lydia’s husband, however, is a sounding 

board, a good listener, who gives an honest viewpoint, which she values. She also values 

the affirmation and honesty of her deputy principals, which keep her fuelled. Although she 

has been a principal for close on twelve years, Lydia feels she still has lots to learn: ‘At 

times I have to get painful feedback from others so I can see myself more clearly.’  

A deputy principal explains that Lydia feels hurt at times, but if there is a problem, she 

meets it head-on. Lydia was recently reported to the provincial council. She called the 
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parent who reported her and arranged an interview with them at the school. ‘And that's 

one of the things she does. It's always hurtful, but often you can listen to it and bolster it 

up and say, ‘Is it really the truth?’ Lydia has conversations with parents to clear 

misconceptions. She acknowledges that the common goal of a meeting is to achieve an 

outcome acceptable to all involved, act in good faith and in a calm and courteous manner, 

to show respect and understanding of the parents of view, and to value differences.  

Lydia further elucidates on her leadership practices, explaining that true power is the 

ability to give it away. For example, allowing a staff member to go to a special engagement 

instead of her. She respects and honours everything the staff do. She finds strength, not 

in her title or power as the head of a school, but intrinsically, school is her passion. Lydia’s 

approach to leadership means that she works as hard as the next person and achieves 

as much as she is humanly capable of.  

Lydia is getting to grips with new technologies, such as chat groups. Initially, it perturbed 

her, but she came to realise that staff cannot meet in the staffroom due to Covid-19, where 

they usually let off steam, and so, they communicate via chat groups. Sometimes she 

interprets the messages as hurtful. Lydia refers to her management team on these 

occasions to get a balanced and unemotional point of view. 

A deputy principal stays for her daily meeting. She talks about events in the school once 

Covid infection levels are reduced. One teacher, who is to accompany the girls on a 

possible excursion, cannot go any longer due to a family emergency. The deputy principal 

has found a replacement. Lydia is sympathetic, understanding the unique situation and 

is comfortable with the replacement teacher, who is experienced and knows the girls. 

Lydia learns that there is one student who is unable to afford the cost of the excursion. 

She shares that a special fund is set up for such cases. Satisfied that no girl is 

marginalised, Lydia turns the conversation into a once-off self-defence training workshop, 

considered a valuable initiative, which she feels will benefit both staff and girls. The date 

is confirmed; however, Covid protocols will apply. 

With nothing more to discuss, the deputy principal sits back in her chair, hands behind 

her head, looking out of the window. She reflectively adds that Lydia’s influence on the 
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school has been good; ‘She empowers people so they are willing to go the extra mile and 

does not micromanage, always believing that staff will put in their very best efforts.’ The 

deputy principal shares that her husband, since retired, was in HR. He enjoyed 

interactions with a Japanese professor in his career who said, ‘When someone's going 

for a promotion, you say to them, okay, who under you has been promoted? Who have 

you grown?’ This is what Lydia does so well. She spends a good deal of time investing 

and growing the staff, training them so that they are ready for promotion. 

Lydia shares the difficulty of being a leader in that while she has power, she may not 

always have control. ‘I sincerely believe that each teacher is putting their best foot 

forward, but I cannot control what is happening in the classroom. Should a teacher hurt a 

girl’s feelings or say something derogatory, I have to step in.’ 

Lydia’s thoughts turn back to the smooth transition she enjoyed when she arrived at the 

school. She stepped into a well-oiled machine. Structures and systems were in place, the 

school was in a stable financial position, and the governing body was supportive. Lydia 

feels that the school could have run without her. ‘She is modest,’ interrupts the deputy 

principal. ‘Every organisation needs a shepherd, someone with a fresh outlook. Lydia 

started working with the people inside the well-oiled machine, and the school’s energy 

changed.’ 

The conversation deepens as Lydia ponders on her leadership. She is quick to explain 

that a leader must earn real power. For her, real power is the capacity to act with courage 

and strength to accomplish a goal. Real power, in Lydia’s estimation, is the energy to 

make decisions but it also means that she has had to overcome old, deeply embedded 

ways of managing and leading the school. Her adjustment in the school was 

characterised by careful observation during her first year. She preferred not to make 

major changes during this stage. Lydia realised that past practices did not evaporate on 

her arrival. She had to show her personal commitment by taking the time to understand 

how the school functioned and getting to know the staff, parents, and girls. 

Over afternoon tea, she asks a rhetorical question: ‘Is leadership generational or is it 

based on one’s personality and life experience?’ Lydia answers her own question as she 
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recognises that her leadership encompasses structure and agency. Structure are the 

organisational rules within which she leads change (agency) driven by their staff and 

students' best interests. 

Lydia offers that a leader needs to be energetic, enthusiastic, collaborative, and dedicated 

to the job. ‘Initially, there was tension because the practices I suggested weren’t 

consistent with the school culture at the time.’ Staff had, prior to Lydia’s appointment, 

developed a certain way of executing their duties. Lydia challenged this. ‘Initial 

interpersonal relationships were challenging, but Lydia is succeeding in building deep 

relationships,’ quips the deputy principal. Embarrassed, Lydia interrupts and emphasises 

that building relationships and really getting to know and understand the staff is an 

ongoing journey. She explains that the old command-and-control style of leadership had 

its place in the world.  

Power appeared to work in schools. The rule of management ran along the lines of, when 

your opinion is required, it will be sought, or, your thoughts are not important, get on and 

do as you have been told to. Fortunately, the measuring stick to success has changed; 

people and relationships matter more. Lydia does not expect anything from others that 

she is not prepared to do herself. And I think that is a new type of leadership, (and) that 

many of the older leaders had the mindset of you have your job and I'm the principal and 

I sit, and I drink tea. Well, you know what, I'll also stand on the street, and I'll also greet 

the children as they come in. Nothing is beneath me.’ 

Lydia explains her point of view by emphasising efforts to do right by people and making 

deposits into their emotional bank accounts. For her, leadership is the willingness to 

extend herself to meet the needs of another human being. Leadership is the choices she 

makes because she feels strongly that it is the right thing to do.  

Lydia understands at a deeper level how to bring out the best in her staff. She practices 

the leadership of giving fully of herself in spirit, body, mind, and heart. Her leadership 

outperforms the command-and-control style, which, she reasons, can be intimidating. 

Such leaders, in her opinion, ‘should rather be called managers. This kind of leadership 

is not sustainable. ' Lydia prefers to create an open and safe environment, where staff 
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are allowed to be themselves, have a point of view, take risks, and are encouraged to 

learn from their failures. She builds bridges of understanding with her staff. She believes 

that the more she gives to others, the more staff will want to share with her, even support 

and protect her. Lydia shares a pearl of wisdom that a leader must care more about others 

than about themselves.  

Explicitly discussing the establishment of close, intimate relationships, Lydia uses the 

nouns 'respect' and 'warmth' when dealing with staff and students. For her, this means 

showing an appreciation that each person is unique. She also believes that honesty and 

sincerity lay the foundation for meaningful relationships. Trust is built if you treat people 

with tact and care. For Lydia, genuineness, spontaneity, and honesty help create a 

climate within the school in which staff and students feel confident enough to 

communicate with her. She does not want to be a distant and feared figurehead. People 

are important, and, as head, she takes a genuine interest in the staff and students 

individually, and not just their work and what they do.  

Lydia concedes that some aspects of her leadership might be seen as autocratic: such 

as the mission and where the school is headed, values and rules governing behaviour, 

as well as accountability. She aims to meet the needs of the staff. This does not mean 

giving staff what they want but providing what they need. A colleague and friend of Lydia 

says she is too kind in her handling of staff and students. ‘But I do think I have a strength. 

No, I know I have strength, and I will draw the line where it's necessary. But I also believe 

there is a way of making people feel valued.’  

Some days school weigh heavily on Lydia, when she feels tired, and admits to not 

sleeping well. Her three deputies are in tune with her feelings and energy levels. One 

deputy has an office next door to Lydia and sees her never ending coming and going. 

Some days the deputy notices she battles. This is when the deputy steps in and coerces 

Lydia to go home a little earlier than usual, happily taking over the task from Lydia. ‘I'll 

often go and make coffee. And then, while we're having our coffee, we'll have a quick 

chat.’ 
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Lydia remains professional in her approach to people. She does not lash out. She thinks 

before she answers. ‘I can’t, it’s impossible’ are not in Lydia’s vocabulary. The difficult 

she tackles immediately, the impossible takes her a bit longer. Lydia chooses to be 

gracious and kind. She is cautious not to project her stress onto the staff. Her leadership 

experience is that she talks without being offensive, listens without being defensive, and 

leaves staff who challenge her with their dignity intact. Caring for staff is not just about 

making cursory contact or as means to an end. Lydia’s success as a principal means 

building long-term relationships. Real wealth for her is the intangible and priceless value 

of relationships.  

Lydia considers how a leader treats people in good times and bad times to define their 

true measure of wealth. Real relationships require real investment. Relationships can 

often be misunderstood as networking. Networking and building real relationships are 

different. Networking is a one-way relationship. Building relationships is a two-way thing. 

Networking is about 'me' and not 'we'. When a leader takes the time to build relationships 

with people, they show your concern for staff. This is reciprocated.  

Non-traditional leadership, enacted by Lydia each day, creates its own rewards. Because 

she is doing good and building relationships based on genuine care for others, she is 

happy. Being successful in Lydia’s estimation is about the staff and girls, and not about 

her. When she fails at something, she falls forward. Her success has grown out of failure 

at times. Non-traditional leadership Lydia explains is about marshalling courage, and 

having that courage is a sign of faith despite her own fear. She distinguishes between 

investing and giving: 'If you invest, you expect a return; if you give, you don’t expect a 

return.' 

Lydia has an intrinsic desire to lead to the best of her ability. It’s what makes her get up 

each day:  

I have a job to do, and I want to make sure that, at the end of the day, I've 
done the job to the best of my ability. And on that journey of giving of my 
best every single day, I want to leave people, when they go away from 
me, I want them to feel in a happy place. I want them to feel that it's been 
good for them to interact with me. Like today, I had one of the 
administrative staff in the library ask me if she could work from home one 
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day each week. And I had to write her a lovely email to say,’ No, you can't 
work from home for one day.’ But my idea (behind the reply) then is to 
leave that person feeling understood and valued. So, what motivates me 
to get up is doing my job and doing it well, but not doing it at the expense 
of other people. Making them grow and making them feel valued and 
enriched. 

Lydia penned a reply to the administrative staff member answering a difficult question. 

Taking a day off to work from home would not suit the needs of the school. Lydia calls it 

the sandwich technique. The niceties first, and then Lydia passes on the bad news in the 

most tactful way possible and ends the email request with something uplifting. ‘I don't 

think its leadership at all costs. I think its leadership as part of a team, and the role of a 

leader is to gather the team and get momentum together so that eventually they (staff) 

have buy-in, and we have a common vision.’ It's finding that balance between being able 

to be firm and saying ‘No’ and keeping the person's dignity intact. Lydia is not a yes 

person, but staff will know that they can ask her, but they know also that they are not 

always going to get what they want. 

Lydia’s leadership style is non-traditional from the viewpoint that she is not an autocrat 

sitting in her office, ruling from her chair. She is on her feet, everywhere in the school 

building and surrounding areas. She is available to the staff, to the girls.  

Lydia recalls a principal at a school she once worked at who used to stand on the corridor 

with her arms folded across her chest. Her body language sent out the message of being 

unapproachable and cold. The students greeted with trepidation and fearfully skulked 

past. Non-traditional leadership is more collaborative. Lydia believed she would never 

make a good principal because, unlike previous principals she worked under, she does 

not demand respect; she likes to think she earns it. Lydia is happy to get her hands dirty. 

She lifted a table recently and one of her groundsmen said to her, ‘Ma'am, that's not your 

job to move a table.’ Her reply was 'Mr. Ndlovu, if it is your job to move a table, then why 

am I not able to help you move the table?' Leadership explains that Lydia is not directing 

from above and being demanding, being autocratic. That’s the difference! Non-traditional 

leadership means being able.  
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Lydia explains the joy she finds in going to school each day down to a secure family life 

and a happy marriage. She has a supportive husband of thirty-six years. She feels that 

these factors give her a solid foundation, a sense of worth and balance, personal strength, 

and a sound perspective on life, which contributes to her confidence in fulfilling her role 

as a leader. She is intellectually active and enjoys reading. She has a good sense of 

humour and can laugh at herself. Lydia’s security comes from within. Intrinsically her cup 

is over-flowing as she confirms, ‘I love what I do.’ and try again 

A deputy principal explains Lydia sets an example through her behaviour. She is the first 

to go to school every day and the last to leave. Lydia sets an example, and nothing is 

beneath her. ‘And I think she's happy in her own skin. That makes a huge difference. If 

you've got problems, then you can't give power away because you've got so many of your 

own hassles.’ 

Lydia acknowledges that non-traditional leadership is a social phenomenon but 

emphasises that her leadership comes from the grounding of her faith; she believes she 

is in a position of stewardship, of serving the school community.  

Lydia radiates warmth and care. She speaks quietly and her pioneering thoughts on 

leadership are propelling the school forward, which has resulted in a shift in culture 

focused on forging real connections with students and staff. Linda’s mindset is that 

relationships depend on empathy and the ability to listen actively to others and 

understand their point of view. Traditional school leaders have been known to find 

strength and power in their titles, growing their schools, and improving facilities, 

constantly trying to outdo one another. Lydia's opinion is that these types of principals 

appear to have missed the humanness that makes a true leader. 

The final bell that marks the end of academic day rings. There is a scraping of chairs 

overhead as girls move noisily onto the corridor. Lydia tidies her desk before picking up 

her cell phone and car keys. ‘I am going to watch hockey, then home quickly to see my 

grandchild. She had her inoculations today.’  

Walking along the admin corridor, Lydia pops her head into her PA’s office:  
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Kate, I will see you at 5 pm for the finance meeting. It is going to be a long 
one! You haven’t forgotten to organise tea and coffee, have you? Do we 
have any biscuits left? Will you also let the support staff member on duty 
know to lock the admin block later this evening?  

'Mrs Smit, Mrs. Smit, may I have a quick word?' asks a teacher hovering close by. Lydia 

answers, ‘I would love to chat if you’d like to walk with me or, if it is not too urgent, perhaps 

you’d like to pop into my office in the morning? I don’t want to miss hockey.' The teacher 

decides to walk with Lydia. Chatting amicably, their voices and the sound of Lydia’s 

clicking heels fade as the teacher and principal disappear down the corridor. 

The goal of chapter 9 is to provide the study findings and demonstrate that the 

methodology described in Chapter 4 was followed. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Key findings on Non-Traditional Leadership 

9.1 Introduction 

Using Saldaña’s (2021) coding strategies, the data analysis involved a qualitative and in-
depth examination of the four principals’ narratives. Guided by the research questions, I 

engaged in data reduction, coding, and decoding processes to analyse and interpret each 

of these qualitative forms (Saldaña, 2021). These processes unfolded through concurrent 

and iterative research processes: data collection, transcription of audio-recorded semi-

structured interviews, observation, and analysis. 

I applied coding terminology and procedures specifically using descriptive codes and a 

few in vivo codes which I created inductively (data-driven) and deductively (theory-

driven). I created a code list or a code book of 100 codes that I reduced to 38 codes, five 

categories (themes) with 24 subcategories, and 557 quotations across the narrative data. 

I completed the data analysis process using ATLAS.ti version 9, a computer-assisted 

qualitative data analysis software package. In the analysis that follows, the bracketed 

numbers depict the paragraph, while the second number is assigned to sections of data 

or quotations. 

This software adds value and sophistication to the coding process, together with an audit 

trail for transparency of the analysis process (Smit, 2005). As Smit (2014) describes, I 

found ATLAS.ti a powerful workbench for the qualitative analysis of large bodies of audio 

and textual data. ATLAS.ti helped me to explore the complex phenomena hidden in the 

data. All responses were loaded into the project function, a container for all the data for 

subsequent coding. Coding is the procedure of associating code words with sections of 

data or quotations, which is the association between a quotation in the text and a specific 
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code. When linking data, collecting, and interpreting the data, coding is the basis for 

developing the analysis.  

The previous chapters presented the narratives of four principal leaders and their non-

traditional leadership practices. This chapter presents the key findings of the four principal 

leaders and the significant theme patterns relevant to the research questions, which I 

have elicited from empirical data.  Identifiable units of meaning constitute theme accounts 

that are grouped according to larger units of experiences and understandings. Where the 

words of principals and their staff are quoted verbatim (presented in italic type), some 

attempt has been made to correct their language usage. Some colloquial Afrikaans 

expressions are also cited. For example, my rommeltrok is vol (feeling stretched and 

vulnerable). 

Five themes were extracted from the data analysis and appropriate interpretations are 

presented on the leadership practices of school principals, including how they implement 

their leadership practices with the different stakeholders in the broader school 

environment. Also, I discuss how they exercise such non-traditional practices and how 

they narrate their practical leadership stories.  

I used Jansen’s (2016) emerging theory of nearness leadership, underpinned by 

attachment theory as the overarching conceptual framework for this study. My goal is 

modest, to continue working towards a theory of nearness in school leadership.  This 

framework helped me focus, plan data collection, and develop an approach to data 

analysis. 

The five main themes that emerge from the data analysis are: 

• leading for greater purpose 

• advancing democratic leadership  

• building humane relationships  

• demonstrating humanness and care 

• conceding and conveying vulnerability 
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Each theme has several subthemes, also emergent from the narratives, which were 

analysed separately. A summary of the categorised themes is given in Table 9.1 

Table 2: Summary of main themes and subthemes 

 

No.	 Main	themes	 Subthemes	

1	 	
Leading	for	greater	purpose	 • The	source	of		motivation	

• Purpose	and	meaning	
• Humility	
• A	sense	of	connectedness	
• Life	influences	
• Ethical	human	values	
• A	position	of	stewardship	

2		 	
Advancing	democratic	leadership	 • Stepping	beyond	a	hierarchical	leadership	

paradigm	
• Questioning	the	status	quo	
• Restorative	practices	replace	fear	
• A	collaborative	approach	to	conflict	
• Change	is	unnerving		
• Consistent,	Coherent,	and	Meaningful	

Communication	

3	 	
Building	humane	relationships		 • The	human	connection	

• Empowering			others			and	nurturing						
									human	potential				
• Leadership	is	not	linear	
• Principal	leadership	and	intentionality	

4	 	
Demonstrating	humanness	and	care	 • Actions	consistently	demonstrate	

humanness.	
• Modelling	the	behaviour	principal	leaders	

desire	
• The	principal	leader	is	not	a	distant	

figurehead.	
• The	principal	leader	holds	the	staff	

accountable	and	has	high	expectations	for	
himself	and	others.	

5	 	
Conceding	and	conveying	vulnerability	
	

• A	relationship	of	trust	
• Expressing	emotions	
• Reflexive	practice	
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What follows is a discussion of the emergent themes with elaborations that explain and 

support each theme. By way of ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973), I set out to document 

the broad range of experiences of the four principal leaders. Descriptive quotations taken 

from interview transcripts reveal multiple participant perspectives and capture some of 

the complexity and richness of the subject matter (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). The four 

principals told their stories which I viewed as a means of opening valuable windows into 

their interior lives to explain their non-traditional leadership practices (Gabriel, 2000).  

The Jesuit theologian and intellectual, Bernard Lonergan, describes interiority as a 

foundational self-presence, a space in which each person dwells within themself 

(O’Sullivan, 2014:  62). Interiority means both responsiveness and alertness to a godly 

call, something that originates from deep within the self (Jansen, 2018). Augustine was 

thought to be the Master of Interior life. For him, interiority is a place of contemplation in 

which one returns to an inner world where light is found, the truth resides, and the inner 

self discovered (Jansen, 2018). Therefore, interiority does not mean private individual 

devotion in the sense of ‘a spirituality of detachment from the engagement with the public 

realm’ (O’Sullivan, 2014: 62); rather, it is the outward expression of an inward devotion 

(Jansen 2018). The opposite, exteriority, is not possible without being present to oneself 

(Morelli, 2012; Jansen, 2018).  

9.2 Emergent themes 

9.2.1 Theme 1: Leading for a greater purpose 

The principal leaders in this study express a sense of purpose that goes beyond the 

management of a school’s operations. They are in some ways like no other principal 

leader, and yet, in other ways, just like other principal leaders. What makes them different 

is their sense of nearness as a transcendent value. 

Once again, I draw a distinction between spirituality and religion. Spirituality in this study 

is defined as an area of human experience that involves a greater awareness of profound 

significance beyond what is often taken as normal everyday reality (Jansen, 2016; Smith, 

Minor, & Brashen, 2018). It differs from religion in that religion is predominantly associated 
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with a formal organisation (Reave, 2005; Jansen, 2016). Spirituality of principal leaders 

is associated with closeness and an interconnection with the school community 

(Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003).  

Their universal spiritual values are integrity, expressing and demonstrating care and 

concern, and a sense of being connected in a way that provides feelings of joy and 

compassion (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Jansen, 2016; Jansen, 2021; Reave, 2005). 

These spiritual values are not just words but relate to actions and the level of ethics 

demonstrated in their schools, as well as the compassion and respect shown to others 

(Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Jansen, 2016; Jansen, 2021; Reave, 2005). 

9.2.1.1 Subtheme A: The Source of Motivation 

There is a strong sense that the spirituality and interiority of the four principal leaders is a 

source of their motivation.  There is a deep, honest, vital, and vibrant connection with 

students and staff, which is intensely relevant in their schools. 

Take Lydia, for example. She understands at a deeper level how to bring out the best in 

her staff. She practices a style of leadership, giving fully of herself in spirit, body, mind, 

and heart. She believes that her spirituality allows her to act on her personal truth. Lydia’s 

source of motivation has a positive effect on the school community. Her vibrant approach 

has changed the once stand-off atmosphere in the school.  

Cheryl’s narrative also raises the idea of spirituality as a source of motivation. She 

pursues something more remarkable than personal glory in her leadership practices. 

Under her tenure, the school has become inclusive, attracting girls from all race groups. 

Staff and girls enjoy a warm, fuzzy experience, a closeness that she exudes with her 

vivacious personality and deep, genuine care of others. In other words, Cheryl’s 

spirituality provides her with a powerful source of inspiration. 

Like Lydia and Cheryl, the spirituality for Christopher is something deep within him. He 

describes it as something innate. He supposes that some people see life as a job and 

emphasises that leadership is not just a job. For Christopher, working in a school means 

deeply caring for each student and staff member. Supporting Christopher’s view but 
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engaging in a broader interpretation of spirituality, Elizabeth appreciates school not as a 

cold concrete building, but rather as a spirited group of people who give the school a 

vibrant soul. Their presence, emotional, intellectual, psychological, and spiritual 

enthusiasm fill the building, bringing real life that is a great source of motivation. 

9.2.1.2 Subtheme B: Purpose and meaning 

The four principal leaders attend school each day not to simply complete their work and 

earn a salary; rather, they have a purpose, and their purpose is a deep seated, heartfelt 

vocational one. 

Elizabeth models intangible spiritual practices in the messy day-to-day work of being a 

school leader, that of hope, focus, optimism, and moral purpose. Her spirituality does not 

mean that she claims to be perfect. Her flaws make her real and human. She is hard on 

herself and on her practices.  

Spirituality is Elizabeth’s building block of optimism. She has a deep spiritual 

understanding of her own capabilities which tell a story of change in her school. 

Cheryl believes that spirituality means having insightful self-knowledge. For her, it is 

essential to first understand and articulate a personal vision before developing a 

meaningful shared vision with staff. Her deeply held value is to ensure that all her students 

have a fulfilling school experience.  

On the same token, Cheryl’s spirituality is her strength during difficult times such as an 

abusive parent interview. She admits though to falling back on her religious faith on these 

occasions. 

With God at my side no weapon against me shall prosper. That person 
took nothing away from me as I did nothing wrong’ (75: 139). 

Christopher offers a different view of spirituality. For him, spirituality and authenticity 

intersect and inform moral actions and judgements. He explains why authenticity counts: 

One’s spirit, as a principal is true power. Being a non-traditional leader 
takes courage – to act, change, grow, and get up and try again. The 
adage, ‘Because we don’t know better, we don’t do better’, is not relevant 
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to non-traditional leadership practices. Spirituality means that a leader is 
not afraid of who they are. (136: 262) 

9.2.1.3 Subtheme C: Humility 

Spirituality as a source of humility for the principal leaders means that they are 

situationally aware, they put staff and students before their own needs, and they are active 

listeners, they take the time to say thank you, and they build meaningful relationships. 

For example, humility is rooted in Elizabeth’s dedicated practice to her students and a 

desire to make a difference. Elizabeth shows a seemingly paradoxical mix of professional 

will and personal humility.   

 
          If it’s for the greater good of all, then that’s what I want  
         (19: 25). 

Elizabeth’s humility should not be misunderstood as character weakness because she is 

willing to admit her mistakes and reluctant to take credit for specific successes. She is 

humble enough not to dominate but is sure enough of her own judgement and self-worth 

to actively listen, and so she is not threatened by contrary opinions or advice. 

For Cheryl, humility is the opposite of ego. Like Elizabeth, she repeatedly puts others 

before herself, forsaking personal opportunities for students and staff. As a result, ego 

does not fit into her leadership: ‘I do things because they matter in this school not because 

I want to get noticed’ (82:150). 

Similarly, an observation of Lydia’s leadership practices demonstrates how she radiates 

humility. She exudes warmth and care. Lydia's pioneering thoughts about leadership are 

propelling the school forward, which has resulted in a culture change focused on forging 

real connections with students and staff. 

Similarly, a staff member describes how Christopher did everything with heart and 

humility. He did not consciously work at making himself popular, but the staff noticed. 

‘I can’t think of one person on the staff, who didn’t like him. He was honest, 
he had integrity, he was so committed, committed to everything and 
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everyone. He exuded commitment and integrity I don’t even know what 
to call it – an aura, that’s it. He had an aura about him’ (48: 72). 

9.2.1.4 Subtheme D: A sense of connectedness 

The spirituality of the principal leaders is something that goes beyond what they can see, 

touch, or hear.  Their connectedness with staff and students gives meaning to their lives. 

There is a positive and contagious feeling of unity that is welcomed in their schools. 

At Lydia’s school, I get a real sense of connectedness even before entering its hallowed 

hallways. The value statements at the entrance to the school are a sign of the bonds that 

students and staff hold dear. Three stand out: 

• We believe that altruism is how you make others feel about themselves.  

• We believe that respect is the road to dignity. 

• We believe that passion is the alarm clock to happiness. 

The same sense of connectedness is found at Elizabeth’s school.  She models this 

closeness and entanglement by warmly connecting with staff on the first day of the new 

term, asking how they enjoyed their holiday and enquiring about the wellbeing of their 

families. She makes a point of checking the freshly renovated bursar’s office to ensure 

that the bursar is happy with the result and is comfortable in her new surroundings.  

While stepping inside the administration block at Cheryl’s school, one immediately feels 

a connectedness. A large internal feature brick wall displays colourful and eye-catching 

children’s art. An antique oak sideboard is filled with books, school magazines, and 

memorabilia. Cheryl’s welcoming presence and sunny disposition put me at ease and 

give me an immediate sense of belonging. 

On a deeper level, a dimension of Lydia’s spirituality is that of creating a connected, open, 

and safe environment, where staff are allowed to be themselves, have a point of view, 

take risks, and are encouraged to learn from their failures. Lydia believes that her 

spirituality helps her build bridges of understanding with her staff.  
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Elizabeth’s spirituality translates into giving students the opportunity to think for 

themselves, to learn to express their thoughts and ideas without feeling threatened. 

‘We will never all agree all the time on everything. How do we find 
commonalities? By working together, talking together, and sometimes 
putting personal beliefs and thoughts aside for the common good. How 
else do we do this other than by having a difficult conversation and then 
saying ‘I am satisfied I am doing my best’, or perhaps, ‘I hadn’t thought 
about this or that’ (86: 142). 

9.2.1.5 Subtheme E: Life influences 

Insights from Elizabeth's narrative demonstrate her close attachment to her parents and 

their influence on her life. The family values with which she grew up contributed to who 

she is today as principal leader. Elizabeth’s devotion to the girls and staff comes from a 

deeply personal space. 

A principal with whom Elizabeth worked as a young teacher also had a profound influence 

on her leadership practices.  Elizabeth learned much from Pixie Hardman, one being the 

importance of creating close relationships with staff and students, which provides 

invaluable insights into their lives. Another influence on Elizabeth’s non-traditional 

leadership style was A. S. Neill, who ran a school called Summerhill, for almost forty 

years. Reading about Summerhill was an exceptionally rewarding experience for 

Elizabeth, as it put into words her spiritual and deepest feelings of care for children. 

Likewise, Cheryl cites three women who positively influenced her life and leadership 

practices. He mother, who ensured that her children understood the value of education, 

and a deputy principal whom she met at Haven Primary. Debbie Abrams mentored and 

guided Cheryl, harnessing her enthusiasm and giving her many opportunities to develop 

her teaching skills.  Cheryl’s Master’s supervisor, Professor De Lange, was the third 

person to positively affect her life during a particularly difficult period in Cheryl’s personal 

life. 

Lydia recalls two passionate teachers who inspired her love for teaching, as well as her 

father, a philanthropist who had a positive influence on her life.  Her childhood values of 
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empathy, caring, humanitarianism, reaching out and making a difference still resonate 

with Lydia. 

It appears from the empirical data that parents and teachers served as role models not 

only through direct interactions, but through the examples they set with their attitude and 

behaviour which contributed to Lydia, Elizabeth, and Cheryl’s personal growth and 

leadership development. 

Lydia adds a further perspective. She puts the joy she finds in going to school each day 

down to a secure family life and a happy marriage.  

Unlike Lydia, Elizabeth, or Cheryl’s positive influences, Christopher’s negative 

experiences as a young teacher influenced how he would not lead his own school when 

he became a principal. It appears that his own struggles as a young teacher under 

dictatorial leadership helped him better understand staff and what types of support they 

needed.  

‘These principals who lead from a perspective of fear are intimidating, 
they are not open to ideas, they don’t listen, and may not be willing to 
admit when they make a mistake. Any principal who leads through fear 
could be considered a manager of people, not a leader’ (4: 22).  

I do not see that the past experiences of the principal leaders have hardened them.  I 

believe that their years in the role of principal leader have made them more open and 

dedicated to their leadership practices. Although strongly committed to the goal of building 

relationships, the four principal leaders are reminded by staff that their attentiveness to 

their own families and friends is sometimes lost in the helter-skelter of their commitment 

and daily school activities. 

9.2.1.6 Subtheme F: Ethical human values 

For these four principal leaders, spirituality is interwoven with ethical behaviour. 

Leadership is not a way of behaving but a way of being for them. For them, developing 

their character for leading is more important than the act of leadership. 
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Leadership for Cheryl means continually updating her own biography. It is a journey, and 

this explains why she says she is continually becoming: ‘It is not about the title or the 

position it’s about influence and the impact that influence has on the school today’ (14: 

54).  

Being a racially and culturally diverse school, Elizabeth is conscious to ensure inclusivity 

so that all girls feel they belong. Her proactive steps to change the school’s 138-year-old 

hymn book is an example of Elizabeth’s ethical stance. She invited girls affected by the 

outdated hymn book to be part of identifying the problem and engaging in the process to 

address the problem, including a new name and inclusive songs all can enjoy. 

Christopher reveals his values and ethics, explaining that the more one gives to the staff, 

the more staff will want to share: ‘The truth of leadership is that, if one gives of oneself, it 

confers peace of mind with staff, inspires loyalty and attracts good teach.’ (32: 51). 

Like his colleagues in this research, Christopher concurs that non-traditional school 

leadership is essentially about ethics and morals. Christopher is of the opinion that the 

moral compass and personal anchors of every staff member contribute to a healthy 

school environment. Although a principal leader must retain some degree of authority for 

a school to function, Christopher explains that authority is not total obedience to the 

principal leader and staff relationship.  

On the other hand, ethical and fair conversations are not always easy ones. Christopher 

recalls a difficult conversation with a music teacher.  He had to do the right thing for the 

school and in the best interest of the children and terminated the teacher’s employment, 

a tough but necessary conversation. 

Cheryl believes that, while academic results are important, students have also to develop 

a humanity, learning to see that humanity in others and value the dignity of all human 

beings, which starts at school. 

Elizabeth’s unwavering commitment to carry out the school’s shared vision fairly is 

aligned with her deeply held ethical values that focus on equity and social justice.  
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For example, during Covid, the girls wore their uniforms to school twice weekly, and 

civvies for the balance of the time. Although the girls were comfortable and enjoyed 

wearing their civvies, Elizabeth was aware that not all girls have a large, fashionable 

wardrobe to draw from and she did not want these girls to feel marginalised.  

 Christopher explains that leadership success begins with personal integrity, which is then 

reflected in ethical behaviour. Ethical leaders place fairness issues at the centre of their 

decision making. Conversely, unethical, and unfair leadership can have negative effects 

on a staff.  

There were times in Christopher’s leadership when he had to make an unpopular 

decision. The question he would ask himself if he knew that he was going to be unpopular: 

‘Am I being fair?' Is the decision based on the true reality, not hearsay, and am I being 

morally, correct?’ If his decision answered those questions, then he went ahead with it, ‘I 

had to do what was right for the school’ (146: 229). 

Lydia uses similar words. Leadership is the choice that she makes because she feels 

strongly that it is the right thing to do. 

9.2.1.7 Subtheme G: A position of stewardship 

The principal leaders in this study are the stewards of their schools. They understand 

their role in the educational process and carry it out with devoted effort.  Their vision 

serves as a source of vibrant energy that drives all decisions related to the welfare and 

improved education of staff and students. They are the force that shapes the practices 

within the school, and they maintain accountabilities for all that takes place, even though 

certain activities are delegated.  

Lydia acknowledges that non-traditional leadership is a social phenomenon and 

emphasises her position of stewardship, of serving the school community. For example, 

opening the library after school for girls to complete their homework safely and 

comfortably until their working parents could fetch them in the late afternoon. 

While her viewpoint of stewardship is emphasising efforts to do right by people and 

making deposits into their emotional bank accounts, Lydia concedes that some aspects 
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of her leadership might be seen as autocratic, such as the school’s mission, values, rules 

governing behaviour, and accountability. Her aim is to provide for the needs of the staff, 

this does not mean giving staff what they want.  

Like the three principal leaders, stewardship for Cheryl means embracing her 

responsibility of serving the school community. During the Covid 19 lockdown, Cheryl sat 

at school each day, phoning parents, following up on school fee payments. Unbeknown 

to the staff, Cheryl stepped in to collect school fees because the school governing body 

wanted to reduce the governing body's paid teachers’ salaries (teachers not paid by the 

state, but through the parent body in the form of school fees). (81: 148).  

Christopher’s sense of stewardship is described by a staff member: 

‘In terms of his work ethic, morals, reliability, honesty and trustworthiness, 
he lived these values along with years of wisdom, and he is described as 
a loving family man’ (39: 55). 

9.2.2 Theme 2: Advancing democratic leadership 

9.2.2.1 Subtheme A: Stepping beyond a hierarchical leadership paradigm 

The four principal leaders in this study have stepped beyond a top-down style of 

leadership that is inherently hierarchical.  They use their delegated power and authority 

differently, offering an alternative to traditional, command-and-control models. Their 

leadership style values collaboration, sharing and service over the old values of control, 

exclusion, and self-interest. They are motivated by improving the well-being of staff and 

students in ways that have lasting, intrinsic value. Ultimately, their leadership paradigm is 

driven by beliefs such as kindness, transparency, service, school place happiness, 

teaching, and learning quality.  

Lydia is cautious in explaining her point of view of the principals she worked under, who 

were not receptive to different ways of managing staff.  Their style of leadership did not 

resonate with her. ‘The principal arrived at the matric dance, gave her speech, and left 

before dinner was served. There was little interaction with the girls. I knew that this 

disconnected approach did not suit me’ (70: 77). For Lydia, being a principal means 
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waiting until the last girl is safely fetched from the dance venue before she and her 

husband leave the function.  

In a conversation with Christopher, he shares similar thoughts on traditional leadership. 

A traditional principal in his opinion is someone who uses an authoritarian-type approach, 

someone who sits in their office and does not venture out. Someone who barks out orders. 

This type of approach does not work in schools as there is no staff support. He believes 

that it is important for the staff to see the principal leader working as hard as they do. 

‘Dictatorial, controlling, no forward thinking or progressive outlook, pretty much sums up 

how I view traditional school principals, based my experience’ (112: 199). 

Non-traditional leadership practices require bravery and a certain amount of calculated 

risk. Christopher was prepared to take a risk. It is common knowledge that other principals 

of schools in the area took their lead from him.  

Like Christopher, Elizabeth defines her non-traditional leadership as not having a herd 

mentality and not necessarily following what other principals are doing in their schools. 

Their practices may not be related to her unique setting. Elizabeth is not defined by what 

the rules and regulations say, but by learning to play the game so that those rules and 

regulations work in the school’s favour.  

For Christopher, an autocratic, traditional approach to leadership stifles ideas: ‘A 

traditional headmaster runs the school by his rules that he has worked out; it’s a 

management system in which we all follow the rules. It kills off creativity’ (115: 206).   

Cheryl does not follow school trends either. 'Why would you want to do what everyone 

else is doing?' No, I don't (4: 77).  While schools in the area compete with one another, 

developing bigger and better facilities, such as artificial hockey turfs, aquatics centres and 

eye-catching school entrances and administrative offices in a bid to outdo one another, 

Cheryl developed a remedial unit to support her students. 

Interestingly, despite being non-traditional leaders, the four principal leaders do expend 

energy on traditional practices such as school rules, hair policy, and school uniform.  
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9.2.2.2 Subtheme B: Questioning the status quo 

The four principal leaders consider it important to challenge the status quo because it 

allows them an opportunity to evaluate the way their schools operate and consider new 

ideas. Questioning the status quo promotes creativity in and encourages staff and 

students to share their own ideas for school improvement. 

Christopher encouraged independent thinking and the need to understand the 'why' 

questions for necessary school improvement. He is of the opinion that when staff accept 

traditional ways of thinking, they copy past practices, and there is no growth or renewal 

of practices.  

He regularly sought opposing views in seeking to better understand the issues.  He was 

able to look across the horizon of time and envision a desired future. This was a great gift 

that several staff mentioned in their interviews. Christopher challenged the status quo if 

something was not right. He was confident enough and he was wise enough not to be 

afraid to offend. Although he rattled a few chains, he was a catalyst for change.  

Elizabeth and Cheryl share the same sentiments as Christopher. They also question the 

status quo and do not follow school trends unless they are well researched. They focus 

on making the best decisions in the interest of their students.  

Lydia is also not afraid to question the status quo. In her three-year tenure as principal of 

the school, she has changed outdated rules that are no longer relevant, quizzing their 

validity. 

9.2.2.3 Subtheme C: Restorative practices replace fear. 

‘Restorative practice is a proactive way of working with people, not doing things to them, 

not doing things for them and not being neglectful and doing nothing at all' (Watchel & 

McCold, 2001: 117) best summarises the beliefs of the four principal leaders about 

replacing fear in their schools with restorative practices. By proactively improving 

relationships among staff and students and building a sense of community in their 

schools, principal leaders are of the opinion that students may be less inclined to 
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misbehave. The principal leaders seek to increase the opportunities for dialogue at every 

level. 

Lydia talks passionately about restorative practices that replace fear and punishment as 

a driving force with belonging and the willingness to change because all the school 

community matters to one another. Restorative practice is not how Lydia can stop girls 

from causing problems, but rather she seeks to ask what can be done to help them 

overcome difficulties.  

Although not easy, real and meaningful change has occurred since the uncertain days of 

1994 and continues to occur under Elizabeth's watch. Elizabeth is committed to 

fundamental transformation of existing systems that marginalise girls and new ways of 

thinking, operating, and responding. She does not merely tinker with existing systems, 

adapting them. More than ever before, Elizabeth, like other school leaders, is attempting 

complex and extensive reforms.  

The process is not finished; it is ongoing. There are no quick-fix answers, but Elizabeth 

is prepared to dig deep. For example, Elizabeth supports girls to speak in their mother 

tongue. She encouraged an inclusive process to change the house names, introduced 

long pants as a uniform option for Moslem girls, particularly, and corrected the bias in 

underwear colour! In Elizabeth’s words, ‘Have we done all we need to do? Are there other 

changes we need to explore? Of course, the journey has just started’ (103: 127). 

9.2.2.4 Subtheme D: A collaborative approach to conflict 

Their collaborative conflict style focuses on coming up with the most cooperative solution 

to conflict. This means that principal leaders have the courage and are willing to engage 

in honest discussions about important issues ensuring that staff and students have their 

say and their voices and opinions are heard. 

As a problem solver, Lydia never dismisses the suggestion or idea of another person. 

Instead, she seeks out and values the input of others, cooperatively creating solutions to 

challenges.  
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Christopher trusted his staff. If he delegated a task, he would leave staff to get on with it 

and not micromanage the project or hover over that person. A staff member alludes to 

Christopher getting cross occasionally if something went wrong. He had high 

expectations. ‘I have been on the receiving end of his angry tongue once or twice, but we 

had an honest relationship, and we were able to move on from there’ (53: 82). 

Elizabeth's common-sense approach means walking the talk, being genuine, honest, fair, 

consistent, respectful, and respecting diversity. She uses collaboration to foster fair 

outcomes to conflicts. To illustrate her point, Elizabeth introduced a 'but why' campaign 

that deals with controversial topics. ‘Why do we wear uniforms?’ is one such question that 

the prefects discussed with the girls at assembly. The presentation was well received 

because, Elizabeth reasons, it comes from the girls themselves.  

Cheryl also chooses to use a collaborative approach to conflict. Three young teachers 

were not getting along with each other. Cheryl initially did not notice any conflict or 

discomfort until two of the three teachers discussed their problems with her. Cheryl gave 

the two teachers her full attention, putting them at ease so that they could voice their 

concerns, which were lengthy. She did not make any judgements and controlled her 

reaction to emotionally charged remarks. Thanking them for their openness and honesty, 

she invited the third teacher into her office alone, for a cup of tea so that she could get an 

understanding of the unhappiness in the grade from another point of view.  

Cheryl then called the three teachers back for a discussion. Cheryl advised the three 

teachers to find a private spot to sit together and reconnect and improve their 

communication with one another. They have since reconciled and their working 

relationship is stronger than before, with Cheryl connecting with them regularly. 

9.2.2.5 Subtheme E: Change is unnerving  

The four principal leaders admit that change is unnerving and causes fear, but they 

encourage staff to take risks and make them comfortable in their humanness with the 

probability of being wrong or making mistakes. More importantly, principal leaders model 

how to cope with these setbacks and how to turn these setbacks into positive learning 

experiences rather than frustrations that force staff back into what they know. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 266 
 

Their schools are growing from strength to strength because of their deep reflective 

practice of looking at a school system, routine, or even their own leadership reflectively 

and then making the necessary changes. They establish the need for change and why 

they need to make the change and what they hope to achieve in the long term. Then they 

create a change network and communicate with stakeholders.  

In addition to planning for change, staff and girls’ assumptions, beliefs, and values are 

considered at Elizabeth's school. She seeks insights and ideas so that the envisioned 

change is meaningful. This is a challenge as some staff resist change because it 

represents a loss of familiar ways of doing things, so Elizabeth reaches staff and girls in 

a way that raises consciousness. She reaches into the souls of others with empathy and 

an understanding of their perspective. 

Lydia sows the seed for change, and, with patience and time, changes are taking place. 

She understands that staff may find change unnerving and may even be fearful. By 

focusing on emotional bonds and understanding the grieving of the old before accepting 

a new order is part of her psyche. 

Although she made changes at the school, Cheryl confesses that there are still some 

routines left over as a legacy from the retired principal that she is hesitant to change. She 

admits that it was hard to shake off some of the dominant practices at the school because 

that was how things had always worked. It prevents her in some instances from exploring 

new ways of doing things.  

Dominant practices initially made Cheryl feel uncertain. She felt crossing the bridge and 

making changes too risky and upsetting to the staff. However, slowly staff have come to 

understand that they are missing the opportunity to optimise what can be offered at the 

school by not examining practices and routines that may no longer be relevant. Cheryl 

explains it as learning agility, to learn and unlearn, and relearn. 

 Cheryl philosophises that it is not possible to act on the logic of yesterday: ‘We have a 

different world, different challenges, different perspectives, different dynamics, and 

different expectations’ (27: 70). She admits that it is inevitable that when a new principal 

takes over from a long-serving, experienced, respected, traditional principal, there will be 
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some level of disillusionment, mistrust, and even anxiety among staff and parents 

regarding the direction the school is taking. Changing the school leadership model was a 

complex and intricate issue that had a lot to do with the culture and traditions of the school 

and the history and expectations of students and parents. 

9.2.2.6 Subtheme F: Consistent, coherent, and meaningful communication 

Good communication with all stakeholders is a key non-traditional   leadership practice. 

The principal leaders in this study are generally positive and self-assured in their 

interactions with the staff, allowing the staff to speak from the heart.  

Christopher communicated well to the point where he often told the staff too much. The 

staff enjoyed this and knew what was happening at the school.  

Like Christopher, Elizabeth can articulate ideas with clarity, and she uses language that 

emotionally connects with her staff and students. Her connection creates meaning, and 

she recognises that change will not occur unless a message carries weight. For Elizabeth, 

storytelling is a valuable leadership tool and communicates sincerity about the quest to 

accomplish treasured school goals and to generate action from the girls to live the goals. 

Her stories draw staff and girls in, forging a closeness. Elizabeth is aware, however, that 

words have the capacity to hurt, to alienate, therefore, she is careful in her choice of 

words. 

It is important at this point to dispel this idea of perfection in the four principal leaders’ 

schools. It is unlikely that any school enjoys perfect harmony and equanimity; these are 

utopian ideas. Every school has its imperfections and uncertainties. The principal leaders 

in this study honestly acknowledge their schools’ uncertainties and imperfections of their 

schools and freely talk about what they are doing to correct these.  Theirs are schools 

involved in self-analysis, encouraging rather than squashing different parental and staff 

viewpoints. They see the need to act and not just talk about their trials. Their schools are 

challenging and vibrant places.  There is no complacency.  
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9.2.3 Theme 3: Building humane relationships among stakeholders in the school 
community 

The switch from knowing a staff member or student to understanding a staff member or 

student is fundamental for a relationship of nearness to exist (Jansen, 2016). Being near 

someone includes consciously and unconsciously experiencing the world to a large extent 

from the other person’s point of view (Mashek & Aron, 2004). The principal leaders in this 

study are relentless in their quest to build nearness. They extend themselves even when 

they might not feel like it, seeking the greatest good for the staff they lead. 

9.2.3.1 Subtheme A: Human beings are connected to one another 

There are several similarities between the participants in this study. We all know that 

warm, comforting feeling and connection when we are emotionally understood, heard, 

physically embraced, and supported by another human being. Lydia has these soft skills 

and knows when to engage in emotional support, humour, closeness, and camaraderie 

with staff.   

A deputy principal talks animatedly about Lydia’s care of the girls:  

‘That warm, fuzzy human thing is there always (with Lydia). She really 
cares for people. She's devasted now because she can't hug people 
(during Covid-19). That's her natural thing’. Naughty girls get a hug. The 
girl who has done very well gets a hug. The teacher who has not followed 
procedure gets a hug’ (109: 118).  

For Christopher, leadership based on relationships and a closeness with staff is the kind 

that can sustain success. However, he concedes (14:33),’there will always be staff who 

rub you up the wrong way’. Christopher can still name those staff members. He admits to 

feeling irritated when he saw them on school corridors feeling he was about to hear more 

complaints. Due to his reflexive practice, Christopher sought to understand staff from their 

point of view. He reasons, ‘Often these staff are trying to reach out to you but do so from 

a different angle’ (17:35). 
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Like Lydia, Christopher had the ability to care and form deep, meaningful relationships 

that mattered. Despite his retirement, he remains in touch with the staff. He is interested 

in their well-being. A teacher recalls:  

‘You would think that he wouldn’t know about you, but he did, he did know. 
That resonates with me all the time. He was interested in me and what 
was going on with me’ (42: 59). 

Apart from academic rigour, Elizabeth places an emphasis on relationships, also 

connecting with staff and students and building a culture of school pride. For example, 

she makes a point of visiting the staff room at break time, where she comfortably mingles 

with staff while enjoying a cup of tea.   

Growing relationships with staff and girls can be achieved in small gestures, from being 

present at the start and end of each school day greeting girls, to wishing staff and girls 

for their birthdays with a card or an announcement. For Elizabeth, these small gestures 

take minimal effort and time but have a strong, lasting impact on relationships in the 

school.  

When asked what makes her school different from others, Cheryl emphasises the 

emotional connection based on the relationships she has with staff and students, ‘Staff 

need to know I care before they care about what I know’ (29: 71). 

9.2.3.2 Subtheme B: Empowering others and nurturing human potential 

All four principal leaders in this study surrender their self-interest for the greater good. 

They are not stuck in the ‘me first’ mode. They have made a different choice.  In seeking 

the greatest good, they have extended themselves and made sacrifices; it is not work for 

the feint hearted. The descriptive reflections that follow from the empirical data paint an 

encouraging picture of how to empower and nature human potential.  

Power as an influence is something that the principal leaders are clearly aware of both in 

their capacity to steer change and to hold back where they perceive potentially negative 

influences. Power is about the time and energy the principal leaders willingly put into 

building relationships. Power for the principal leaders is also about giving it away and 
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empowering staff through collaboration and sharing. Power is about sharing information 

broadly and with integrity. Finally, power for the principal leaders means giving positive 

feedback and at the same time when staff members fail to meet expectations, providing 

support.                                                                                                                                                                           

Lydia honours and celebrates staff in meetings who, for example, successfully improve 

upon their qualifications believing it might motivate other staff. Her deputy principal 

reflectively adds that Lydia’s influence on the school has been good; ‘She empowers 

people so that they are willing to go the extra mile and does not micromanage, always 

believing that staff will put in their best efforts. This is what Lydia does so well. She spends 

a good deal of time investing and growing the staff’ (24: 133). 

Like Lydia, nurturing human potential is high on the agenda of Elizabeth. Recognising the 

achievements of the staff in staff meetings, she also believes that it begins with making 

the staff's working environment pleasant; ‘so staff as well as students want to come to 

school every day’ (47: 56). 

Elizabeth started a project at the beginning of her principalship of renovating classrooms 

that made a huge difference in school morale. She believes that a clean, attractive 

workplace inspires staff to teach well. 

Adverse early teaching experiences means that Christopher feels strongly that one of the 

most important roles of a principal is empowering staff. For Christopher, ‘Empowering 

others brings out the specialness in staff, it shows that you, believe in them, it brings out 

their individuality’ (7:23).  

By way of example, instead of attending an International Principals’ Conference in 

Helsinki, Christopher sent his fledgling deputy principal where she gained a broader vision 

of education. She met and networked with other principals from around the world, which 

made a positive impact on her own thinking, returning to school with great ideas (19: 36).  

Staff confirm that they found themselves empowered when Christopher conveyed his 

appreciation for their achievements and for work well done. The support provided by him, 

both personal and professional, was seen as enabling empowerment. Teachers felt 
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valued when Christopher showed trust by delegating important responsibilities and 

promoting teachers to leadership positions and giving them demanding tasks.  

 

Cheryl, on the other hand, shares a different meaning of empowerment. She does not 

claim to have all the answers and willingly delegates projects to staff. She deliberately 

establishes opportunities for innovative problem solving. ‘I allow my teachers to come up 

with and initiate ideas’ (72: 125). For Cheryl, empowering staff, using their strengths and 

talents, takes the pressure off her because she admits she does not have all the answers 

but collectively they do. 

Conversely, personal coaching and mentoring staff came at a price for Christopher. He 

recalls a deputy principal whom he mentored; ‘My role was to nurture, giving people the 

freedom to learn more. Unfortunately, as a head there comes a time when you almost 

have to sacrifice because the good staff move on’ (28:46). 

Are the principal leaders in this study interested in helping their staff grow and become 

the best they can be? Are they extending themselves to their staff even when they may 

not feel like it? Are they seeking the greatest good of those they lead? The answer is an 

overwhelming, yes. They give credit to others and do not seek adulation or credit for 

themselves. Humble and secure in who they are, the four principal leaders view their 

leadership as an awesome responsibility. They lay awake at night questioning whether 

they are effective in meeting the needs of their staff. They strive to go beyond the bounds 

of the usual to bring about a change in staff and students that creates a climate for good 

performance, increased knowledge sharing, and greater creativity. It is about how they 

behave every day.  

9.2.3.4 Subtheme C: Leadership is not linear 

Leadership is not static and linear for the four principal leaders in this study; rather, it is 

unfolding and reaches all levels of the school. 

Elizabeth’s leadership wraps around her school.  Her induna (headman of Zulu support 

staff) Baba Bernard’s bicycle was stolen while he purchased meat for a braai (barbeque) 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 272 
 

during the holidays (3: 6). Elizabeth made an appeal to staff for the donation of a second-

hand bicycle. The response was overwhelming, and Baba Bernard is mobile once more.   

Christopher's leadership means that he reached all levels of the school community.  His 

non-linear relationships extended further into the broader community. He was a member 

of the local Anglican Church. He headed a regional South African Principal’s Association. 

His opinion was often sought in the local newspaper and he enjoyed a vast network of 

principals around South Africa due to his tireless efforts in establishing the South African 

Principals Association. He organised national and international conferences.  

Lydia’s non-linear leadership is highlighted during the Covid-19 pandemic.  She was on 

the street each morning greeting every student.  A former head girl adds to the validity of 

Lydia’s non-linear leadership; she visited Lydia and spoke about the noticeable change 

in the atmosphere of the school compared to when she was in matric. She heard that 

Lydia is building closer relationships with girls, making herself known throughout the 

school by being visible, walking the corridors, nipping into classrooms from time to time, 

and including herself in discussions.  

Experienced leaders have their own unique understanding of non-linear leadership. 

Christopher believes that every member of the staff is important. He religiously attended 

the annual Christmas party for the Support Staff. He knows of principals who do not turn 

up for this function and he questions the message their non-attendance sends the staff 

whose input and contribution are just as important as the teaching staff.  ‘These builds 

relationships. It’s important to say, thank you, and so you develop a deep connection with 

people’ (118: 214).  

Christopher also upskilled the support staff and taught some of them to drive the school 

bakkie (colloquial for a light utility vehicle) and later the school’s minibus. Christopher set 

up the tea lady as the school’s new store manager and taught her how to use a computer: 

‘If you need anything for a function, you email her and she gets it ready for you, 

tablecloths, knives, forks, etc., and she checks it all back in again’ (121: 220).  

Like Christopher, for Elizabeth, every staff member makes an important contribution to 

the school. Walking around the school, she amicably chats with a gardener, thanking him 
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for the work he is doing laying pebbles around palm trees. Elizabeth bends down with 

ease, getting her hands dirty, and showing the gardener how to arrange the pebbles to 

ensure that the black waterproofing underneath is covered and not showing through. The 

gardener nods and chuckles, getting on with his work. 

9.2.3.5 Subtheme D: Principal leadership is marked by intentionality. 

The heartfelt purposes of the four principal leaders are expressed in their actions and 

words. They have intentionally worked on their leadership over the course of their careers.   

Five girls at Elizabeth’s school cannot afford their ticket to the matric dance. Elizabeth 

established a fund to support these girls should they wish to attend. She has brought 

about further well-intentioned changes to the matric dance. For example, it is no longer 

necessary to take a partner to the dance. Some girls choose to attend on their own, while 

others choose a partner of the same gender. It is a choice that the girls can make. Cheryl’s 

intentional leadership means that she never loses sight of the fact that the students under 

her care are always her focal point. Every decision that is made must consider the impact 

it will have on the girls.  

These principal leaders must assert their authority at times, yet their leadership in these 

situations still remains well-intentioned.  

Lydia endeavours to treat every girl in the same way. She is of the opinion that when it 

seems, whether perceived or reality, that another is given a more lenient consequence 

for the same misdemeanour, then it becomes a matter of negativity in which the girls are 

under the impression that there are different rules for different students. She confesses 

that it is exhausting but consistency in approach is key to fairness and well-intentioned 

nearness. 

Christopher took staff to talk about a difficulty they were experiencing. If they were going 

off on a tangent, Christopher brought them back into line, reminding them of the school’s 

plans and vision. He believed that these well-intentioned, quiet chats were beneficial to 

personal development. 
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Christopher was equally committed to the student. If a child was sent to his office, they 

would be treated with compassion and empathy. A staff member who once was present 

in Christopher’s office saw how he interacted with a naughty little boy who treated the 

child like his own son. He understood what the young boy was going through. He had real 

compassion for the child and gave him fatherly attention. 

9.2.4 Theme 4: Demonstrating humanness and care 

Demonstrating humanness and care generates sensitivity in schools.   All four principal 

leaders are gently spoken. They are present in discussions, adding their rich personal 

experiences in understanding staff and students. Demonstrating humanness and care 

means creating opportunities of nearness and viewing the school community through a 

common lens of humanity. Their leadership is interpersonal, and this emotional shift 

transforms relationships.  

9.2.4.1 Subtheme A: Actions consistently demonstrate humanness. 

Christopher's passion and heart were tangible to see. It was this passion that drove him 

to get up each morning. He did not gush over staff and rarely took credit for his leadership 

practices. In staff meetings, he voiced the value the staff were adding to the school, a 

much-appreciated show of care. A staff member shares; ‘He would pat you on the back 

and say, ‘Well done but we knew it was something much deeper than that. He let you 

know that he had confidence and trust in you’ (49: 74). 

For Christopher, caring about people meant caring about people as people and not 

transactions or as means to an end. Ultimately, for him being a principal leader is not 

about power but rather about a larger purpose of consistently caring for others and doing 

the right thing. Real wealth in his estimation is the priceless, intangible value of 

relationships. Real relationships take real investment, which Christopher had in 

abundance. The deputy principal adds: ‘His values, beliefs and disposition drove him to 

do what he did. He certainly influenced me; he’s been a good role model for me. I’ve 

worked with other principals, but I would say Christopher stands out’ (133: 270).  
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Lydia believes that small touches of human kindness change the day of a teacher and 

make them feel better about their work. The same applies to students. I notice that the 

students warmly greet Lydia. She pops into the consumer studies classroom where girls 

are eager for her attention and appreciate her interest and kindness shown; their faces 

beam as she approaches each workstation.  

Similarly, Cheryl values treating others with consideration and courtesy, respecting the 

dignity and rights of all, even those whose beliefs and behaviours she may disagree with. 

Her compassion is highlighted when a student was tragically killed in a bus accident near 

the school. She visited the student’s parents regularly. She arranged a memorial service 

and ensured the extended family was invited.  

An example of Elizabeth's humanness is observed in the meaningful start of the term 

assembly, where she explains the school’s focus for the year, that of making good 

choices. She talks about the value of kindness and the difference it makes in a school. 

She has an easy rapport with the teenage girls and, to the delight of all present, the 

confidence to make a light-hearted joke in assembly and join in the ensuing laughter.  

9.2.4.2 Subtheme B: The principal leader models the behaviour they desire. 

The principal leaders model the behaviour they desire through their example, and the 

choices they make were evident in this study. Elizabeth tries to compliment the staff. She 

acknowledges their fine efforts. Every now and again, she will surprise them with a treat, 

putting apples and naartjies (tangerines), or ice lollies in the staffroom. Although a small 

token of appreciation, it means much to the staff. Unable to attend all subject meetings, 

Elizabeth shows a keen interest in these meetings by reading and commenting on minute 

books.  

Lydia models the behaviour she requires by attending school extracurricular activities 

such as debating competitions, sports, and cultural events, visibly greeting parents, and 

showing an interest.  A deputy principal elaborates that Lydia is quick to answer parental 

phone calls. She writes personalised notes if she learns of a death in the school 

community: ‘And that's that personal touch. Those things count. That connectedness. 

That nearness, isn't it? It's a nearness that she has. We're very lucky’ (146: 53).  
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However, while modelling the behaviour they desired, both Christopher and Cheryl were 

cautious about conveying their stress onto staff.  Christopher explains: ‘A gracious leader 

learns to talk without being offensive, to listen without being defensive and to leave staff 

with a different opinion to his own, with their dignity intact’ (40: 57). 

9.2.4.3 Subtheme C: The principal leader is not a distant figurehead. 

Christopher's leadership means not asking staff to do things he will not do himself. He 

affirms his philosophy of closeness by relating how he used a hands-on approach and 

got stuck in all manner of tasks. He refers to some of his demanding, sometimes messy, 

day-to-day leadership practices; ‘I don’t think principals expect to put their hands down 

blocked toilets. I did, and when something went wrong’ (111: 196).  

Cheryl has brought humanity and laughter into her leadership practices, which is 

appreciated by the staff. ‘The one thing that I do remember people commenting on when 

I took over was that they heard the staff laugh louder than they've ever heard them laugh. 

In the past, you wouldn't really hear that’ (105: 185). She is hard to find at times because 

she is also not office bound. She can be found walking the school, on corridors, greeting 

girls, and popping in and out of lessons.  

Like Christopher and Cheryl, the data revealed that face-to-face interaction and being 

visible on the corridors and in classrooms help shape the culture of Elizabeth's school.  

She is determined to stay in contact with people, thus showing her support and 

accessibility. She practices purposeful visibility, spending time in classrooms. Her visits 

provide valuable observations about the quality of teaching and learning, expectations, 

school culture, and climate. Elizabeth’s presence in the corridors, in classrooms, in the 

media centre, in the new sports centre, on the fields at break time, in the tuckshop, and 

greeting students communicates a message of; ‘I care about what is going on in this 

school ‘(45: 54). 

Lydia's hands-on approach means she is also experienced in dealing with difficult 

parents, which she explains as being a parent herself with experience of teenagers.   
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9.2.4.4 Subtheme D: The principal leader holds staff accountable and has high 
expectations of self and others. 

Elizabeth admits that she is competitive. She is both tough and tender. When she puts 

her name on a project, she wants it done properly. Although accountable, Elizabeth 

alludes to the support of the governing body with whom she has a good relationship, who 

trust her and allow her the freedom to make sound educational decisions. 

Elizabeth’s humility recognises that her leadership relies on the support and help of her 

staff. She has high expectations of herself and others and admits that she cannot be 

involved in all aspects of the personal lives of 72 staff. But Elizabeth will step in when a 

staff member is in need. A pregnant teacher lost her unborn child. Elizabeth rallied around 

to support the teacher and arranged the timetable to accommodate her difficult situation. 

In sharing her feelings, Cheryl is quick to point out that she refuses to accept the word 

'no' especially when it is in the best interests of the students. Undeterred by the refusal of 

the governing body to purchase and provide personal protective equipment during the 

height of the Covid pandemic, Cheryl instead found sponsorship for six sanitising foot 

pumps, Covid-19 prevention banners, and posters for bathrooms, classrooms, and 

corridors, as well as masks for every student and staff member. 

Cheryl's high standards mean that she gets impatient if she feels that the staff does not 

meet her expectations. Staff report that she is not shy to let you know how she is feeling. 

However, this is done with discretion, behind closed doors. Cheryl’s mantra is praise in 

public and admonish in private. She is compassionate to the staff but also strict to a point 

where she wants the best. Her personal assistant remarks: 

‘If it's genuine and you need help or you need advice, absolutely. But don't 
come and be petty because she doesn't tolerate that very easily. She is 
good at holding people accountable when they need it, but it's got to be a 
serious thing. She's not scared of tackling things head-on. She will talk to 
people, she'll try and understand, and she'll be unbelievably kind if 
someone's going through a bad time’ (103: 110). 

Lydia is also not afraid to speak out if her expectations are not met. A deputy principal 

relates a similar story to Cheryl. A staff member was playing on her cell phone during a 
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live virtual meeting. Lydia called the staff member at the end of the meeting explaining 

that such behaviour was unacceptable; on top of which the staff member was passing on 

sensitive information, Lydia issued her a warning. ‘This sent a subtle message to the rest 

of the staff. If we want to be recognised as professionals, we need to act as professionals’ 

(104: 112).   

9.2.5 Theme 5: Conceding and conveying vulnerability 

Extensive reflections of the four principal leaders in this study demonstrate how they 

concede and convey their vulnerability. Your vulnerability is not about sharing all 

concerns, doubts, or emotions with your staff. It is also not about being emotionally fragile. 

Rather, it is about being open to ideas other than their own, accepting uncertainty and 

recognising their own limitations. The four principal leaders do not view their vulnerability 

as a weakness; instead, they work to be authentic, expressing, and displaying their 

gentler character traits. They know full well that there are others who could do their job 

better.  

9.2.5.1 Subtheme A: A relationship of trust 

Delegation was a hallmark of Christopher’s leadership, his willingness to show his 

vulnerability to those with whom he worked not only ensured deep connections,  

He also enjoyed daily late afternoon coffee in his deputy principal’s office where they 

would chat informally and talk about important issues: ‘The deputy principal would whip 

out her stash of chocolate which she kept in her bottom desk drawer’ (22: 41).   

Christopher enjoyed the closeness of these intimate occasions. It was reassuring and 

reassuring to talk about the business that is school to someone who understood and to 

share the loneliness of the role at times with a trusted confidante. Christopher struggled 

to find the right words to explain his feeling of trust during these afternoons, other than to 

say, ‘I loved it, it was a very special part of my day’ (41: 42). 

Vulnerability is typically mentioned in relation to trust by Lydia, who is open and honest 

explaining how she leans on her management on days when she feels overwhelmed. 

They help her to find her balance again.   
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There comes a time when staff need to know that she cannot take on anymore. Lydia 

recognises her limitations and tells staff when her rommeltrok is full, meaning that she is 

stretched on a particular day and is feeling vulnerable. Some days school weighs heavily 

on her when she feels tired and admits to not sleeping well.  

Principal leaders are traditionally considered to be in control, knowledgeable, and 

infallible, yet Cheryl does not present the image of an all-knowing leader. She shares her 

vulnerability, but it is not equated with failure or weakness. For her vulnerability means 

acknowledging that she does not have all the answers. There are bad days at school 

when she feels angry. For Cheryl, showing a willingness to be vulnerable means sharing 

her personal authentic self. 

Christopher believes that showing vulnerability is the door to the humanness of the non-

traditional principal. The deputy principal working closely alongside Christopher 

acknowledges that on occasions he did not handle stress well, and could have a sharp 

tongue, but qualifies this statement saying these moments were rare. 

9.2.5.2 Subtheme B: Expressing emotions  

Lydia acknowledges that it has been a very challenging year. Despite this, her goals for 

the school did not change. Her focus remained on her core business, the staff, and 

students in her care. Despite sharing her feelings of hurt, vulnerability, and even 

tearfulness, Lydia believes the power of her relationships with the staff and girls supported 

her during a testing and trying period. ‘I’m feeling scared. I don't know where this thing's 

going,’ is how Lydia expresses her emotions to staff and management. She does not 

place a barrier but is honest in communicating her feelings. ‘It can be quite lonely being 

a head of school and when you are struggling with a situation, it helps to open up about 

it ‘(114: 123). 

When asked how he dealt with criticism of his leadership, Christopher recounts that it did 

affect him, especially if the criticism was personal. He qualified his emotions with the 

thoughts that the school had been entrusted to him and he had to, at all times, make 

correct decisions. If he was wrong, he would apologise and find a solution. He admits that 

he feels stressed and vulnerable during difficult times. ‘The governing body could climb 
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into you at meetings. But you had to say, ‘Like it or not, someone has to make the 

decision, and, if I made the wrong one, then I messed up’ (144: 225). 

Taking a step back at the time of interviewing, Cheryl expressed her emotion and 

vulnerability surrounding disparaging remarks made on a governing body group chat, 

questioning her leadership. ‘Things like, are you up to date with the curriculum? Are you 

behind with the curriculum?’ (33: 81) Cheryl finds these comments hurtful and offensive. 

She qualifies these feelings saying that some governing body members have little public-

school experience which she believes caused 'head butting'. 

Her personal assistant and deputy principal both make references to criticism which 

Cheryl endured on her appointment as principal. She took this criticism to heart and still 

does, shedding a quiet tear at times. Despite being hopeful and positive, Cheryl 

acknowledges that she suffers from uncomfortable feelings of fear and despair. She 

battles to balance her school life with her personal life. During one interview, she admitted 

to not feeling well. Her thyroid is bothering her. She confides further that her hair is falling 

out in chunks.  

Elizabeth presents a different perspective on vulnerability. A staff member punched 

Elizabeth hard on her arm after she jokingly made a comment about the injured hand of 

the staff member. Elizabeth, in severe pain and shock, was able to share her emotions, 

loneliness, burden, and vulnerability of her experience with her management team, who 

in turn, offered her comfort, healing, and solace. Showing emotion is a courageous tool 

in the toolkit of a principal. Elizabeth embraced a moment of emotional vulnerability by 

sharing her feelings and lessons learned from the incident, bravely taking ownership of 

her actions. 

All four principal leaders believe that sharing their vulnerability and emotions means 

admitting mistakes and admitting weaknesses. When the principal leader recognises 

mistakes, stronger connections are made with staff. When the principal leader is open 

and transparent, others open up. Vulnerability and displaying emotion show that the 

principal leader is human. Both can become the greatest strength of the principal leader.  
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9.2.5.3 Subtheme C: Reflexive practice 

Conflict is an unavoidable consequence of working in a school. Lydia, reflecting on an 

altercation with two staff members, believes that she could have handled the situation 

differently. She rationalises that anxiety is often generated by the prospect of having a 

potentially difficult conversation. Instead of dwelling on negative aspects, she believes in 

hindsight she should have reframed the conversation focusing on the opportunities it 

presented, mentoring the two staff members in this instance. Like the three other principal 

leaders in this study, Lydia's reflexive practice raises the question not only of her negative 

feelings of vulnerability, but also of the opportunity to reflect on her own actions and 

responsibilities. 

For Elizabeth so much goes on, and so quickly, in any given day in the life of a principal 

leader that her reflection takes place at the end of the day while she is lying in bed. This 

often provides new insights and a clearer perspective on a particular problem.  She 

regularly asks herself three questions: ‘What have I done well, what can I do better, what 

should I avoid doing going forward?' I have learnt to listen to my gut feel – it often has 

something valuable to say’ (59: 69).  

Christopher’s habit of honest reflection reveals that it is a prerequisite to learning from 

experiences. There were times when things did not go well or according to plan. He 

elaborates on leadership decisions that did not work as anticipated. Critical self-reflection 

was not easy but proved a beneficial habit as it brought about a change of thought and 

behaviour. 

Cheryl is a spiritual and reflective practitioner. When she talks about reflection, she talks 

about moments of introspection in which she has an open, honest conversation with 

herself. She is reflexive to her practice, questioning how she manages and leads the 

school. Like Christopher, she alludes to her reflection as being a moment of imagination, 

thinking of new ideas, imagining the future, and being prepared for various challenges or 

possibilities. Cheryl’s opinion is that the fundamental challenges facing school principals 

are to 'deliver today, create tomorrow and have the ability to do both’ (124: 215).  
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9.3 Conclusion 

By reading and re-reading the interview transcripts to establish narrative threads for 

analysis, I discovered patterns that revealed a first finding of the study, namely a 

convergence of experience over time in their leadership practices. As I have shown in this 

chapter, the narratives of the principal leaders reveal patterns of leading for a greater 

purpose, advancing democratic leadership, building humane relationships, demonstrating 

humanness and care, and conceding and conveying vulnerability. 

The similarities of experience among the four principal leaders in timelines strengthen the 

plausibility of emerging perspectives and theorising. As a qualitative study in the tradition 

of phenomenological research, thematic analysis and synthesis represent the findings of 

the study, in addition to the ethnographic case narratives drafted and included as 

dissertation chapters.  

The four rich narratives offer a description of the practices of the principal leaders and 

their lived experiences, which I use as a method to explore potential new perspectives on 

nearness leadership. By participating in this study, Lydia, Christopher, Elizabeth, and 

Cheryl become co-authors of how to lead schools differently, specifically the key role of 

caregiving and the strong emotional and visible ties between the principal leader, 

students, staff, and parents. Their lives as principals experienced all the key elements of 

nearness leadership.  

Detailed member checking of the narratives and the various cycles of analysis ensure 

validity of my descriptions and interpretation of their experiences.  

In the next chapter, I will introduce emerging theories of non-traditional leadership and 

knowledge as outcomes of the study and offer recommendations for continued research.  
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CHAPTER TEN 

Discussion 

10.1 Findings: Returning to the research questions 

In this chapter, I interrogate the key findings from this research in the light of the extant 

literature on non-traditional leadership. I specify the significance of the findings for 

research on school leadership and theorise the meanings of this research in the context 

of my attempts at developing further a theory of nearness leadership. 

I then outline the implications of this research for research, policy and practice on school 

leaders and leadership and end by identifying the limitations of the study  

For this research, the term traditional leadership was defined as leadership practices 

characterised as authoritarian, transactional, transformational, and other established 

theories. The term non-traditional leadership was defined emphasising the human 

dimensions of principalship that validate the demanding, messy day-to-day and hour-to-

hour work and the experience, skills, and practices that non-traditional leadership 

requires. 

10.2 Analysis: What patterns emerge in relation to theory and 
literature on non-traditional leadership? 

The stories of non-traditional leadership in this study reveal both convergences and 

divergences in the patterns of experience and sense making, as well as in the themes 

that emerge in and across the experiences of the four principal leaders.  

10.2.1 Finding 1: Shared experiences of spirituality  

The first finding to emerge from the data is that the four leaders view their education duty 

as a vocation or a calling. Their closely held spiritual beliefs are a source of their 

motivation and the reason they do what they do. Their spirituality means managing their 
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schools differently from centralised, bureaucratic, standardised, and traditional 

organisation based on fear to a radically different and new learning paradigm (Lund & 

Safranski, 2008). They have drawn a distinction between management as control and 

leadership as motivation (Smith, Minor, Pierce, & Brashen, 2018). They initiate 

conversations to include dimensions of spirit and soul, opening the door to workplace 

spirituality that has traditionally not been evident in schools (Naidoo, 2014). Their spiritual 

dimension draws on their deep roots and refers to an area of human experience that 

involves a heightened awareness of profound significance beyond what is often taken as 

normal everyday school reality (Smith, Minor, & Brashen, 2018; Jansen, 2016). 

Their spirituality means the four principal leaders have found purpose and meaning in 

relation to others, and by implication, then, they are holistic human beings who link their 

self-image with those in the workplace. Their spiritual leadership involves intrinsically 

motivating and inspiring staff through hope and faith in a vision of service based on the 

values of altruistic love of what they do (Smith, Minor, Pierce, & Brashen, 2018).  

The data resonate with the literature that a spiritual dimension of leadership taps into a 

positive energy that is a source of the encouragement, enlightenment, healing, strength, 

and upliftment of the four principals (Hardy, 1966; Woods, 2007; Jansen, 2016). They do 

things differently by naturally modelling a character of gentle intimations; of a loving or 

guiding presence, a sense of well-being, a feeling of burdens being lifted, and an 

awareness of a life force running through all things (Woods, 2007) coupled with a deep 

humility which they link to their spirituality.  

Their spirituality does not mean they are perfect human beings; on the contrary, the four 

principal leaders acknowledge the flaws that make them human. What stands out is that 

the four principal leaders have a spiritual understanding of their own capabilities and their 

faith work hand in hand. On the same token, their spirituality is their strength during 

difficult times.  

10.2.2 Finding 2: The Effects of Universal Spiritual Beliefs 

Spirituality for the four principal leaders is not about promoting a single religious 

framework, but rather creating a connectedness, a closeness in which staff and students 
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are able to share ideas and enjoy open dialogue (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Fry, 

2003; Naidoo, 2014). More than that, spirituality is about principal leaders and their staff 

who understand themselves as spiritual beings at work, whose inner selves need 

nourishment, a sense of purpose and meaning, a sense of connectedness to one another 

and to their school community (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Fry, 2003; Naidoo, 2014). 

These universal spiritual beliefs positively influence the values that are modelled in the 

schools. 

Universal spiritual values are present in the four schools because their principal leaders 

have a secure internal working model of attachment (Popper, Mayseless, & Castelnovo, 

2000; Popper & Mayseless, 2002) and provide staff and students with a sense of refuge, 

caregiving, and security (Popper & Mayseless, 2002) Leadership literature has 

traditionally focussed heavily on formal preparations for the role. Evident in these data is 

that shaping universal values occurs through personal and social influences. 

The principal leaders are not willing to compromise their personal values for the sake of 

their professional careers, nor are they willing to forsake their professional lives for their 

personal values (Lund & Safranski, 2008).   Instead, they strive to develop and express 

their complete self at school by bringing their personal values synonymous with universal 

spiritual beliefs into their schools (Lund & Safranski, 2008).   

The staff in the four schools not only is personally fulfilled by universal spiritual beliefs, 

but their schools reap the benefits of high staff morale.  In addition, their school place 

spirituality can be defined as the framework of school values that lead to a sense of 

interconnectedness and transcendence for all levels in the school community so that staff 

experience personal job fulfilment (Jansen, 2016). These findings resonate with the 

literature that school-based spirituality is framed within interwoven cultural, personal, and 

organisational values (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Reave, 2005; Jansen, 2016).  

In this study, workplace universal spiritual values are integrity and expressing and 

demonstrating care and concern, a sense of being connected in a way that provides 

feelings of joy and compassion. (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Reave, 2005; Jansen, 

2016; Jansen, 2021).  These universal values are not just words but relate to actions and 
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the level of ethics demonstrated in schools, as well as compassion and respect shown to 

others (Giacalone & Jurkiewicz, 2003; Reave, 2005; Jansen, 2016; Jansen, 2021). The 

result is that principal leaders have developed positive relationships within the school 

community and are reflective of their practices (Reave, 2005; Woods, 2007: Jansen, 

2016).  

Sergiovanni (1992) contends that the only leadership that counts is the kind that touches 

people differently. It is the kind that taps into the four principals and appeals to universal 

values that respond to their connections with other people.  

10.2.3 Finding 3: A sense of connectedness 

Jansen (2016: 134) terms connectedness or nearness as 'the spiritual dimension of 

human relationships which is transformative and goes much deeper and further than 

simply a superficial physical relationship'. Connectedness is driven by deep human 

needs. It resonates within the human psyche because it is related to what we are as 

humans. We are ultimately connected to one another and when we recognise that 

connection, we are moved to a profound, appreciation, tolerance, and understanding of 

one another, to an honest self-examination of our own attitudes and behaviour (Jansen, 

2009; Jansen, 2016; Jansen, 2021). 

Like Jansen (2009; 2016; 2021) connectedness for the four principal leaders is something 

that goes beyond what they can see, touch, or hear. Their connectedness gives meaning 

to their lives and enables them to build bridges of understanding with their staff. They 

create a connected, open, and safe environment, where staff are allowed to be 

themselves, have a point of view, take risks, and are encouraged to learn from their 

failures.  

Connectedness involves both verbal and non-verbal communication of emotions and 

information.  The four principal leaders’ non-verbal engagement such as eye contact, 

physical closeness, and touch, combined with their verbal self-disclosure (Clark & Reis, 

1988) with their staff all bear relevance to Jansen’s concept of connectedness. This study 

reveals connectedness as a multicomponent process, an emerging framework that 

expands the conceptual breadth of nearness in leadership (Clark & Reis, 1988). 
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The fundamental switch of the four principal leaders from knowing a staff member or 

student to understanding a staff member or student is central to a relationship of 

connectedness or nearness to exist. For them, being connected or near to someone 

includes consciously and unconsciously experiencing the world to a large extent from the 

other person’s point of view (Mashek & Aron, 2004). 

10.2.4 Finding 4: The visible presence of humanness and care  

The actions of the four principal leaders consistently demonstrate their humanness and 

care. As a result, they express greater trust and concern for colleagues, disclose more 

emotional, personal and relational content, and have more frequent and affectively 

positive thoughts in their daily interactions. They are also perceived as more likeable by 

their peers and will engage in a smile, laugh, and eye contact when interacting with one 

another (McAdams & Powers, 1981; McAdams & Jackson, 1984b). 

Their visible humanness and care mean that they are not distant figureheads.  Their care 

extends across working relationships between support staff, teachers, students, and 

parents.  In other words, it reaches across all levels of the school, raising the question of 

the qualities required of a caring principal leader? The four principal leaders provide the 

answer.  They are of service to the school community, eager to know the expectations 

and priorities of the school community, and they communicate consistently (Jansen, 

2016).  

Despite humanness and care, the four principal leaders hold staff accountable and have 

high expectations for themselves and others. Their visible lives as leaders when 

constantly embracing other human beings signal powerful downward messages that 

transform the way in which students and staff think about themselves and others (Jansen, 

2016).  They display a deeply human way of managing their staff. This requires getting to 

know their ambitions and motivation, as well as learning about their entire self, their 

interests, and lives outside of school that may affect their needs at school. 

Attachment processes are a fundamental aspect of non-traditional leadership. According 

to Popper and Mayseless, and particularly in this study, the principal leaders’ role includes 

directing, taking charge, guiding, and taking care of the school community whose fate 
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depends on them, and one they take very seriously (2002). Interestingly, some staff have 

formed attachment relationships with the principal leaders to satisfy a function of 

attachment, namely protection. The four principal leaders serve as a haven for the school 

community during times of crises or uncertainty.  

As principal leaders, they maintain two-way communication, use their power to serve 

others, align their vision with staff needs, and adhere to moral standards (Popper, 2002). 

Because of their secure internal working model of attachment, the principal leaders 

provide followers with a sense of refuge, caregiving, and security, enabling them to pave 

the way for exploration (Popper, Mayseless, & Castelnovo, 2000; Popper & Mayseless, 

2002). Furthermore, they provide insecure followers with a corrective experience by 

meeting previously unmet attachment needs, as well as providing an alternative view of 

relationships.  

10.2.5 Finding 5: Vulnerability as the transformative key to building trust 

Self-disclosure and feelings of vulnerability, which are usually reciprocal, form a 

component of connectedness or nearness. According to Brené Brown vulnerability is the 

source of belonging, gratitude, innovation, joy, and love (2015). Applying Brené Brown’s 

analysis to this research expands the vulnerability perspective. Although Brown does not 

support her statement with empirical data, she holds that leaders who favour vulnerability 

have gratitude in common, which the four principal leaders in this study abundantly 

display (2015). 

Their vulnerability underlies their trust relationships, an essential element to enhance the 

spirit of nearness in their schools (Jansen, 2016; Meyer, Le Fevre, & Robinson, 2017). 

Literature offers many characteristics of trust such as authenticity, compassion 

competence, honesty, integrity, openness, and respect (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). This 

study highlighted two specific behavioural indicators of trust, namely honesty and 

openness. By being honest and open, principal leaders accept responsibility and expose 

their own weaknesses or mistakes. Showing their vulnerability is not a challenge for them 

(Argyris, 1978).  
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Interestingly, the more the four principal leaders trust their staff, the more power they 

delegate (Tzafrir, 2005). Gundlach and Cannon (2010) note that relationships with the 

greatest level of trust may also be relationships with the greatest level of vulnerability. 

This opinion is in line with my observation that relationships of trust mean that principal 

leaders are willing to display their vulnerability. 

Conversations about a staff member's performance or behaviour can be difficult for 

principal leaders when they address personal concerns that could engender feelings of 

embarrassment, threat, or other negative emotions (Meyer, Le Fevre, & Robinson, 2017). 

However, because they are perceived as trustworthy, and these situations offer the 

opportunity for a constructive and fruitful collaborative discussion to resolve an issue. 

They model the courage to confront and discuss difficult issues, especially if these evoked 

an emotional reaction (Meyer, Le Fevre, & Robinson, 2017).Therefore one can assume 

that trust matters in situations where there is the potential for conflict.  

Being able to accept and show vulnerability is a sign of the strength of the principal 

leaders and their genuine desire to reflect on their own leadership position (Argyris, 1990). 

The principal leaders in this study demonstrate their own vulnerability by inviting 

questions and feedback, admitting their mistakes, and responding non-defensively to 

challenges and questions.  

Disclosure of your own vulnerability promotes the development of trusting relationships 

(Nienaber, Hofeditz, & Romeike, 2015; Meyer, Le Fevre, & Robinson, 2017). By 

presenting themselves as vulnerable, they can build close relationships with their staff. 

They express their vulnerability in two ways: being passive in the form of reliance-based 

trustful behaviour, the other being active in the form of disclosure-based trustful behaviour 

(Nienaber, Hofeditz, & Romeike, 2015). 

Particularly noticeable in the analysis was the ability of the four school leaders to turn 

their gaze from the responsibility of others to their own responsibilities (Meyer, Le Fevre, 

& Robinson, 2017). Vulnerability as the transformative key to building trust means that 

the nearness leader is emotionally sensitive, establishes a relationship of trust with staff 

and students, and is reflexive of their practice. 
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10.2.6 Finding 6: The human capacity for nearness 

The four principal leaders display the human capacity for Jansen’s (2016; 2019; 2021) 

nearness. They lead with humanness and care, they understand human nature and the 

motivation of staff and students (Begley, 2003). They model noticeable exemplars of 

nearness, build change with resources available in the school, namely staff and students, 

and convey a sense of their own brokenness. However, Jansen (2016) cautions that such 

principal leaders must know when to move on, determine what is common to staff and 

student hopes and goals, and not mislead themselves about their own authority and the 

position they occupy. 

As Jansen (2016) suggests, their humanness has reciprocal effects on staff, students, 

and principal leaders themselves, enhancing feelings of security. This security reflects 

the degree to which individuals feel free from emotional and physical threats. The staff in 

this study, for example, feel secure in their relationships with the principal leaders 

because they feel their humanness and nurtured. 

The nearness of principal leaders is not linear, it reaches all levels of schools in this study 

and is unfolding. They can connect with all members of their school community and 

understand multiple points of view. Jansen (2016) warns that the quest to understand 

multiple viewpoints could be circumvented, challenged, abused, and undermined – even 

ridiculed by staff. There may even be losses, meaning those who retreat from a deep and 

enduring relationship for reasons of their own.  

Despite this viewpoint, transformation in the schools in this study can be attributed to the 

nearness of students and staff. The light provided by the leadership and spirituality of the 

four principals shines through their own life experience and creates bonding possibilities. 

These principal leaders are conscious not of leading but have been led by the generosity 

of the leadership (Mashek & Aron, 2004; Hansborough, 2012; Jansen, 2016).  

Their nearness is well-intentioned.  It is evident from the empirical data collected that the 

good-hearted intentions of the four principals beam through in their actions and words.  

Jim Collins (2001) terms them Level 5 leaders. Although they may have an ego or self-

interest, their ambition is first and foremost for the school and the school community, not 
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themselves. Like Level 5 leaders, they humbly attribute success to factors outside of 

themselves, but when things go wrong, look to themselves, and take full responsibility. 

Level 5 leaders are often described as humble, modest, mild-mannered, quiet, and even 

shy (Collins, 2001). However, these attributes are only part of their nearness leadership 

because they are also exceptionally driven to do what they do (Jansen, 2016). The four 

principals have intentionally worked on their leadership of nearness over the course of 

their careers.   

Spiritual nearness is a journey of change these four principal leaders aim to achieve, a 

performance beyond physical proximity, and to care about each staff member and student 

beyond the limitations of hierarchy (Jansen, 2016; Buys, 2017).  They foster ethical 

approaches to work and fairness by following norms and procedures in their schools, they 

are a unifying force (Jansen, 2016). 

So, their capacity for humanness and care means that the principal leaders understand 

human nature and the motivation of staff and students (Begley, 2003). They make 

noticeable exemplars of nearness, model what they want, and build change with 

resources available in the school, namely staff and students.  However, Jansen (2016; 

2019) cautions that such principal leaders must know when to move on, determine what 

is common to staff and student hopes and goals, and not to mislead themselves about 

their own authority and the position they occupy. 

10.2.7 Finding 7: Towards nearness leadership as new identity 

A significant finding in this study is the emergence of nearness leadership as a new 

identity. Jansen (2016: 134) makes the distinction between intimacy as physical proximity 

and nearness ‘as something much deeper, more personal and surpassing everyday 

human contact’. The four principal leaders model Jansen’s (2016) definition of intimacy. 

They embrace a broader set of processes in which one person expresses important self-

relevant feelings and information to another. As a result, the responses of the other 

person help to feel known, confirming the other’s worldview, personal worth, and the 

feeling of being cared for (Reis & Shaver, 1998), which Jansen (2016) terms nearness. 
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Jansen’s (2016) concept of nearness relates closely to interdependent processes, of 

intimacy, emotion, and belonging evident in the four schools. Although considerable 

progress has been made in identifying and describing norms governing outcome 

interdependence in romance and friendship, in contrast, Jansen (2016; 2019) focuses on 

patterns of interdependence in ongoing relationships between principal leaders and the 

school community. Researchers have primarily been interested in studying 

interdependent processes that appear more intra- than interpersonal (Reis & Shaver, 

1998). Relationship researchers have tended to neglect the emotion and spiritual lives of 

human actors, which are a pivotal aspect of Jansen’s (2009; 2016; 2021) nearness 

evident in this study. 

Halling (2008: 185) distinguishes between two meanings of transcendence; “as our 

capacity for openness' and 'a desire to connect with something larger than ourselves'.  

The second meaning proposes the desire of the four principal leaders to achieve 

something beyond them. Achieving nearness in the schools is the larger purpose that 

drives principal leaders to do what they do (Halling, 2008). It is about their capacity to 

sense a larger purpose that is shared amongst the staff and to make a difference in the 

community for something bigger than us. 

An example of nearness (Jansen, 2016) as a new identity in this study is the intimacies 

created in the closeness of lives in the hierarchy of the four schools where it is the rule, 

and not the exception. The development in relationships of real people was necessary 

before change could take place in the schools (Jansen, 2016; Buys, 2017). 

Another important aspect of Jansen’s (2016) nearness is that it extends to the working 

relationships between support staff, teachers, students, and parents. As a result of their 

nearness leadership, principal leaders are of service to the school community, eager to 

know the expectations and priorities of the school community, communicate consistently; 

and are leaders who are accessible (Jansen, 2016). 

Nearness demands a common language that enables staff to communicate meaningfully 

with the principal leader. For communication to take place, the principal leader must view 

the school and its community through a lens of a shared common humanity, elevating it 
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to the centre stage in the life of a school. In other words, the actions of a principal leader 

must constantly demonstrate humanness (Jansen, 2016).  

Nearness is not kept separate by principal leaders from their leadership activities. The 

interviews with principal leaders  suggested that spiritual experience helped to strengthen 

a focus on ethical values, highlighted a sensitivity to higher needs and the well-being of 

others, and encouraged a special priority and value to be placed in the educational life of 

the school, one that enhances, engages and respects higher feelings (Woods, 2007).  

Nearness requires deep contact over time. It invites a discourse that constantly points out 

the limits of tolerance or intimacy. It comes from stressing what is common to human 

dilemmas. It becomes possible through exposure to others and to other worlds. It 

flourishes when opportunities for engagement occur often and ways that create 

opportunities for dialogue take place with staff sharing equal status (Jansen, 2016). 

Migrations to nearness are achieved through leadership, which is neither top-down nor 

bottom-up; transformation in the four schools demands both (Jansen, 2016). The principal 

leaders strive to establish supportive school conditions through a model of exemplarity. 

Their visible leadership means they are constantly embracing other human beings 

regardless of race signal powerful messages downward that transform the way in which 

students and staff think of themselves and others (Jansen, 2016).  

Nearness is not only exemplified at the level of the leadership of the principals but in the 

daily examples of the staff in the four schools that reach beyond the physical and strategic 

limits to deep and lasting interactions. This comes from the ability of staff and principal 

leaders to see themselves in one another and to make the cognitive and emotional shifts 

that transform relationships and, in the process, change the school.  

Such exemplarity is visible for spiritual nearness to become a more distributed form of 

interaction in the schools (Jansen, 2016). The light provided by the leadership and 

spirituality of the principals creates the possibilities of bonding. The principal leaders are 

conscious not of leading but have been led by the generosity of the leadership (Mashek 

& Aron, 2004; Hansborough, 2012; Jansen, 2016).  
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My emergent theory of nearness in school leadership draws attention to the key role of 

the principals’ caregiving in the relationships with the school community, shaping 

experiences and responses in the relationships. Towards nearness leadership as a new 

identity offers a much-needed explanation for the strong emotional and visible ties 

between the principal leader, students, staff, and parents (Mayseless & Popper, 2019). 

The four narratives highlight the shift from authority to vulnerability. The principals are 

presented as imperfect human beings, striving to make intimacy possible in their school 

communities.  

This research highlights those human issues of frailty, emotions, and spirituality that 

matter. The narration of the four principal’s leadership experiences is hooked onto 

nearness as new identity.  

10.3 Implications of the findings: Returning to the literature 

My review of literature relevant to the themes of this study of spirituality, universal beliefs, 

connectedness, humanness, care, vulnerability, and nearness revealed several silences 

in current scholarship on non-traditional aspects of principal leadership. Second, there 

appears to be a scarcity of empirical-based evidence which emphasises humanity, 

validating the demanding, messy day-to-day and hour-to-hour work and the experience, 

skills, and practices that non-traditional leadership requires.  

The international literature on principal leadership focuses on transformational 

responsible leadership, while the South African literature focuses on instructional 

leadership because of the ongoing challenges in schools including uneasy relationships 

between principals and school governing bodies, conflict with teacher unions, including 

poor student outcomes, and leadership which remains focused on administration rather 

than teaching and learning (Bush & Gover, 2016).  

Current South African scholarship on educational leadership is preoccupied with 

accountability and targets, yet there is little that explores the inner life of the principal 

leader, the hidden day-to-day experiences, the decidedly human job of the principal 

leader where one gets an insight into real school life itself. Jansen and Kriger (2022) 
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forthcoming body of literature,) is the most notable exception to the silences in the current 

literature on non-traditional leadership.  

Arguably, then, this study continues the line of inquiry unlocked by Jansen’s research, 

describing how four principal leaders become change leaders through developing further 

Jansen’s theoretical perspectives of nearness leadership grounded in their lived 

experiences.  

10.4 Theorising the findings: Returning to the framework of concepts  

Attachment theory, which refers to connective relationships, describes the need of 

principal leaders to be sensitive, understanding, available, and responsive to individual 

staff needs and their responses to those needs (Ainsworth, Biehar, & Wall, 1978).  Their 

connectedness gives meaning to their lives, which enables them to build bridges of 

understanding with the school community.  They create an open and safe connected 

environment, where staff are allowed to be themselves, have a point of view, take risks, 

and are encouraged to learn from their failures.  

I used nearness, the second concept of the framework, to describe the critical incidents 

in the principal leaders’ narratives that strengthened new knowledge of non-traditional 

leadership: namely experiences of spirituality, universal spiritual beliefs, connectedness, 

humanness, care, and vulnerability.  

The study findings employ the two concepts to describe the various patterns of 

experience and the master themes that emerged from the analysis of the four narratives 

in this research. However, the thematic analysis and synthesis further developed the 

meaning and interpretative role of the concepts by describing how they materialise in the 

lives of principal leaders and their schools. 

This original account of how concepts develop in and between the narratives of the four 

principal leaders involved in this study suggests that the findings of the study may offer a 

new theoretical perspective to make sense of non-traditional leadership practices. The 

human capacity for spiritual nearness is the core concept that offers original perspectives 

to theorise the findings of the study.  
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10.5 Research implications 

The biographies, findings, and theoretical perspectives of the four principal leaders reveal 

the crucial role they play in the nearness and intimacy in their schools.  Their stories 

illustrate their commitment to non-traditional leadership. Read against the findings of this 

study, the principal leaders practices revealed nearness as a basis for a theory of change 

in schools. Taken more broadly, these findings show that the experiences of principal 

leaders offer the opportunity for new theories towards nearness leadership in schools to 

emerge, as they illustrate the paucity noted in the literature of the connection between 

intimacy, spirituality, universal beliefs, humanness, care, and vulnerability.  

The findings demonstrate that when research is conducted through case studies such as 

the four principal leaders, focusing on their day-to-day practices and their subjectivity, 

nuanced perspectives on leadership become possible. These nuances emerge from the 

detailed accounts of their narratives and their experiences while engaging their energy, 

heart, mind, and spirit in non-traditional leadership practices. 

The findings argue that scholarship should fully engage with emerging knowledge.  The 

findings also imply the need for further conceptual refinement of the notion ‘towards a 

theory of nearness in schools’ and that of the ever-growing emergence of non-traditional 

leadership as actualised knowledge and identity in the lives of the four principal leaders. 

Nearness here is not equal to a blending of leadership concepts, but to a new ontology 

emerging in the lives of the principal leaders. This finding offers an insight to our 

understanding of nearness, it is a definitive positionality, framework, and foundation for 

non-traditional leadership. 

It is this possibility of new knowledge and identity that highlights another paucity in the 

current literature, namely the silence on epistemological implications of the lived 

experiences of principal leaders highlighting their key role of caregiving, the strong 

emotional and visible relationships they forge in their schools.  
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10.6 The promise of new knowledge 

In this study, I sought to make sense of the non-traditional leadership practices of four 

school principals by describing and interpreting their lived school experiences. As an 

insider researcher, I wanted to study the content and character of non-traditional 

leadership practices and what makes these principal leaders do what they do, from a 

ground-up perspective. I wanted to know how their experiences of nearness leadership 

shape and influence their day-to-day practices. 

The four narratives of the principal leaders revealed new knowledge that differs from the 

dominant literature on school leadership. Their leadership displays the practice of 

nearness emerging as supporting transformation and change in their schools. They do 

things differently; what they do is organised around a single goal of nearness, a 

closeness, an embrace, and an unconditional heart commitment (Jansen, 2017). 

10.6 Life stories and experiences  

Despite their geographical proximity, the paths of the principal leaders in these narratives 
are unlikely to have crossed when they were growing up. Segregation and apartheid 

meant they occupied strictly defined judicious areas: Lydia, an only child devoid of a 

relationship with her mother, was raised in a conservative Afrikaans household. She was 

the apple of her father’s eye. Elizabeth and her three siblings lived in a colonial 

quintessential English home. She lost her father during her vulnerable teenage years. 

Christopher’s youth was happily spent in a white middle-class home in a quiet, small 

country town, where he wanted for nothing. Cheryl’s childhood memories are of living with 

her mixed-race family in an area determined by the apartheid government. Ostracised by 

neighbourhood children for not fitting in; her alcoholic father disappeared one day never 

to be heard from again, leaving her mother to bring up four children (O'Reilly & Parker, 

2013). 

Their professional paths were also different. Lydia and Elizabeth attended university 

where they obtained a Bachelor of Arts degree, and then a Higher Education diploma. 

Christopher attended a Whites-only teachers training college. Unlike Lydia, Elizabeth, and 
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Christopher, Cheryl had no choice but to attend a teacher training college for mixed race 

students. 

Regardless of their different backgrounds, the four principal leaders in this research are 

islands of success and have gone through similar transformative processes. They 

abandoned traditional notions of leadership and tapped into their hidden potential, their 

authentic selves, and the rich resources that exist in their schools, their staff, their 

students, and their parent communities. For various reasons, each principal leader gained 

prominence in their respective schools for these non-traditional practices. 

10.7 Strengths, limitations, and delimitations 

Originality in research refers to new and unique contributions of a study to a particular 
field of scholarship, as well as the independent and maturing nature of the research, which 

implies subjective considerations relevant to the nature of a study and its theoretical field 

(Clarke & Lunt, 2014; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). The strength of this study lies in 

the originality of its findings and its attempt at a broadened theoretical reflection. Its 

originality, however, also provides for the limitations of the study.  

This study offers a modest but original contribution by making thematic silences in the 

current literature visible.  It uses qualitative methodologies that emphasise the 

uniqueness of the data and develops conceptual structures and subsequent theoretical 

perspectives grounded in, and distinctive in the field of non-traditional leadership 

practices of school principals.  

10.7.1 Strengths 

The review of the relevant literature (Chapter 2) reveals a lacuna in leadership on the 

interconnected themes of efficacy, equity, connectedness, and embrace. The study 

required a broader reading relevant to the research, including scholarship focusing on the 

humanity of principal leaders, validating their demanding, messy day-to-day and hour-to-

hour work, and the experience, skills, and practices that this requires. While the study is 

grounded in current scholarship as well as established theoretical concepts, it refines and 

offers new contributions to research on non-traditional school leadership practices. 
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The four narratives (Chapters 5-8) represent original voices and provide original narrative 

data for research. These narratives are important since the principal leaders co-authored 

the accounts of their experiences and served as co-researchers in developing nearness 

as a framework for sense making. I followed an iterative process of re-writing and re-

reading with principal leaders to ensure the authenticity of their biographies. Thereafter, I 

inductively refined the meanings they assigned to their experiences and abductively 

inferred the underlying conceptual structures from the thematic analysis and synthesis of 

critical incidents. Inductive reading of the narratives revealed grounded observations of 

their leadership practices. I used abductive reasoning to theorise my findings and build 

theoretical perspectives that explain how they come to exercise such non-traditional 

practices. 

To ground my theorising of the research findings in the current scholarship and make 

original contributions to the field, I developed a framework of concepts (Chapter 4) as an 

interpretative landscape for the study. These include attachment theory as a physical and 

psychological platform for making sense of human connections, and Jansen’s (2016) 

position of nearness as the beginning of a conceptual framework. Using the concept of 

emerging nearness and underpinned by attachment theory as the overarching framework, 

helped me focus the study, plan data collection, and develop an approach to data 

analysis.  

10.7.2 Limitations 

The current study has some limitations. First, the limitations that result from the research 

methodologies come from the relational nature of the research, the proximity of the 

researcher and individual participant, and the requirements for the validity of 

phenomenological research. The positioning of the study as a qualitative project of insider 

research inevitably carries the risk of researcher bias, which may have a negative effect 

on the authenticity of the data, the validity of the analysis, and the transferability of findings 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). In other words, the beliefs of the researcher may 

influence the research design, collection, and analysis of the data, and the formulation of 

theoretical perspectives regarding the phenomenon under investigation. The subjectivity 
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of the researcher engaged in the relational encounter of familiar study participants, is a 

limitation of the study.  

I resolved this limitation with researcher reflexivity during the research process, 

verification and horizontalisation during the collection, analyses, and interpretation of the 

data. I also used my researcher subjectivities and those of the participants for the benefit 

of the research – the relationships of trust between the researcher and participants 

ensured richer data to describe the non-traditional leadership.  

Moreover, the participants were involved as co-researchers. They contributed to and 

approved the final accounts of their narratives as data for analysis. During the final round 

of interviews, they also commented on nearness as a potential framework to make sense 

of their non-traditional leadership experiences, so that the individual subjectivities of the 

researcher and participants contributed to the authenticity of the data, rather than 

remaining a threat to the research.  

Second, the validity of knowledge claims in phenomenological research depends on 

plausibility and trustworthiness. Such claims are plausible when the relationship between 

the data and analyses clearly emerges, and its interpretation is compelling and 

convincing.  

Knowledge claims are trustworthy when the collection, analysis, and interpretation of the 

data follow rigorous techniques to ensure its authenticity, and the interpretation of the 

data is conceptually grounded in established scholarship. In addition to co-authoring the 

narratives with the study participants, I ensured the trustworthiness of the data by quoting 

data from participant interviews and continuously referencing relevant critical incidents as 

evidence for my analyses and interpretations. 

Third, this study is limited to the accounts of four selected principals in middle-class 

schools. As the findings of this qualitative case study are specific to a small number of 

participants and a particular environment, it is impossible to demonstrate that the findings 

and conclusions are applicable to other situations and populations (Creswell, 2014). 

However, the participants chosen to be part of the study were selected because they do 

things differently and therefore, represent a broad base of empirical knowledge. It could 
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be argued that any additional input would also be limited by the experience and exposure 

of those providing the input.  

Fourth, the results may not match other non-traditional principals, or may not be 

transferable to a study that might be piloted elsewhere because non-traditional leadership 

experiences could be different depending on context and culture (Brennan & Mac Ruairc, 

2019). The generalisability of this study may be limited since it focuses on one topic in 

middle-class schools. However, the rigour applied to the study process in documenting 

the data collection and analysis methods means that the study design can be transferred 

to other settings and topics. If other studies were conducted using this process, a body of 

knowledge could develop where similarities and differences could be explored (Burchett, 

Mayhew, Lavis & Dobrow, 2013). 

Fifth, the study also resolved the risk of distance from current scholarship by developing 

a framework of relevant concepts to guide my analysis and interpretation of the data. I 

engaged concepts from attachment theory that offered a template for guiding emotions 

and social perception in school relationships (Bowlby, 1988) and the scholarship of 

Jansen’s (2016) work towards nearness and its reciprocal effects in relationships. I 

developed and theorised the findings of the study by drawing on and refining these 

concepts from established scholarship.  

10.7.4. Delimitations 

This study was carried out with a narrow range of participants with specific requirements. 

Given the years of experience requirement, this restricted the age of participants to 

individuals who were over 40 years old, and therefore eliminated the perspectives of 

younger age individuals.  

10.8 Intellectual Contribution 

This research makes several noteworthy and intellectual contributions to the current 

literature. First, the empirical findings provide a new understanding at a deep theoretical 

level, of the concept of nearness leadership in the lives of school principals. The findings 
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assist in the understanding of the role of principal leaders and the navigation of their daily 

leadership practices and challenges.   

Second, this study appears to be the first study to compare the experience of nearness 

in   principal leaders, a new lens that challenges the unspoken understanding of the 

relationship between principal leaders and their school community. Moreover, it increases 

the probability that school leadership has a greater impact on organisational change when 

leadership practice is purposefully near to advance the relationship, trust, and hopes of 

their respective school communities. 

Third, this study adds to a growing body of research and confirms the findings of Fullan 

and Edwards (2021) study which speaks directly to the spirit of principal leaders and what 

it means to be human.  

Further research in this field might include preparing school personnel for nearness 

leadership, including the need to explore the effects of nearness leadership on students 

rather than relying on leader perspectives alone. 

10.9 Recommendations  

10.9.1 Research Implications 

The objectives of this study were to describe and make sense of the phenomenon of non-

traditional leadership practices. This means that the transferability of the study consists 

of general interpretations and descriptions of the phenomenon and an illustration of how 

it plays out in the four principal leaders’ schools.  The purpose of phenomenological 

research is not to apply its findings to different situations or similar cases, but to offer rich 

descriptions that open new ways of understanding (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018).  

As I argue before, this study succeeds with original descriptions of the lived experiences 

of principal leaders engaged in nearness, and with plausible interpretations that continue 

current scholarship on themes of non-traditional leadership. However, this study does not 

offer analysis or data to generalise its findings for application elsewhere as a model of 
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non-traditional school leadership, even though the study develops a metatheoretical 

reading towards a theory of nearness in school leadership. 

For this reason, this study also indicates that quantitative research that verifies the 

applicability of nearness in school leadership as its foundational epistemology, represents 

an important next step to continue the line of inquiry opened by this research. 

I propose that this research requires careful and ongoing attention to questions of 

nearness in schools and creating an environment in which all stakeholders flourishes. I 

certainly do not suggest that questions of nearness have not been addressed in 

education. I do, however, question whether the concern for those questions is as serious 

and as ubiquitous as it needs to be. The answer to the research questions does not end- 

but offers new circumstances for exploring the question of nearness leadership. 

10.9.2. Implications for Policy 

We need to know much more about nearness leadership, its influences, and effects. If 

nearness leadership is not to join the large pile of redundant leadership theories, it must 

engage policy makers and principal leaders. It must be put to test in practice. This can 

only be achieved with the cooperation and enthusiasm of those eager to explore a 

different worldview of leadership and with the passion and eagerness to reconfigure and 

redesign school leadership. 

Realistically, some policy makers and principal leaders argue that nearness leadership 

will remain in the realm of the abstract and away from the practical realities of school.  For 

others, it offers the real opportunity of looking at leadership through a new and different 

lens that challenges the tacit understanding of the relationship between principal leaders 

and their school community. Moreover, it raises the possibility that school leadership has 

a greater influence on change when leadership practice is purposefully near. 

10.9.3 Implications for Practice 

This study implies a critique of current school leadership practices. The ongoing 

challenges in most South African schools comprise of uneasy relationships between 

principals and school governing bodies, conflict with teacher unions, poor student 
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outcomes, and leadership that remains focused on administration rather than teaching 

and learning (Bush & Gover, 2016).     

On a global scale, the emergence of a changing 21st century school environment 

combined with the practice of traditional leadership theories and styles were not designed 

to address 21st century school issues associated with connectedness, intimacy, 

spirituality, universal beliefs, humanness, care, and embrace. This study provides a 

conceptual nearness framework for new ways of thinking about - and practising 

leadership.  

  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 305 
 

REFERENCES 

Abell, E. & Simons, S. (2000). How much can you bend before you break: An 

experience of using constructionist consulting as a tool for organizational learning in the 

corporate world. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 9(2), 159–

175. 

Afsar, B., Badir, Y., & Kiani, U. S. (2016). Linking spiritual leadership and employee pro-

environmental behavior: The influence of workplace spirituality, intrinsic motivation, and 

environmental passion. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 45, 79–88. 

Ainsworth, M., Biehar, M. C., & Wall, S. N. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A 

psychological study of the strange situation. Hilldale: Erlbaum. 

Allio, R. J. (2013). Leaders and leadership – many theories, but what advice is reliable? 

Strategy & Leadership, 41(1), 4–14. 

Allport, G. W. (1954). The nature of prejudice. Reading: Addison-Wesley. 

Altman, I. & Taylor, D. A. (1973). Social penetration: The development of interpersonal 

relationships. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 

Alvesson, M. & Sveningsson, S. (2003). Managers doing leadership: The extra-

ordinarization of the mundane. Human Relations, 56 (12),1435–1459. 

Alvoid, L. & Black, W. L. (2014). The changing role of the principal. Washington DC: 

Centre for American Progress. 

Ashmos, D. P., & Duchon, D. (2000). Spirituality at work: A conceptualization and 

measure. Journal of Management Inquiry, 9(2), 135–145. 

Barber, B. K., & Harmon, E. L. (2002). Violating the self: Parent psychological control of 

children and adolescents. In B. K. Barber, Intrusive Parenting (pp. 15–52). Washington 

DC: American Psychological Association. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 306 
 

Baridam, D. M. (2002). Management and organizational theory. Port Harcourt: 

Sherbrooke Associates. 

Barr Greenfield, T. (1975). Theory about organizations: - a new perspective and its 

implications for schools. In M. G. Hughes, Administering education: International 

challenge (pp. 71–99). London: Athlone Press. 

Barrett, M. S., & Mills, J. (2009). The inter-reflexive possibilities of dual observations: An 

account from and through experience. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 

Education, 22(4), 417–429. 

Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. (1991). Attachment styles among young adults: a test 

of a four-category model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61(2), 226–244. 

Bass, B. M. (1990). Bass and Stogdill’s handbook of leadership: A survey of theory and 

research. New York: Free Press. 

Bass, B. M. (1997). Does the transactional–transformational paradigm transcend 

organizational and national boundaries? American Psychologist, 52, 130 –142. 

Bass, B. M. (1999). Two decades of research and development in transformational 

leadership. European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 8(1), 9–32. 

Bass, B. M. (2000). The future of leadership in learning organizations. The Journal of 

Leadership in Learning Organizations, 7(8), 18–40. 

Bass, B. M., & Avolio, B. J. (1990). Developing transformational leadership: 1992 and 

beyond. Journal of European Industrial Training, 14 (5), 21–37. 

Bass, B. M., & Avolio, B. J. (1996). Manual for the multifactor leadership questionnaire. 

Palo Alto: Mind Garden. 

Bass, B. M., & Steidlmeier, P. (1999). Ethics, character, and authentic transformational 

leadership behavior. Leadership Quarterly, 10(2), 181–217. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 307 
 

Batchelor, D., & Di Napoli, R. (2006). The doctoral journey: perspectives. Educate, 6(1), 

13-24. 

Beckner, W. (2004). Ethics for educational leaders. Boston: Pearson. 

Bedeian, A. G. (1998). Exploring the past. Journal of Management History, 4(1), 2–13. 

Begley, P. T. (2003). In pursuit of authentic school leadership practices. In P. T. Begley, 

& O. Johansson, The Ethical Dimensions of School Leadership (pp. 1–12). Dordrecht: 

Kluwer Academic Press. 

Bell, J. (1991). Doing your research project. Milton Keynes: Open University Press. 

Bendix, R., & Fischer, L. H. (1949). The perspectives of Elton Mayo. The Review of 

Economics and Statistics, 31(4), 312–319. 

Bennis, W. (1989). On becoming a leader. New York: Basic Books. 

Bennis, W. G. (2013). Leadership in a digital world: Embracing transparency and 

adaptive capacity. Retrieved from MIS Quarterly: 

http://www.misq.org/skin/frontend/default/misq/pdf/V37I2/SI_DBS_BharadwajI &O.pdf 

Bennis, W., & Nanus, B. (1985). Leaders: The strategies for taking charge. New York: 

Harper Collins. 

Bentley, T. (2010). Innovation and diffusion as a theory of change. In A. Hargreaves, A. 

Lieberman, M. Fullan, & D. Hopkins (Eds.), Second international handbook of 

educational change Part 1 (Vol. 23, pp. 29–46). Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London, New 

York: Springer. 

Berscheid, E., Snyder, M., & Omoto, A. M. (1989). The relationship closeness inventory: 

Assessing the closeness of interpersonal relationships. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 57(5), 792–807. 

Bertocci, D. I. (2009). Leadership in organizations. Lanham, Boulder, New York, 

Toronto, Plymouth: University Press of America. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 308 
 

Blake, A. M., & Moseley, J. L. (2010). One hundred years after the principles of 

scientific management: Frederick Taylor's life and impact on the field of human 

performance technology. Performance Improvement, 49(4), 27–34. 

Block, P. (1993). Stewardship: Choosing service over self-interest. San Francisco, Calif: 

Berrett-Koehler. 

Block, P. (2013). Stewardship. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

Bloomberg, L. D., & Volpe, M. (2016). Completing your qualitative dissertation. Los 

Angeles, London, New Delhi, Singapore, Washington DC: SAGE. 

Boje, D. M. (2017). 21st century university and the failure of business process re-

engineering. Organization Development Journal, 35(1), 91–106. 

Bornstein, M. H. (1989). Between caregivers and their young: tow modes of interaction 

and their consequences. for cognitive growth. In M. H. Bornstein, & J. S. Bruner, 

Interaction in human development. Crosscurrents in contemporary psychology (pp. 

197–214). Hillsdale: Erlbaum. 

Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss: Attachment (Vol 1). New York: Basic Books. 

Bowlby, J. (1982). Attachment. New York: Basic Books. 

Bowlby, J. (1988). A secure base. New York: Basic Books. 

Brasof, M. (2015). Student voice and school governance: Distributed leadership to 

youth and adults. Routledge. 

Brennan, J., & Mac Ruairc, G. (2019). Different worlds; The cadences of context: 

Exploring the emotional terrain of school principals' practice in schools in challenging 

circumstances. Educational Management Administration and Leadership, 47(1), 129–

146. 

Bresnaham, C. G., & Mitroff, I. I. (2007). Leadership and attachment theory. American 

Psychologist, 62(6), 607–608. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 309 
 

Brooks, R., Te Riele, K., & Maguire, M. (2014). Ethics and educational research. 

London: Sage. 

Brown, B. (2015). Daring greatly: How the courage to be vulnerable transforms the way 

we live, love, parent, and lead. New York: Avery. 

Bruskin, S. (2019). Insider or outsider? Exploring the fluidity of the roles through social 

identity theory. Journal of Organizational Ethnography, 8(2), 159–170. 

Burchett, H. E., Mayhew, S. H., Lavis, J. N., & Dobrow, M. J. (2013). When can 

research from one setting be useful in another? Understanding perceptions of the 

applicability and transferability of research. Health Promotion International, 28(3), 418–

430. 

Burgelman, R. A., Floyd, S. W., Laamanen, T., Mantere, S., Vaara, E., Whittington, R., 

& Seidl, D. (2018). New CEOs and their collaborators: Divergence and convergence 

between the strategic leadership constellation and the top management team. Strategic 

Management, 39(3), 606–638. 

Burke, C. S., Sims, D. E., Lazzara, E. H., & Salas, E. (2007). Trust in leadership: A 

multi-level review and integration. The Leadership Quarterly, 18(6), 606-632.  

Burns, J. M. (1978). Leadership. New York: Harper & Row. 

Burrel, G., & Morgan, G. (1979). Sociological paradigme and organizational analysis. 

London: Heinemann Educational Books. 

Bush, T., & Glover, D. (2016). School leadership and management in South Africa: 

Findings from a systematic literature review. International Journal of Educational 

Management, 30(2), 211-231. 

Buys, B. R. (2017). A phenomenological reading of the racial knowledge and identities 

of student leaders engaged in reconciliation. Bloemfontein: University of the Free State. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 310 
 

Cambridge Dictionary. (2021) English dictionary, translations. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org (Retrieved 21 March 2021 from Cambridge Dictionary) 

Carlyle, T. (1841). On heroes, hero-worship, and the heroic in history. London: Robson 

and Sons. 

Carmeli, A., Atwater, L., & Levi, A. (2010). How leadership enhances employees’ 

knowledge sharing: The intervening roles of relational and organizational identification. 

Journal of Technology Transfer, 36( 3), 254–274. 

Carpenter, B. W., Diem, S., & Young, M. D. (2014). The influence of values and policy 

vocabularies on understanding of leadership effectiveness. International Journal of 

Qualitative Studies in Education, 27(9) 1110–1133. 

Carroll, B., Levy, L., & Richmond, D. (2008). Leadership as practice: Challenging the 

competency paradigm. Leadership, 4(4), 363–379. 

Cassidy, J. (1994). Emotion regulation: influences of attachment relationships. In N. A. 

Fox, The development of emotion regulation: Biological and behavioural considerations 

(Vol. 59, pp. 228–249). Hoboken: Monographs of the Society for Research on Child 

Development. 

Chan, Z. C., Fung, Y.-l., & Chien, W.-t. (2013). Bracketing in phenomenology: Only 

undertaken in the data collection and analysis process. The Qualitative Report, 18(30), 

1–9. 

Chawla, V., & Guda, S. (2010). Individual spirituality at work and its relationship with job 

satisfaction propensity to leave and job commitment: An exploratory study among sales 

professionals. Journal of Human Values, 16(2), 157–167. 

Chegini, M. G., & Nezhad, Z. F. (2012). The effect of spiritual leadership and other 

elements on employees' empowerment of Iran's bank: Case study of Guilan Province. 

African Journal of Business Management, 6(28), 8420–8434. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 311 
 

Chia, R., & Holt, R. (2006). Strategy as practical coping: A Heideggerian perspective. 

Organization Studies, 27(5), 635–655. 

Çimen, B. & Karadağ, E. (2019). Spiritual leadership, organizational culture, 

organizational silence, and academic success of the school. Educational Administration: 

Theory and Practice, 25 1), 1–50. 

Clark, A., Holland, C., Katz, J., & Peace, S. (2009). Learning to see: Lessons from a 

participatory observation research project in public spaces. International Journal of 

Social Research Methodology, 12(4), 345–360. 

Clark, M. S., & Reis, H. T. (1988). Interpersonal processes in close relationships. 

Annual Review of Psychology, 39 (1988),  607–672. 

Clarke, G., & Lunt, I. (2014). The concept of ‘originality’ in the Ph.D.: how is it 

interpreted by examiners?  Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, 37(3), 803-

820. 

Cloninger, C. R. (2007). Spirituality and the science of feeling good. Southern Medical 

Journal, 100(7), 740–743. 

Coburn, C. E., Hill, H. C., & Spillane, J. P. (2016). Alignment and accountability in policy 

design and implementation: The common core; state standards and implementation 

research. Educational Researcher, 45(4), 243–251. 

Coe, R. J. (2012). Conducting your research. In J. Arthur, M. Waring, R. J. Coe, & L. 

Hedges, In Research methods and methodologies in education. Los Angeles: Sage. 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2018). Research methods in education. New 

York: Routledge. 

Collins, J. (2001). Good to Great: Why some companies make the leap and others 

don't. New York: Harper Collins. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 312 
 

Collins, N. L., & Feeney, B. C. (2004). An attachment theory perspective on closeness 

and intimacy. In D. J. Maskek, & A. Aron, Handbook of closeness and intimacy (pp. 

163–187). New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Cooper, D. C., & Schindler, P. S. (2001). Business research methods. New York: 

McGraw-Hill. 

Covrig, D. M., Ledesma, J., & Gifford, G. (2013). Spiritual or religious leadership: What 

do you practice? What should you practice? The Journal of Applied Christian 

Leadership, 7(1), 104–113. 

Crapanzano, V. (1977). On the writing of ethnography. Dialectical Anthropology, 2 (1)  

69–73. 

Crawford, M. (2007). Rationality and emotion in primary school leadership: An 

exploration of key themes. Educational Review, 59(1), 87–98. 

Crawford, M., & James, C. R. (2006). An affective paradigm for educational leadership 

practice and research. Warwick: BERA University of Warwick. 

Creighton, T. (2005). Leading from below the surface. Thousand Oaks: Corwin Press. 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research Design. Los Angeles; London; New Delhi; Singapore; 

Washington DC: Sage. 

Crevani, L., M, L., & Packendorff, J. (2010). Leadership, not leaders: On the study of 

leadership as practices and interactions. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 20(1), 

77–86. 

Crow, G., Day, C., & Møllerc, J. (2107). Framing research on school principals’ 

identities. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 20(3), 265–277. 

Cruz, E. V., & Higginbottom, G. (2013). The use of focused ethnography in nursing 

research. Nurse Researcher, 20(4), 36-43. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 313 
 

Darling-Hammond, L., Meyerson, D., La Pointe, M., & Orr, M. T. (2010). Preparing 

principals for a changing world: Lessons from effective school leadership programs. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Davis, H. (2016). Review of leadership as practice: Theory and application. The Journal 

of Applied Christian Leadership, 10(2), 1–3.  

Denis, J.-L., Langley, A., & Rouleau, L. (2010). The practice of leadership in the messy 

world of organizations. Leadership, 6 (1), 67–88. 

Denning, S. (2012). Forbes. Retrieved from Forbes: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/stevedenning/2012/03/29/what-maslow-

missed/?sh=743c9043661b 

Dima, A. M., Clodniţchi, R., Istudor, L., & Luchian, I. (2019). Business excellence 

models in higher education: Innovative solutions for management performance. 

Proceedings of the International Conference on Business Excellence, 13(1), 38-46. 

Dovidio, J., Gaertner, S., & Kawakami, K. (2003). Intergroup contact: The past, present 

and the future. Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, 6(1), 5–20. 

Dreyer, J. S., & Hermans, C. A. (2014). Spiritual character traits and leadership in the 

school workplace: An exploration of the relationship between spirituality and school 

leadership in some private and religiously affiliated schools in South Africa. Koers – 

Bulletin for Christian Scholarship, 79(2), 1–9. 

Duchon, D., & Plowman, D. A. (2005). Nurturing the spirit at work: Impact on work unit 

performance. The Leadership Quarterly, 16(5), 807–833. 

Edmonds, A., & Kennedy, T. (2017). An applied guide to research designs: Quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed methods (2nd edition). Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Egel, E., & Fry, L. W. (2017). Spiritual leadership as a model for Islamic leadership. 

Public Integrity, 19(1), 77–95. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 314 
 

Eisner, E. W. (1991). The enlightened eye: Qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of 

educational practice. New York: Macmillan. 

Englund, M. M., Levy, A., Hyson, D. M., & Stroufe, L. A. (2000). Adolescent social 

competence: Effectiveness in a group setting. Child Development, 71(4), 1049 -1060. 

Erasmus, Z. (2010). Contact Theory: Too timid for "race" and racism. Journal of Social 

Issues, 66(2), 387–400. 

Evans, M. G. (1996). R.J. House's "A path-goal theory of leader effectiveness". 

Leadership Quarterly, 7(3), 305–309. 

Fairholm, G. (1996). Spiritual leadership: Fulfilling whole-self needs at work. Leadership 

and Organization Development Journal, 17(5), 11–36. 

Farrimond, H. (2013). Doing ethical research. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Fayard, A.-L., & Van Maanen, J. (2014). Making culture visible: reflections on corporate 

ethnography. Journal of Organizational Ethnography, 4(1), 4–27. 

Fayol, H. t. (1949). Administration industrielle et générale. General and Industrial 

Management. London: Sir Isaac Pitman and Sons. 

Fetterman, D. M. (1989). Ethnography: step by step (Applied Social Research 

Methods). Thousand Oaks, London, New Delhi: Sage. 

Fiedler, F. E. (1978). The contingency model and the dynamics of the leadership 

process. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 11(1978), 59–112. 

Freud, S. (1921). Group psychology and the analysis of the ego. New York: Norton. 

Fry, W. (2003). Towards a theory of spiritual leadership. The Leadership Quarterly, 

14(6) 693–727. 

Fusch, P. I., Fusch, G. E., & Ness, L. R. (2017). How to conduct a mini-ethnographic 

case study: A guide for novice researchers. The Qualitative Report, 22(3), 932–941. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 315 
 

Gabriel, Y. (2000). Storytelling in organizations: Facts, fiction, and fantasies. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Game, A. M. (2011). Leadership and attachment theory: Understanding interpersonal 

dynamics in leader-follower relations. In A. Bryman, The Sage handbook of leadership 

(pp. 326–337). Los Angeles: Sage. 

Gardiner, J. M. (1988). Functional aspects of recollective experience. Memory & 

Cognition, 16 (4) 309–313. 

Geertz, C. (1973). Religion as a cultural system. In C. Geertz, The interpretation of 

cultures: Selected essays (pp. 87–125). London: Fontana Press. 

Geertz, C. (1973). The Interpretation of cultures. Chicago: Basic Books. 

Geertz, C. (1989). Works and lives: The anthropologist as author. Palo Alto: Stanford 

University Press. 

George, C., & Solomon, J. (1989). Internal working. models of caregiving and security of 

attachment at age six. Infant Mental Health Journal, 10(3), 227–237. 

Giacalone, R. A., & Jurkiewicz, C. L. (2003). Handbook of workplace spirituality and 

organizational performance. Armonk: M E Sharpe. 

Gillespie, N. A., & Mann, L. (2004). Transformational leadership and shared values: The 

building blocks of trust. Journal of Managerial Psychology, 19(6), 588–607. 

Goffman, E. (1952). On cooling the mark: Some aspects of adaptation to failure. 

Psychiatry, 15 (1952), 451–463. 

Gorard, S. (2013). Research design: Creating robust approaches for the Social 

Sciences. London: Sage. 

Gronn, P. (2002). Distributed leadership as a unit of analysis. Leadership Quarterly, 

13(4), 423–451. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 316 
 

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Handbook of Qualitative Research. Thousand 

Oaks: Sage. 

Gumperz, J., & Hymes, D. (1964). The ethnography of communication. Special Issue of 

American Anthropologist, 66(6). 

Gundlach, G. T., & Cannon, J. P. (2010). Trust but verify? The performance implications 

of verification strategies in trusting relationships. Journal of The Academy of Marketing 

Science, 38(4), 399–417. 

Hallgarten, J., Hannon, V., & Beresford, T. (2015). Creative public school leadership: 

How school system leaders can create the conditions for system-wide innovation. 

Dubai: Wise. 

Halling, S. (2008). Intimacy, transcendence and psychology: Closeness and openness 

in everyday life. New York: Palgrave. 

Hammersely, M., & Traianou, A. (2012). Ethics in qualitative research: Controversies 

and contexts. London: Sage. 

Hammersely, M. (2013). What is qualitative research? London: Bloomsbury Academic. 

Hansborough, T. K. (2012). The construction of a transformational leader: Follower 

attachment and leader perceptions. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 42(6), 1533–

1549. 

Hardy, A. (1966). The divine flame: Natural history and religion. London: Collins. 

Hardy, A. C. (1979). The spiritual nature of man: A study of contemporary religious 

experience. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Hargreaves, A., Boyle, A., & Harris, A. (2014). Uplifting leadership. San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 317 
 

Hargreaves, A., Lieberman, A., Fullan, M., & Hopkins, D. (Eds.). (2010). Second 

international handbook of educational change (Vol. 23). Dordrecht, Heidelberg, London, 

New York: Springer. 

Harris, A. (2009). Creative leadership, developing future leaders. Management in 

education, 23(1), 9-11. 

Hartley, D. (2010). Paradigms: How far does research in distributed leadership 'stretch’? 

Education Management Administration and Leadership, 38(3), 271–285. 

Herzberg, F. (1968). One more time: How do you motivate employees? Harvard 

Business Review, 53–62. 

Hetland, H., Skogstad, A., Hetland, J., & Mikkelsen, A. (2011). Leadership and learning 

climate in a work setting. European Psychologist, 16(3), 163–173. 

Higginbottom, G. (2013). Guidance on performing focused ethnographies with an 

emphasis on healthcare research. The Qualitative Report, 18, Art. 17, 18, 1–16. 

Hitchcock, G., & Hughes, D. (1995). Research and the teacher. London: Routledge. 

Hitt, M. A., Ireland, R. D., & Hoskisson, R. E. (2017). Strategic management: 

Competitiveness & globalization: Concepts and cases. Boston: Boston Cengage  

Hollander, E. P. (1978). Leadership dynamics: A practical guide to effective 

relationships. New York: Free Press. 

Hollander, E. P. (1992). Leadership, followership, self and others. Leadership Quarterly, 

3(1), 43–54. 

Homans, G. C. (1949). The perspectives of Elton Meyer: some corrections. The Review 

of Economics and Statistics, 31(4), 319–321. 

House, R. (1971). A path goal theory of leadership effectiveness. Administrative 

Science Quarterly, 16(3), 321–339. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 318 
 

Hunt, J. G., & Larson, L. L. (1977). Leadership: The cutting edge. Carbondale: 

University Press. 

Hunt, T., LaVonne, C., & Fedynich, E. D. (2018). Leadership past, present, and future: 

An evolution of an idea. Journal of Arts and Humanities, 8(2), 20–26. 

International, A. (2020). Broken and Unequal: The state of education in South Africa. 

London: Amnesty INternational. 

International, Institute for Spiritual Leadership. (2021). What is spiritual leadership. 

Retrieved from International Institute for Spiritual Leadership: 

http://iispritualleadership.com/spiritual-leadership/ 

Jansen, J. (2009). Knowledge in the blood. Cape Town: UCT Press. 

Jansen, J. (2016). Leading for change. London, New York: Routledge. 

Jansen, J. D. (2018). A faith that does justice: The public testimony of Oliver Tambo. 

Journal for the Study of Religion, 31(2), 232–258. 

Jansen, J. (2021, May 11). Re-imaging leadership development: A conversation with 

Professor Jonathan Jansen. (L. van Rhyn, Interviewer) 

Jansen, J., & Blank, M. (2014). How to fix South Africa's schools: Lessons from schools 

that work. Johannesburg: Bookstorm. 

Jansen, J., & Kriger, S. (2020). The red school. UCT Press (Forthcoming). 

Jeffrey, C. (2010). Timepass: Youth, class, and the politics of waiting in India. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press. 

Jenkins, J. (2021). Traditional and non-traditional leadership in higher education: A 

qualitative case study. Lynchburg: Liberty University. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 319 
 

Jerdborg, S. (2020, June 11). Educating school leaders: Engaging in diverse 

orientations to leadership practice. Retrieved August 2020, from 

https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tedl20: https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2020.1770867 

Kaigh, E., Driscoll, M., Tucker, E., & Lam, S. (2014). Preparing to lead: Finance 

professionals are essential in narrowing leadership gaps. Corporate Finance Review, 

19(2), 5–12. 

Karadağ, M., Aksal, F. A., Gazi, Z. A., & Dağli, G. (2020). Effect size of spiritual 

leadership: In the process of school culture and academic success. Sage Open 

Journal,10(1), 1–14. 

Kellerman, B. (2013). Leading questions: The end of leadership–redux. Leadership, 

9(1), 135–139. 

Kerlinger, F. N. (1970). Foundations of behavioural research. New York: Holt, Rinehart, 

Winston. 

Kierkegaard, S. (1980). The concept of anxiety. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

King, A. S. (1990). Evolution of leadership theory. Vikalpa: The Journal of Decision 

Makers, 15(2), 43–54. 

Knoblauch, H. (2005). Focused ethnography. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / 

Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 6(3). 

Kouzes, J. M., & Posner, B. Z. (2002). The leadership challenge. San Francisco: Jossey 

Bass. 

Lahtero, T. J., Ahtiainen, R. S., & Lång, N. (2019). Finnish principals: Leadership 

training and views on distributed leadership. Educational Research and Reviews, 

14(10), 340–348. 

Laing, R. D. (1967). The politics of experience and the bird of paradise. 

Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 320 
 

Latham, J. R. (2014). Leadership for quality and innovation: Challenges, theories, and a 

framework for future research. Quality Management Journal, 21(1), 11–15. 

Lawter, L., & Kopelman, R. (2015). McGregor's Theory X/Y and job performance: A 

multilevel, multi-source analysis. Journal of Managerial Issues, 27(14), 84–101. 

LeCompte, M., & Preissle, J. (1993). Ethnography and qualitative design in educational 

research. London: Academic Press. 

Lee, A., & Watt, L. B. (2014). The changing role of the principal: How high-achieving 

districts are recalibrating school leadership. Washington: Centre for American progress. 

Lewis, C. S. (1960). The four loves. New York: Harcourt Brace. 

Lincoln, Y. S., Lynham, S. A., & Guba, E. G. (2011). Paradigmatic controversies, 

contradictions and emerging confluences revisited. In N. K. Denzin, & Y. S. Lincoln, The 

Sage handbook of qualitative research, (pp. 97–128). Thousand Oaks, London, New 

Delhi, Singapore: Sage. 

Lord, R. G., Day, D. V., Zaccaro, S. J., Avolio, B. J., & Eagly, A. H. (2017). Leadership 

in applied psychology: Three waves of theory and research. Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 102(3), 434–451. 

Lorri, M., & Johnson, S. (2016, August 30). Theories of educational leadership. 

Retrieved January 2020, from Oxford Bibliographies: 

https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199756810/obo-

9780199756810-0153.xml#obo-9780199756810-0153-bibItem-0009 

Lumby, J. (2019). Distributed leadership and bureaucracy. Educational Management 

Administration and Leadership, 47(1), 5–19. 

Lund, D. K., & Safranski, S. R. (2008). No harm, no foul? Organizational intervention in 

workplace spirituality. International Journal of Public Administration, 31(4), 359–371. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 321 
 

Lunenburg, F. C. (2003). Paradigm shifts in educational administration: A view from the 

editor's desk of "Educational Leadership Review" and "NCPEA Yearbook". Annual  

Meeting of the American Educational Research Association (pp. 1–18). Chicago: 

Educational Resources of Information Center. 

Malakyan, P. G. (2014). Followership in leadership studies: A case of leader–follower 

trade approach. Journal of Leadership Studies, 7(4), 6–22. 

Mandela, N. (2001). The challenges of nation building, democracy and education. 

Saamtrek. Cape Town. 

Manning, T. T. (2003). Leadership. across cultures: Attachment style influences. Journal 

of Leadership and Organizational Studies, 9(3), 20–30. 

Marcus, G. E. (1998). What comes (just) after "Post"? In N. K. Denzin, & Y. S. Lincoln, 

The landscape of qualitative research: Theories and issues, (pp. 383–403). Thousand 

Oaks: Sage. 

Maree, K., & Van der Westhuizen, C. (2011). Planning a research proposal. In K. 

Maree, First steps in research. Pretoria: Van Schaik. 

Rusbult, C. E., Kumashiro, M., Coolsen, M. K., & Kirchner, J. L., Interdependence, 

closeness, and relationships. In Mashek, D. J. & Aron, A. (Eds.) (2004). The handbook 

of closeness and intimacy, 137–161. 

Maslow, A.H., 1959. New knowledge in human values. Harper & Brothers. 

Mattingly, C. (1991). The narrative nature of clinical reasoning. The American Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 45 (11), 998–1005. 

Maxwell, M., & Tschudin, V. (1990). Seeing the invisible: Modern religious and other 

transcendent experiences. Westminster: Penguin Books. 

Mayo E. The human problems of an industrial civilization. New York (NY): The 

Macmillan Company, 1933.  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 322 
 

Mayan, M. (2009). Essentials of qualitative inquiry. Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press. 

Mayseless, O., & Popper, M. (2019). Attachment and leadership: review and new 

insights. Current Opinion in Psychology, (25), 157–161. 

Mazurkiewicz, G. (2012). Leadership and mental models; study of school principals’ 

awareness. Zarządzanie Publiczne, 4(20), 27–48. 

McAdams, D. P., & Jackson, R. J. (1984). Looking, laughing and smiling in dyads as a 

function of intimacy motivation and reciprocity. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 52 (3), 261–273. 

McAdams, D., & Powers, J. (1981). Themes of intimacy in behaviour and thought. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 40 (3), 573–587. 

McClean, S. T., Yim, J., Courtright, S. H., & Dunford, B. B. (2021). Transformed by the 

family: An episodic, attachment theory perspective on family–work enrichment and 

transformational leadership. Journal of Applied Psychology, 106(12), 1–20.  

McGregor, D. (1960). The human side of enterprise. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Mead, M. (1928). Coming of age in Samoa. New York: Harper Collins. 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative Research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Merriam-Webster. Retrieved December 2019, from Merriam-

Webster Dictionary: https://www.merriam-webster.com/ 

Meyer, F., Le Fevre, D. M., & Robinson, V. M. (2017). How leaders communicate their 

vulnerability: Implications for trust building. International Journal of Educational 

Management, 31(2), 221–235. 

Miell, D., & Duck, S. (1986). Strategies in developing friendships. In V. J. Derlega, 

Friendship and social interaction, (pp. 129–143). New York: Springer-Verlag. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 323 
 

Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2001). Attachment theory. and intergroup bias: 

Evidence that priming a secure base schema attenuates negative reactions to out-

groups. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(1), 97–115. 

Mills, D., & Morton, M. (2013). Ethnography that makes a difference. London, Thousand 

Oaks, New Delhi, Singapore: Sage. 

Mintzberg, H. (1975). The manager's job: Folklore or fact. Harvard Business Review, 53 

(4), 49–61. 

Mintzburg, H. (1980). Structuring in 5's: A synthesis of the research on organization 

design. Management Science, 26(3), 322–341. 

Mittmann, B. S. (2001). Qualitative methods and rigorous management research: (How) 

are they compatible? Paper presented at the Management Research Veteran Affairs 

Workshop, (pp. 1–7). California. 

Morelli, E. (2012, October 28). After theory: A common-sense approach to interiority. 

Retrieved May 2022, from https://www.lonergan- resource.com/pdf/contributors/LOE-

2012-11_Eric_Morelli.pdf.  

Morrison, K. R. (1993). Planning and accomplishing school-centred evaluation. 

Dereham United Kingdom: Peter Francis. 

Mouton, N. (2017). A literary perspective on the limits of leadership; Tolstoy's critique of 

the great man theory. Leadership, 15 (1), 81–102. 

Muldoon, J., Bendickson, J., Bauman, A., & Liguori, E. W. (2020). Reassessing Elton 

Mayo: Clarifying contradictions and context. Journal of Management History, 26(2), 

165–185. 

Naidoo, M. (2014). The potential of spiritual leadership in workplace spirituality. Koers 

Bulletin for Christian Scholarship, 79(2), 1–8. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 324 
 

Neubauer, B. E., Witkop, C. T., & Varpio, L. (2019). How phenomenology can help us 

learn from the experiences of others. Perspectives on Medical Education, 8(47), 90–97. 

Nichols, L. T. (2019). Toward an integral, professional-public sociology: The example of 

Gordon W. Allport. The American Sociologist, 50 (2), 315–332. 

Nienaber, A.-M., Hofeditz, M., & Romeike, P. D. (2015). Vulnerability and trust in leader-

follower relationships. Personnel Review, 44(4), 567–591. 

Nieuwenhuis, F. (2008). Organisational change: From adjusting the clock to 

morphogenesis. In E. Weber, Educational Change in South Africa, (pp. 92- 115). 

Rotterdam: Sense Publishers. 

Nieuwenhuis, J. (2011). Analysing qualitative data. In K. Maree (Ed.), First steps in 

research, (pp. 99–122). Pretoria: Van Schaik. 

Northouse, P. (2013). Leadership: Theory and practice. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

O’Sullivan, M. (2014). The spirituality of authentic interiority and the option for the 

economically poor. Vinayasadhana, 5(1), 62–74. 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Leech, N. L. (2007). Sampling designs in qualitative research: 

Making the sampling process more public. The Qualitative Report, 12(2), 238–254. 

Ospina, S., & Foldy, E. (2010). Building bridges from the margins; The work of 

leadership in social change organizations. The Leadership Quarterly, 21(2), 292–307. 

Osterman, K. F., & Kottkamp, R. B. (2004). Reflective practice for educators. Newbury 

Park, California: Corwin Press. 

O’Reilly, M., & Parker, N. (2013). Unsatisfactory saturation: A critical exploration of the 

notion of saturated sample sizes in qualitative research. Qualitative Research, 13(2), 

190–197. 

Otunga, R., Serem, D. K., & Kindiki, J. N. (2008). School leadership development in 

Africa. In J. Lumby, G. Crow, & P. Pashiardis, International handbook on the 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 325 
 

preparation and development of school leaders, (pp. 367–383). New York, London: 

Routledge. 

Pai, Y., & Adler, S. A. (2001). Cultural foundations of education. Kansas City: Pearson. 

Pettigrew, T. F. (2021). Advancing intergroup contact theory. Journal of Social Issues, 

77 (1), 258–273. 

Pickering, A. (1995.). The mangle of practice: Time, agency, & science. Chicago, 

London.: University of Chicago Press. 

Pietromonaco, P. R., & Barrett, L. F. (2000). Attachment theory as an organizational 

framework: A view from different levels of analysis. Review of General Psychology, 4(2), 

107–110. 

Popper, M. (2002). Narcissistic and attachment patterns of personalized and socialized 

charismatic leaders. Journal of Social and Personal Relations, 19 (6), 796–808. 

Popper, M., & Amit, K. (2009). Attachment and leaders' development via experiences. 

The Leadership Quarterly, 20 (5), 749–763. 

Popper, M., & Mayseless, O. (2002). Back to basics: Applying a parenting perspective 

to transformational leadership. Leadership Quarterly,14 (1), 41–65. 

Popper, M., Mayseless, O., & Castelnovo, O. (2000). Transformational leadership and 

attachment. Leadership Quarterly, 11(2), 267–289. 

Prager, K. J. (1995). The psychology of intimacy. New York; London: Guilford Press. 

Raelin, J. A. (2008). Work-based learning: Bridging knowledge and action in the 

workplace. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Raelin, J. (2011). From leadership-as-practice to leaderful practice. Leadership, 7(2), 

195–2011. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 326 
 

Raelin, J. A. (2013). The manager as facilitator of dialogue. Organization, 20(6), 818–

839. 

Raelin, J. A. (2016a). Imagine there are no leaders: Reframing leadership as 

collaborative agency. Leadership, 12(2), 131–158. 

Raelin, J. A. (2016b). Leadership-as-practice: Theory and application. New York, 

London: Routledge. 

Raelin, J. A. (2020). Toward a methodology for studying leadership-as-practice. 

Leadership, 16(4), 480–508. 

Reave, L. (2005). Spiritual values and practices related to leadership effectiveness. The 

Leadership Quarterly, 16(5), 655–687. 

Reis, H. T., & Shaver, P. (1998). Intimacy as a personal process. In S. Duck, Handbook 

of personal relationships: Theory, relationships and interventions. Chichester: Wiley. 

Riemer, F. J. (2011). Ethnography research. In F. J. Stephen, D. Lapan & MaryLynn T. 

Quartaroli (Eds), Qualitative research: An introduction to methods and designs, (pp. 

163–188). Denver, Mass: Jossey-Bass. 

Robson, C. (2002). Real world research. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Roets, A., Kruglanski, A. W., Kossowska, M., Pierro, A., & Hong, Y.-y. (2015). The 

motivated gatekeeper of our minds: New directions in need for closure theory and 

research. In J. M. Olson, & M. P. Zanna, Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 

(Vol. 52, pp. 221–283). Elsevier. 

Rouleau, L. (2005). Micro-practices of strategic sensemaking and sense giving: How 

middle managers interpret and sell change every day. Journal of Management Studies, 

42(7), 1413–1441. 

Saldaña, J. (2021). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. 4th edition. Los 

Angeles: Sage. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 327 
 

Sandelowski, M. (2001). Real qualitative researchers do not count: the use of numbers 

in qualitative research. Research in Nursing and Health, 24(3), 230–240. 

Schneider, J., & Locke, E. A. (1971). A critique of Herzberg's incident classification 

system and a suggested revision. Organizational Behaviour and Human Performance, 

6(4), 441–457. 

Schwartz, P., & Ogilvy, J. A. (1979). The emergent paradigm: Changing patterns of 

thought and belief. Menlo Park, Calif: SRI International. 

Seethamraju, R. (2012). Business process management: A missing link in business 

education. Business Process Management Journal, 18(3), 532–547.  

Seligman, M. E., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive psychology: An introduction. 

American Psychologist, 55 (1), 5–14. 

Sergiovanni, T. (2004). Balance individual autonomy and collaboration to center on 

students. Education Digest, 70(3), 17–22. 

Sergiovanni, T. J. (1991). Constructing and changing theories of practice: The key to 

preparing school administrators. The Urban Review, 23(1), 39–49. 

Sergiovanni, T. J. (1992). Moral Leadership: getting to the heart of school improvement. 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Sergiovanni, T. J. (2000). The lifeworld of leadership: Creating culture, community, and 

personal meaning in our schools (1st ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Shaughnessy, J. J., & Zechmeister, J. S. (2003). Research methods in psychology. 

New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Shaver, P. R., Collins, N., & Clark, C. L. (1996). Attachment styles and internal working 

models. In G. Fletcher, & J. Fitness, Knowledge structures in close relationships: A 

social psychological approach, (pp. 25–61). Hillsdale: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 328 
 

Shek, D. T., Chung, P. P., & Leung, H. (2015). How unique is the service leadership 

model? A comparison with contemporary leadership approaches. International Journal 

on Disability and Human Development, 14(3), 217–231. 

Simpson, J. A., & Rholes, W. S. (2010). Attachment and relationships: Milestones and 

future directions. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 27(2), 173–180. 

Smit, B. (2005). Computer assisted qualitative analysis software: Friend or foe. South 

African Computer Journal, 35 (2005), 107–111. 

Smit, B. (2014). An ethnographic narrative of relational leadership. Journal of Sociology 

and Social Anthropology, 5(2), 118–123. 

Smith, G., Minor, M., Pierce, F., & Brashen, H. (2018). Spiritual leadership: a guide to a 

leadership style that embraces multiple perspectives. Journal of Instructional Research, 

7,(2018), 80–88. 

Sousa, D. (2014). Validation in qualitative research: General aspects and specificities of 

the descriptive phenomenological method. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 11(2), 

211-227. 

South Africa, R. O. (2001). Manifesto on values, education and democracy. Pretoria: 

Government Printers. 

Spaull, N., & Jansen, J. (2019). South African Schooling: The Enigma of Inequality A 

Study of the Present Situation and Future Possibilities. Cham: Springer 

Spears, L. (1995). Reflections on leadership: How Robert K Greenleaf’s theory of 

servant leadership influenced today’s top management thinkers. New York: Wiley. 

Spears, L. C., & Lawrence, M. (Eds.). (2004). Practicing servant-leadership: Succeeding 

through trust, bravery, and forgiveness (1st ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Spector, B. A. (2016). Carlyle, Freud, and the Great Man theory more fully considered. 

Leadership, 12(2), 250–260. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 329 
 

Spillane, J. P. (2005). Distributed leadership. The Educational Forum, 69(2), 143–150. 

Spillane, J. P., Halverson, R., & Diamond, J. (2001). Investigating school leadership 

practice: A distributed perspective. Educational Researcher, 30 (3), 23–28. 

Spillane, J. P., Halverson, R., & Diamond, J. B. (2004). Towards a theory of leadership 

practice: A distributed perspective. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 36(1), 3–34. 

Spillane, J., Camburn, E., & Stitziel, P. A. (2007). Taking a distributive perspective to 

the school principal's workday. Leadership and Policy Studies in Schools, 6(1), 103–

125. 

Stake, R. E. (2010). Qualitative research: Studying how things work. New York: The 

Guildford Press. 

Stets, J. E., & Burke, P. J. (2000). Identity theory and social identity. Social Psychology 

Quarterly, 63(3), 224–237. 

Stogdill, R. M., & Coons, A. E. (1957). Leader behaviour: Its description and 

measurement, Columbus: Ohio State University Press. 

Stone, G. A., & Patterson, K. (2005, August). The history of leadership focus- Regent 

University. Retrieved April 22 , 2017, from 

http://www.regent.edu/acad/sls/publications/conference_proceedings/servant_leadershi

p_roundtable/2005/pdf/stone_history.pdf 

Stynes, M., McNamara, G., & O'Hara, J. (2018). An Analysis of Day to Day Activities of 

a Sample of Primary School Principals in Ireland. Eurasian Journal of Educational 

Research, 18 (76), 93-112. 

Tafvelin, S., Armelius, K., & Westerberg, K. (2011). Toward understanding the direct 

and indirect effects of transformational leadership on well-being: A longitudinal study. 

Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies, 18(4), 292–480. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 330 
 

Taylor, F. W. (1911). The principles of scientific management (Vol. 12). New York: 

Cosimo Classics. 

Tichy, N. M., & Devanna, M. A. (1986). The transformational leader. New York: Wiley. 

Toffler, A. (1970). Future shock. New York, Toronto, Sydney, Auckland: Bantam Books. 

Tomkins, L., & Simpson, P. (2015). Caring leadership: A perspective. Organization 

Studies, 36(8), 1013–1031. 

Torres, R., & Reeves, M. (2011). Adaptive leadership. Leadership Excellence, 28(7), 8–

8. 

Tracy, S. J., & Hinrichs, M. M. (2017). Big tent criteria for qualitative quality. In J. D. 

Matthes, & R. F. Potter, The International Encyclopedia of Communication Research 

Methods. Arizona: Wiley. 

Tripp, D. H. (1993). Critical incidents in teaching. London: Routledge. 

Trochim, W. M., & Donelly, J. P. (2006). Research methods knowledge base. 

Cincinnati: Atomic Dog Publishers. 

Tschannen-Moran, M. (2004). Trust matters: Leadership for successful schools. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Tsoukas, H., & Chia, R. (2002). On organizational becoming: Rethinking organizational 

change. Organizational Science, 13(5), 567–582. 

Tzafrir, S. S. (2005). The relationship between trust, HRM practices and firm 

performance. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 16(9), 1600–

1622. 

Uhl-Bien, M. (2006). Relational leadership theory: Exploring the social processes of 

leadership and organizing. The Leadership Quarterly, 17 (6), 654–676. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 331 
 

Van Dierendonck, D. (2011). Servant leadership: A review and synthesis. Journal of 

Management, 37(4), 1228–1261. 

Van Manen, M. (2014). Phenomenology of practice: Meaning-giving methods in 

phenomenological research and writing. Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press. 

Watchel, T., & McCold, P. (2001). Restorative justice in everyday life. In H. Strang, & J. 

Braithwaite, Restorative justice and civil society (p. 117). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Waters, E., Merrick, S. K., Treboux, D., Crowell, J., & Albersheim, L. (2000). Attachment 

security in infancy and early adulthood: A twenty-year longitudinal study. Child 

Development, 71(3), 684–689. 

Weber, M. (1947). The theory of social and economic organization. New York: The Free 

Press. 

Wellington, J. (2015). Educational research. London: Bloomsbury Academic. 

Wells, K. (2011). Narrative inquiry. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Whittington, R. (2006). Completing the practice turn in strategy research. Organization 

Studies, 27(5), 613–634. 

Wolcott, H. F. (1973). The man in the principal's office. Walnut Creek, Lanham, New 

York, Toronto, Oxford: Altamira Press. 

Wolcott, H. F. (2008). Writing up qualitative research. Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, 

Singapore, Washington DC: Sage. 

Wong, L., & Avery, G. C. (2009). Transforming organisations towards sustainable 

practices. International Journal of Interdisciplinary Social Sciences, 4(1), 39–407. 

Woods, G. (2007). The "bigger feeling". Educational Management Administration and 

Leadership, 35(1), 135–155. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 332 
 

Woods, P. (1986). Inside schools: Ethnography in education. London: Routledge; 

Kegan Paul. 

Wragg, E. C. (1994). An introduction to classroom observation. London: Routledge. 

Wren, D. A. (2001). Henri Fayol as strategist; A nineteenth century corporate 

turnaround. Management Decision, 39 (2001), 475–487. 

Wren, D. A. (2011). The centennial of Frederick W. Taylor's The principles of scientific 

management: A retrospective commentary. Journal of Business and Management, 

17(1), 11–22. 

Wren, D. A., Bedeian, A. G., & Breeze, J. D. (2002). The foundations of Henri Fayol's 

administrative theory. Management Decision, 40(9), 906–918. 

Wu, C., & Parker, S. (2017). The role of leader support in facilitating proactive work 

behaviour: a perspective from attachment theory. Journal of Management, 43(4), 1025–

1049. 

Yin, R. K. (2014). Case study research; designs and methods. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Yukl, G. (2009). Leading organizational learning: Reflections on theory and research. 

The Leadership Quarterly, 20 (1), 49–53. 

Yukl, G. A. (2012). Leadership in organizations. New York: Pearson. 

Zhu, W., Riggio, R. E., Avolio, B. J., & Sosik, J. J. (2011). The effect of leadership on 

follower moral identity: Does transformational/transactional style make a difference? 

Journal of Leadership and Organizational Studies, 18(2), 150–163. 

  

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 333 
 

Addendum A: Consent to Participate in Research 

 

 

STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Date: 

Dear….., 

My name is Penelope Jane Alston, and I am a PhD student. I would like to invite you to participate in a 
research project entitled,’ The leadership practices of non-traditional school principals. 

Please take some time to read the information presented here, which will explain the details of this project 
and contact me if you require further explanation or clarification of any aspect of the study. Also, your 
participation is entirely voluntary, and you are free to decline to participate.  If you say no, this will not 
affect you negatively in any way whatsoever.  You are also free to withdraw from the study at any point, 
even if you do agree to take part. 

• The study is conducted as part of a doctoral degree in Educational Policy Studies at the 
University of Stellenbosch. It aims to understand the leadership practices of non-traditional 
principals. Its findings will be published as a doctoral dissertation and in other academic 
publications such as journal articles or books and may be presented at conferences. 

• This study wants to make sense of a relatively under-researched aspect of school 
leadership, the demanding, messy, day-to-day leadership practices of non-traditional 
school principals. This it wants to do by studying the lives, performance, work experiences 
and practices of non-traditional school principals. You have been identified as such a leader 
which means your leadership experiences may potentially contribute to a possible theory 
of leadership change. This research might sensitize other principals, or aspiring principals 
to understand school leadership through a non-traditional lens which might assist them 
with the demands and ever-increasing complexity of the role they play in their schools. 

• Your name and biographical details that may identify you, are either deleted from or coded 
with a pseudo-name in the transcripts of your interviews and in all documents and 
materials of the study, as well as in the final dissertation and other publications of the 
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project. All the voice recordings, transcripts and other documents of the project are kept 
confidential, secure with passwords and access owned only by the researcher. 

• Your participation in this study offers you the benefit to reflect on your experience as a 
non-traditional school principal, and why you have transitioned towards an alternative 
approach to leadership. For this reason, the interviews follow an informal and unstructured 
style where you have the freedom to share your practices and insights. The researcher will 
ask questions to assist your storytelling.  

• All the information obtained during this study will remain confidential and your details and 
identity will not be released to anyone. All data and material are kept secure. As a final 
safeguard, the data will, at completion of this study, be stored at the Faculty of Education 
of Stellenbosch University. 

• This form also confirms that your participation is completely voluntary, and you may 
withdrawal at any time during the research study without any negative consequences.  You 
can choose not to answer certain questions and still remain in the study. You are free to 
raise any concerns regarding the project with the researcher at any time.   

• As participant, you agreed to participate in unstructured and sound-recorded interviews 
with the researcher that focus on and invite you to relate your personal experiences and 
perspectives on non-traditional leadership practices. During your last interview you may 
also be asked to comment on how the researcher makes sense of experiences or to prepare 
additional notes to help the researcher interpret and write up your story – to be a co-
reader of the research.   

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact me as follows: 

Email:  palston5k@gmail.com 

Cell:      0834519414 

Supervisor:  Professor Jonathan Jansen 

Email:  jonathanjansen@sun.ac.za 

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS: You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue 
participation without penalty.  You are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your 
participation in this research study.  If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, 
contact Ms Maléne Fouché (mfouche@sun.ac.za; 021 808 4622) at the Division for Research Development. 

You have right to receive a copy of the Information and Consent form. 

If you are willing to participate in this study, please sign the attached Declaration of Consent 
and hand it to me as the investigator. 
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DECLARATION	BY	PARTICIPANT	

 

By signing below, I ………………………………….………………. agree to take part in a research study entitled” 
Leadership practices of non-traditional school principals” conducted by Penelope Jane Alston. 

I declare that: 

• I have read the attached information leaflet and it is written in a language with which I am 
fluent and comfortable. 

• I have had a chance to ask questions and all my questions have been adequately answered. 
• I understand that taking part in this study is voluntary and I have not been pressurised to 

take part. 
• I may choose to leave the study at any time and will not be penalised or prejudiced in any 

way. 
• I may be asked to leave the study before it has finished, if the researcher feels it is in my best 

interests, or if I do not follow the study plan, as agreed to. 
• All issues related to privacy and the confidentiality and use of the information I provide have 

been explained to my satisfaction. 

Signed on …………....………... 

 

 ......................................................................  

Signature of Participant 
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SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR  

 

I declare that I explained the information given in this document to __________________ (He/she) was 
encouraged and given ample time to ask me any questions. This conversation was conducted in English 
and no translator was used.  

 

________________________________________  ______________ 

Signature of Investigator     Date 

  
 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 337 
 

 

Addendum B: Observational Protocol 

 

 

 

RESEARCH FOCUS: HOW DO NON-TRADITIONAL PRINCIPALS LEAD WITHIN 
THEIR SCHOOLS? 

 

OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL 

 

LEAD QUESTION 1 

What are the management routines of a NTP (non-traditional principal)? 
Prompts: 

Curricular affairs? 

Staff affairs? 

Administrative affairs? 

Physical facilities? 

School community relations? 

Roles and responsibilities? 
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LEAD QUESTION 2 

What are the leadership routines of a NTP? 
Prompts: 

How does the principal create a climate of problem solving and learning around 

projects/agendas? 

How does the principal provide direction? 

How does the principal offer inspiration? 

How does the principal build teamwork? 

How does the principal set an example? 

How does the principal gain acceptance? 

How does the principal show servant leadership? 

How does the principal initiate and orchestrate change? 

How does the principal display her moral character? 

How does the principal demonstrate her professionalism as a leader? 

What is the school’s vision? 

How does the principal turn the vision into a workable agenda or project? 

 

LEAD QUESTION 3 

What do “critical incidents” reveal about the leadership of the principal? 
Prompts: 

How does the principal deal with a crisis (critical incident)?  

How does the principal deal with perceived failure on her part? 

How does the principal deal with criticism? 

How does the principal deal with an unpopular decision? 

How does the principal show compassion? 

How does the principal show her vulnerability? 
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LEAD QUESTION 4 

What role does a NTP play in creating a culture of teaching and learning in the 
school? 

Prompts: 

How does the principal nurture human potential? 
How does the principal build a positive school culture? 

 
LEAD QUESTION 5 

What impact does a NTP’s leadership practices have on the school climate? 
How does the principal generate commitment in her teaching staff? 

How does the principal generate commitment in her administrative staff? 

How does the principal generate commitment in her support staff? 

How does the principal generate commitment in students? 

How does the principal relate to her teaching staff? 

How does the principal relate to her administrative staff? 

How does the principal relate to her support staff? 

How does the principal relate to the parents? 

How does the principal relate to the governing body? 

How does the principal relate to external stakeholders? 

How does the principal forge relationships with students? 

How does the principal forge relationships with teaching staff? 

How does the principal forge relationships with administrative staff? 

How does the principal forge relationships with support staff? 

How does the principal forge relationships with parents? 

How does the principal forge relationships with outside stakeholders? 

How does the principal set an example to students? 

How does the principal set an example to teaching staff? 

How does the principal set an example to administrative staff? 

How does the principal set an example to support staff? 
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LEAD QUESTION 6 

What is the NTP’s view of leadership? 
Prompts: 

How does the principal make sense of her own leadership actions? 

Who does the principal mainly depend on/rely on in the course of her leadership? 

What (other) resources apart from her management team does the principal rely on in 

doing the work of leadership? 

How does the principal display transparency in her leadership? 

How has the principal earned/acquired her power? 

How does the principal challenge the status quo? 
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Addendum C: Permission to conduct Research in the KZN DoE 
Institutions 

 

 
 

  
   

  …Leading Social Compact and Economic Emancipation  
                                                                                                  Through a  Revolutionary Education for all... 

 
 
 
KWAZULU-NATAL DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
Postal Address: Private Bag X9137 • Pietermaritzburg • 3200 • Republic of South Africa 
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Tel.: +27 33 3921063 • Fax.: +27 033 3921203• Email: Phindile.duma@kzndoe.gov.za •Web:www.kzneducation.gov.za 
Facebook: KZNDOE….Twitter: @DBE_KZN….Instagram: kzn_education….Youtube:kzndoe 
 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________  
Enquiries: Phindile Duma/Buyi Ntuli                   Tel: 033 392 1063/51                        Ref.:2/4/8/4087 
 
Mrs Penelope Jane Alston 
15 Cherron Avenue 
LA LUCIA 
40351 
 
Dear Mrs Alston  
    

PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH IN THE KZN DoE INSTITUTIONS  
  

Your application to conduct research entitled: “THE LEADERSHIP PRACTICES OF NON-TRADITIONAL SCHOOL 
PRINCIPALS”, in the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education Institutions has been approved. The conditions of the 
approval are as follows: 
 
1. The researcher will make all the arrangements concerning the research and interviews. 
2. The researcher must ensure that Educator and learning programmes are not interrupted.  
3. Interviews are not conducted during the time of writing examinations in schools. 
4. Learners, Educators, Schools and Institutions are not identifiable in any way from the results of the  research. 
5. A copy of this letter is submitted to District Managers, Principals and Heads of Institutions  where the 
  Intended research and interviews are to be conducted.  
6. The period of investigation is limited to the period from 02 March 2020 to 10 January 2022. 
7. Your research and interviews will be limited to the schools you have proposed and approved by the Head of Department.  

Please note that Principals, Educators, Departmental Officials and Learners are under no obligation to participate or 
assist you in your investigation.  

8. Should you wish to extend the period of your survey at the school(s), please contact Miss Phindile Duma/Mrs Buyi Ntuli 
at the contact numbers above. 

9. Upon completion of the research, a brief summary of the findings, recommendations or a full report/dissertation/thesis 
must be submitted to the research office of the Department. Please address it to The Office of the HOD, Private Bag 
X9137, Pietermaritzburg, 3200. 

10. Please note that your research and interviews will be limited to schools and institutions in KwaZulu-Natal Department of 
Education. 

 
 
 
 
        
___________________________                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Dr. EV Nzama      
Head of Department: Education 
Date: 02 March  2020 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 342 
 

Addendum D: Pilot Study 

1.1 Introduction 

This pilot study of the non-traditional leadership practices of a single principal had three 

objectives: 

• Gather data to provide guidance for a study determining how non-traditional 

principals enact their leadership practices in the school environment and   how 

they come to exercise such non-traditional practices.  

• Explore any issues arising from putting the research methodology into practice.  

• An opportunity to reflect upon my personal abilities and skills as a novice 

researcher and explore self as part of a study using an interpretative 

phenomenological methodology. 

First, I present the pilot study research. Second, I reflect on the experience and reveal 

learning insights, which informed the four cases I studied.  

1.2 Insights from Greg’s Leadership Practices  

Arriving at the primary school just before 7 am on a raining winter’s morning, a vigilant 

security guard questions the reason for my visit. On permitting me entry, I park my car 

and I am greeted by cheery staff who are busy setting up their Covid screening station 

for the grade 7s arrival. Armed with two cups of steaming takeaway coffee and my 

briefcase, I knock quietly on the principal’s door. The light in his office filters through a 

stained-glass window making colourful reflections on the cold, grey corridor. Greg 

(pseudonym) is already at his desk, writing a weekly newsletter for the parent community. 

He looks up and seems surprised to see me. Thoughts flash through my mind. It appears 

I have caught him off guard. “Was I explicit enough explaining the details of the 

observation at our initial meeting.? Does he regret agreeing to the observation?” Usually 

confident, especially in a school setting, I feel a little vulnerable. I am suddenly conscious 

of invading Greg’s space.  
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Trying to blend into the background is impossible as I am here, I am present, I am 

conspicuous. I am surprised at my state of mind. I felt a nervous excitement driving to the 

school, a day to test my mini study. I put my mixed emotions down to being a principal 

too. I relate to the busyness of a principal’s day and having me closely tail Greg is intrusive 

and can be exhausting for him too. I compose myself, perhaps he is happy to see me. I 

may be overreacting. I do know I have broken the tranquillity of his early morning quiet 

time. 

I hesitate to decide which chair to choose, one away from his desk in the corner of the 

office or opposite Greg. I have a choice! I pluck up the courage and decide to sit opposite 

him. He is not deterred by this closeness. I unpack my belongings. Opening my journal, I 

read through my interview protocol, pick up my retractable HB pencil and start jotting 

down my thoughts. Greg sips his coffee and continues writing his newsletter. I recognise 

already that, as researcher and principal, I am very much part of the study, and I cannot 

avoid having an impact on my observations and data collection.  

I decide to email Professor Jansen, my supervisor and explain my unexpected feelings. 

He replies within minutes with words of reassurance: “There are moments of meaning for 

the qualitative researcher, there are ups and downs, there are nice surprises along the 

way, there are the emptions of everyday life when they forget you are there. Enjoy the 

experience!” 

 Greg looks up from his laptop. Tilting back in the reclining, brown, leather chair, he starts 

chatting. The awkwardness I felt suddenly passes. Perhaps I misinterpreted his silence. 

A discussion evolves naturally about Greg’s routines as a busy school leader. He arrives 

at 6 am each morning giving him time to deal with administration tasks before staff arrive 

and the school gets busy.  His trusted and efficient personal assistant arrives at 8:30 am 

which gives Greg a bit of breathing space,” When she arrives, she puts things on my desk 

all day and then comes back an hour later to fetch the work she typed. She is amazing 

but keeps me on my toes”. 

 Upon his appointment two years ago, Greg redirected all emails to his school email 

address. Previously they went to a secretary, who decided what was relevant and who 
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ought to answer. Greg felt he did not have his hand on happenings in the school and he 

wanted to know what parents were querying. The change of routine means Greg reads 

every email and forwards it to the right person to deal with. For example, a local councillor 

in 2019 wanted to use the school hall for a pensioners Christmas party. Previously this 

email went to a secretary who made the decision about the availability of the school hall 

and Greg just heard that 600 pensioners were arriving at the school without him knowing 

about it. “Everything comes to me now. The mails I want action on, I forwarded to the 

relevant staff”.  

Greg keeps a record of follow up emails and at Monday management meetings, he tracks 

the queries. The school has a 24-hour correspondence turnaround period. Greg stresses 

the point that it is important parents know the school cares and takes concerns seriously. 

Being warm, welcoming, and showing friendliness even if it is in an email goes a long way 

in building parent/ school relationships. The basis of effective communication with parents 

also starts with trust. It is essential for parents to trust their child’s teacher and the school’s 

leadership.   

When speaking directly to parents or via correspondence, Greg assures them that 

everything discussed is confidential and will not impact their child negatively. He also 

stresses the point that the school is home away from home and always has the children’s 

best interests at heart. “After all the children spend more of their waking hours during the 

week at school than they do at home”. Another thoughtful consideration Greg has brought 

to the fore with staff is not to make assumptions about a child’s home life. Most importantly 

not to assume a child lives with two parents or any parent at all and not to assume that 

English is a parent or guardian’s mother tongue. Staff are mindful that children come from 

culturally diverse backgrounds with varied family set ups. The family-school relationship 

is not only based on two-way communication and cooperation, and but also on 

collaboration. 

Greg is hands on. Despite a deputy-principal managing the academic programme, he 

insists on looking at all formal assessment, and keeps track of every child’s progress. 

Greg uses the example of a set of exam papers handed to him recently for his signature. 

The day before, the deputy- principal brought him a pile of marked examination scripts. 
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Due to time constraints and date deadlines, the deputy principal asked Greg to sign off   

the examination papers quickly. He refused and gently reminded that it is his usual routine 

to go through each script carefully and make appropriate comments, cast an eye over 

marking despite the moderation process.  “She knows that I am going go through the 

scripts carefully, yet she tried to hand them back to the teachers without me seeing them 

(due to time constraints). I said, “No, no, no, no. I still want to see those exam papers. 

Don’t rush the process.”  

Greg reads through the teachers’ comments and goes through the marks on each 

examination script. In so doing he can pick up any concerns of children who might need 

extra encouragement or academic support. This helps him at termly academic review 

meetings she is familiar with academic abilities. Greg believes by acknowledging their 

efforts with a written comment, when examination papers are returned to the children it 

sends a message that the principal is involved and interested in their progress.  “This 

works exceptionally well. I also read and check each child’s report every term”.  

The year before Greg picked up a problem with grade 4 and 5 Afrikaans examination 

results. He called the relevant staff together for a “bosberaad” (Afrikaans for a meeting in 

a venue away from the work environment) to analyse what went wrong in setting the 

Afrikaans papers and how   to avoid the same mistake further. Greg is determined to 

create a safe and open environment where staff can be themselves, have a point of view 

and are encouraged to learn from their mistakes. Principals leading from a perspective of 

fear are intimidating, they are not open to different perspectives, they do not actively listen 

and are not willing to admit when they make a mistake. This kind of leadership is not 

sustainable.  Greg recalls working under such traditional leadership and vowed he would 

not treat staff this way.  

Greg’s leadership practices reveal deep connections with staff, students, and parents. He 

is not office-bound.  He is visible and likes to walk the school. He believes the more often 

he pops his head into classrooms with a smile and tells staff and children they are doing 

a good job, the more welcome he is in classrooms.  Greg is quick to point out that an 
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open-door policy is, within reason, a two-way street.  Teachers and children are welcome 

in his office when they simply want to say hello, have needs or a new idea to share. 

Visibility on the corridors and in classrooms builds staff trust and raises morale. It gives 

teachers an opportunity to chat about any issues that matter to them. Greg appreciates 

staff who are positive, and solutions driven. “We’ve all heard the cliché, “the squeaky 

wheel gets the grease.” It is easy for Greg to fill up his schedule with “squeaky” teachers 

who may or may not have productive solutions to the problems they are relaying. Although 

it’s important to make all teachers feel heard, Greg encourages a culture of proactiveness 

and positivity. He recognizes teachers individually and often for a job well done and 

publicly praises teachers who are going above and beyond to make the school a better 

place. This might mean a mention at a staff meeting or a personal handwritten note. 

Greg places importance on his teachers knowing he cares about them as a person, not 

just a cog in the school machine. It can be as simple as calling a teacher who is ill to 

check on how they are doing, going to the funeral when a staff member loses a loved one 

or casually chatting with individual teachers about non-school-related topics.  

Teaching can be difficult and stressful. For this reason, Greg cares about teachers 

beyond the school. He tries to accommodate staff whenever he reasonably can without 

impacting on   the teaching and learning programme. He is conscious that teachers have 

interests and obligations outside of school. They might be caring for an elderly parent, or 

their child might participate in a play or an awards ceremony.  

A staff member alludes to Greg’s patience, he actively listens to understand which helps 

teachers realize he is in their corner. It is refreshing that he is constantly on the move, 

looking at new educational trends or improving the school. 

Greg makes a point of leaving his office at 2 pm to watch students at sports matches or 

any other afternoon activities in which they might be involved. This gives him the 

opportunity to chat informally to parents watching from the side of the field.  
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In the interest of good communication, Greg schedules regular meetings at 7.10 am sharp 

on Mondays and Wednesdays with the Senior Primary staff and a meeting with Junior 

Primary staff on Fridays at the same time. These staff briefings keep everyone up to date 

with happenings in the school and give staff the opportunity to ask any questions they 

might have. Standing up from his desk, Greg checks the clock on the wall opposite his 

desk and invites me to an early morning staff meeting. There is a happy buzz in the 

staffroom.  Greg wishes the staff a good morning and introduces me to the staff, explaining 

that I will be spending some time shadowing him.  

Arrangements for the week ahead are discussed. A teacher is going on maternity leave 

and the replacement locum is announced. The staff are thanked for their flexibility and 

adaptability during Covid times. ‘Civvies day’ is planned for Friday, and children, who are 

at school, are encouraged to dress up as a character from their favourite book. The staff 

are also urged to dress up as well so that children cannot recognise them, adding some 

fun to the day. The grade 7 teachers announce their arrangements for a planned fun 

activity based on a television reality show called, “The Amazing Race”. The winning class 

of the soup kitchen is announced. This is a weekly charity contribution of vegetables for 

a church in the community, who run a soup kitchen for the homeless. The school has 

supported this charity for thirty years. 

A staff member, renowned for her cooking and baking talents, teases that there might be 

a few special birthday treats in the staffroom the next day. There are whoops of delight 

and enthusiastic clapping follows. The staff are thanked for their attendance and wished 

a happy week. While some gather their belongings and stand to exit the staffroom, others 

meet quickly in one corner, while the remaining staff stay seated chatting, waiting for the 

school bell to ring, signalling the start of the school day. It does within seconds. 

Overhead, the thud of scraping chairs on the wooden floor makes its way through to 

Greg’s office below. The phone rings in the reception area. Within 15 minutes, a hushed 

silence falls across the school. The audible voices of teachers and an occasional burst of 

laughter breaks the quietness.  
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I observe Greg peacefully catching up on admin work. Before the arrival of his personal 

assistant. The only real hum is the reassuring ticking clock and sound of staff chatting in 

the reception area just outside his office. He stays focused on the task at hand, answering 

emails, not in the least bit distracted by the happy chatter outside. I question him: “Are 

you following the amusing conversation happening outside your door?” He looks up, 

surprised, “No, I haven’t heard a thing.”  

I look around the office while Greg clicks away at his laptop keyboard. It is a cosy spot on 

this cold morning. A jacket and tie hang over a dumb valet. His desk is orderly, there is a 

school stamp on top of neatly piled paperwork. A box of rusks, a bunch of car keys, and 

a model car sit neatly on a table to the left of Greg’s desk. A red light flashing on the 

telephone indicates that there are a few unchecked messages. A dog can be heard 

barking in a neighbour’s garden nearby and the silence is broken by the rattling of a brass 

handle as Greg opens his desk draw. 

Three yellow wingback chairs, used for meetings with parents and visitors, sit comfortably 

in one corner of the office. Greg prefers to put people at ease and avoids sitting behind 

his desk, which could serve as a communication barrier during interviews. A dusty radio 

looks unused. I am not sure there is much time in a principal’s day to listen to the radio. I 

break the silence asking him why (unlike other principals) he doesn’t have a printer in his 

office. Rather, he walks to an adjacent office to collect his printing. “I have been meaning 

to get a printer, but there are much more important things right now that the school needs. 

I’m quite happy to get up and go and collect my printing.” 

The phone rings, it is a concerned parent fearing his child has lost out on learning during 

the Covid lockdown. Greg gently chats, assuring the parent they have nothing to fear. 

The parent asks if the child might have to repeat the grade and reassurance is given that 

everything will be done to ensure that all children are up to speed before the school year 

ends. Extra measures will be put in place to support those children, who require help from 

the teachers after school. The parent seems happy with the explanation. Ending the call, 

Greg encourages the parent:” If you have any other questions, please phone me. I’ll be 

happy to answer your queries.” Greg shows in his leadership practices that he is building 

relationships with the parent community. He has a connection with them, and parents 
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seem to appreciate that he is not a distant principal; that he is an available, listening ear 

to comfort parents during this difficult time.  

Greg gets up from his chair and walks to the staff room to make himself another cup of 

coffee. Traditional principals have their tea and coffee served on a tray in their office.  Not 

Greg, there are no frills. He walks along the corridor greeting children and staff along the 

way, “Good morning, good morning.” He stops to chat to the lady who runs the school 

shop.  

Upon returning to his office with a steaming mug in hand, the receptionist briefs Greg 

about a farewell tea. The marketing/enrolment position has been filled by a new member 

of staff, and today marks the farewell for the person whose contract has come to an end. 

Greg talks over the arrangements ensuring that the person leaving is given a suitable 

goodbye. He writes a letter of thanks to the departing staff member. 

Greg arranged a farewell tea to honour her hard work and commitment to the school. he 

enjoyed working with her; she had wonderful progressive ideas on building the school 

brand, and, perhaps, was a little bit ahead of her time here. Some older staff battled with 

her as she changed the way things have been done for many years. She started at the 

school with Greg, three years ago. 

Greg invites me to walk with him to the Junior Primary campus 500 metres up the road.  

Although younger students are not back at school, all the staff are. A special meeting is 

called to discuss how to facilitate learning in the days ahead, as Covid protocols enforce 

that classrooms may hold only 50% capacity at this time. 

Greg takes a detour to the staffroom and checks that the necessary 1.5 m social distance 

markings have been painted on the corridors before the return of grades1, 2 and 3 the 

following week. Greg enjoys a relationship with the Estates Manager and the Support 

Staff. He comments about the project they are busy completing, and thanks them for their 

hard work.  

The Junior Primary staffroom is a warm, welcoming space with deep, comfortable 

couches and chairs dotted around the room. Staff are seated at 1½ m intervals, eagerly 
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awaiting the start of the meeting. Greg introduces me and explains the reason for the 

meeting. I sense a tenseness. The staff have been briefed by the Junior Primary deputy-

principal on her Covid returning routines for grades 1 to 3. It appears there are practical 

concerns about her decisions. In contrast, Greg called the meeting to get an 

understanding and feedback from staff about what will work in their classrooms to ensure 

the school continues delivering a high standard of teaching and learning and keep to strict 

Covid protocols during these unprecedented times. 

At first, staff are hesitant to voice their opinions and share ideas. I do notice a few 

surreptitious glances around the staffroom. I can’t interpret this, but it could be that their 

opinions are not usually sought, and they feel suspicious of Greg consulting and 

collaborating with them.  

Greg talks and the staff get a genuine feel for what he is saying. They start to participate. 

Ideas are shared about concerns over children returning to school after their absence 

during Covid and splitting classes up in order to maintain the required 50% classroom 

capacity. Staff, with Greg’s coaching, arrive at a sensible plan after discussing the 

advantages and disadvantages of the suggestions aired, without compromising the 

deputy-principal’s original instruction. Greg ends the meeting explaining he needs to run 

the plan by the Board of Governors but first asks if he has 100% buy-in from the staff for 

the new arrangements agreed upon. In the staff meeting. There is a slow murmur of “Yes” 

at first which builds into a resounding ‘yes”, and a nodding of heads.  

The staff unanimously agree and feel excited about their involvement in the discussions. 

The meeting ends on a much more upbeat note than it started. I notice more laughter and 

happy chatter. On reflection, this situation did answer one of my lead questions, which is: 

What are the leadership routines of a non-traditional principal? In this case, the principal 

set an example of guiding direction, building teamwork, collaborating, orchestrating, and 

initiating change, showing his moral character by ensuring the best interests of the children 

are served.  

Greg’s showed his own vulnerability when he shared with the staff that he spent Sunday 

fishing, thinking about the best return-to-school procedures. His thoughts were to garner 
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staff input and put an action plan in place. A lot of good came out of these discussions 

proved by the emails and messages Greg received from staff, after the meeting, thanking 

him for including them in the decision-making process. 

As researcher, I notice that there are quiet times in Greg’s office. It is a good opportunity 

for some chit-chat. I ask Greg how he got into teaching. Was it something he always 

aspired to do? The conversation that follows breaks the ice, and I learn much about the 

principal on the other side of the desk, and what makes him do what he does. 

Teaching was not his first career choice. One of five children, Greg’s dad worked for the 

South Africa Railway Services and his mum for the South African Postal Services. Being 

a middle child, he has two older brothers. In matric, his brothers were in their first - and 

second year at university respectively. He explains that his parents were paying their 

university fees, and they could not afford a third child at university. Greg made a decision 

not to study and got a job at the South African Reserve Bank. He started in January after 

he finished matric.  

The first week saw him sorting bank notes and destroying the damaged ones. He worked 

in a department with 15 women. After one week of being locked in a windowless, security 

tight room from 8 until 10:30 am and then a tea break until lunchtime, he realised he was 

not cut out for such work.  He realized he needed a career change but required financial 

support as his parents were not in a financial position to pay tuition fees.  

Greg applied for an Education Department bursary to study Mathematics or Science. He 

resigned from the Reserve Bank a week later. It is an amusing story. Greg explained to 

the bank manager that he had an opportunity to study towards a teaching qualification. 

He tendered his resignation, went to university to register and was shocked to find out that 

they had no record of the Department of Education issuing him a bursary. Greg could not 

register without the necessary paperwork. 

Cap in hand, the next morning he went straight back to the bank, to the manager’s office. 

“I’ve changed my mind. May I withdraw my resignation. The varsity won’t register me and 

I’m sitting without a job.”  The bank manager agreed to reinstate Greg.  When he got home 
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from work that afternoon, he received a call from the university to confirm Greg’s bursary. 

The next morning, he resigned from the bank for the second time in a week. 

Greg’s intention was not to stay in teaching. As a result, he chose to study towards a 

Bachelor of Social Science degree which would allow him more career options. ”I could 

qualify and then obviously teach for four years to pay back the loan. Then I was free to do 

whatever I wanted to, which was my intention after qualifying”. On graduating, the then 

Science Inspector interviewed Greg, offering him a position at a South Coast high school. 

Greg accepted the position and in January the following year he started as a first-year 

teacher of Mathematics, Physics and Chemistry delivering instruction to higher grade, 

standard grade and functional grade students all in one class. On arrival at the school, 

Greg was called into the deputy’s office who said; “Just be aware that we have someone 

in your class, who is a very clever boy, and he’s probably going to be the top candidate in 

the province. We are expecting great things from you!” 

After four years, Greg was poached by a boys’ high school in Durban offering him a 

transfer back to the city. He remained at the school for 12 years establishing himself as a 

respected mathematics and physics teacher when he applied for a primary school 

headmaster’s post. He jumped from high school to primary school. Greg describes the 

adjustment as fairly easy as he moved in the capacity as the head and not as a classroom 

teacher.  

Although his initial intention was to work back the four years he owed the Education 

Department, education became Greg’s passion. Those four years become thirty years and 

Greg did not consider changing professions. He explains, “This is in my blood, and, at 

this stage, I’m too far down the road in terms of my career to make any changes; but I 

wouldn’t want to. I’ve had the most amazing experiences. I’ve had a wonderful career”. 

Teaching is a way of life for Greg, his role of teacher cannot be separated from his 

personality. Waking up in the morning is never a challenge because Greg goes to a place 

he loves, school. “When I wake up, I know that I’m going to space that I am passionate 

about, and I endeavour to make a difference”. His aim is to ensure that every person who 

walks through the school door feels valued and special. “The staff and I strive to bring out 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 353 
 

the best in each child and together we celebrate our successes and learn from our 

failures.” 

Greg’s personal assistant steps into the office announcing that the 11 am appointment 

has arrived. The meeting concerns upgrading the lighting and sound in the Senior Primary 

School Hall. Greg is undeterred and continues reminiscing. He decided to major in 

Physics, Chemistry and Mathematics, although at school, these were not his strong 

subjects to the extent that his science teacher at a matric parents evening told Greg’s 

mother, “Your son is never going to pass Science.”  

Nervous to accept the Science and Maths bursary from the Department of Education but 

determined to obtain a degree, Greg persevered.  In June of his first year, a letter from 

the university addressed to his parents explained that Greg failed the mid-year exams. 

The letter further advised that Greg’s parents withdraw him from the course Greg ‘s 

confidence took a knock. He pleaded with his father, a strict disciplinarian for another 

chance. “I will get through this, and I did, (November) exams came, and I got through the 

first year. I passed everything by the end of the four years”.  Greg was one of four students 

in the year group who did not repeat a year, such was his determination to succeed. The 

irony is when he eventually got back to Durban, the very same Physics and Chemistry 

teacher who taught him at school, applied for a position in the same the Physics and 

Chemistry Department Greg headed up. “The same matric teacher who taught me and 

told my parents that I would never pass Physics at school. There it was, I had to sit in an 

interview with this teacher”.  

This experience taught Greg a valuable life lesson; that is to never ever write off children.  

Having faced difficulties and knowing what hard work and commitment can do, Greg 

believes every child has the potential and unlocking that potential is what he is called to 

do. Greg identifies with children from hard backgrounds, what they have had to overcome, 

what they have done to help themselves; “I’ve been through it myself.” 

The personal assistant pops her head around the office door again, reminding Greg to go 

through to the meeting room. He sits down at a hexagonal table and greets all the 

attendees. He turns to the lighting and sound representative explaining that he knows 
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very little about sound and lighting so seeks expert advice. A long discussion ensues 

about the electrical points on the hall stage and the upgrade that is due to take place. The 

sound and lighting representative talks about the needs of the school and putting in the 

basics for the moment and then adding as the budget allows in the years ahead. Greg 

likes this idea of building onto the sound and lighting incrementally. He certainly does not 

follow school trends but rather questions the status quo ensuring that decisions are the 

best fit for the school. The proposed Yamaha sound desk has 48 channels and works on 

computer software. Greg is unsure about the sound desk working off computer software 

and he has experienced too many instances when the internet drops. “It is the last thing 

you need during a performance, so it would have to work off digital or analogue signals. 

Whatever comes in has to be there for the next 10 years. We have to make the correct 

investment here,” says Greg. 

Next is a discussion about improving the electricity on the hall stage. The electrician is 

questioned about upgrading the electricity supply to three-phase. Currently, during 

concerts, the lights keep tripping. There is an overload and additional plugs are required. 

All present agree with the incremental implementation of upgrades to the hall stage. The 

meeting ends with Greg calling for three quotes. He displays a willingness to listen to 

opinions in order to gain knowledge necessary to act effectively, he welcomes dialogue.  

One of Greg’s many responsibilities is to account for the school's revenue and how it is 

spent. Although the South African Schools Act (SA, 1996) prescribes how schools should 

manage their funds, it also provides guidelines for the principal and the school governing 

body on their roles and responsibilities in managing the finances of the school. Greg has 

a close working relationship with governing body members, and he has the necessary 

financial knowledge and skills to work out practical and careful solutions for school 

projects.  They have the utmost confidence in Greg and support his efforts knowing that 

school improvements benefit all children.   

The Sports Master follows Greg out of the meeting room and updates him on the outcome 

of prospective sports coach interviews that took place the day before. The best candidate 

is identified, and Greg sanctions the appointment.  “Mrs Alston are you going to take a 

drive with us?” invites Greg and the Sports Master. “I’d love to. Where are we going?”  
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They have an appointment with the headmistress of a school in an impoverished area 

five kilometres away. The balance of money raised two years ago (R11 000.00) by the 

students of Greg’s school for painting of classrooms is still available. The meeting is to 

establish what the school’s needs are, and how Greg’s school can manage the project to 

ensure the funds raised are well spent. 

The school is in sharp contrast to Greg’s yet, despite the run-down building, staff are on 

hand to greet us, “Hearty, hearty, hearty good morning.” We are ushered into the 

principal’s office, behind an enormous floor-to-ceiling steel gate; tea and coffee are 

served. The staff and Governing Body agreed that the reception area needs painting. It 

is austere and unwelcoming, despite the generous spirit of the staff within the building.  

Discussion follows about painting the walls yellow in keeping with the school colours. 

Greg advises he will purchase the paint and asks if the principal knows of a painter, an 

unemployed parent or somebody in the community, who can benefit from earning some 

money. Greg is happy to pay the going rate and liaise directly with the painter. The phone 

rings on the principal’s desk. “I cannot take the call I am in another meeting. May I phone 

you back?” Arrangements confirmed, we stand to leave, when the principal invites us to 

see the painted classrooms generously funded by Greg’s school a few years back. The 

corridors are austere, the playground a dust bowl, yet, on entering the overcrowded 

classrooms, eager faces light up to greet the visitors.  

School fees set at R1 200,00 per annum are unaffordable due to high unemployment in 

the area, increased drug abuse and crime. Families are unable to pay the required 

R120,00 per month. The principal collects a quarter of the average school fee income 

and cannot keep up with monthly electricity and water payments. The shadow of 

apartheid still hangs over the school, while a few kilometres over the hill, facing the sea, 

white privilege remains in abundance at prestigious public schools. Parents are spoilt for 

choice if they can afford school fees in excess of R34 000 per annum. The great 

inequalities between poorer and affluent schools, as well as race and class, are a stark 

reminder of how marginalised schools, such as the one we are visiting, really are. We 

applaud the principal’s stamina and tenacious spirit for leading and managing a school in 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



 356 
 

extraordinarily difficult circumstances. There is a numb silence as we contemplate our 

visit on the way back to Greg’s school.  

Getting out of the school bus, Greg greets a grade 7 student: “I see you’ve got your cricket 

kit with you today. I look forward to the game this afternoon.” It is break time, and the 

marketing lady stops him on the corridor and talks about a young Japanese boy, who is 

a talented artist. The local newspaper is arriving shortly to interview the student on his 

origami skills. She also updates Greg on a possible enrolment of a child, who is currently 

home schooled. The parents picked up an application form and did a tour of the school. 

Greg suggests the student is invited to spend a few days in a classroom to see how she 

copes.  

An analogy can be drawn between Greg’s office and a busy railway station, with its ebb 

and flow of staff and visitors. The bursar pops her head around the door and sees me 

sitting in the chair opposite Greg. She walks into the room and confirms what I am already 

getting a clear sense of: Greg’s non-traditional leadership practices and the changes he 

is gently affecting. “He is moving the cheese; he does things differently.” The bursar 

teases Greg saying that he should consider fixing up his office as it is looking for a little 

bit tatty. He disagrees, he likes the position of his furniture because he can look up out of 

the window and see the boys playing cricket in the afternoons. He will consider revamping 

his office at me stage, but not for the moment.  

The bursar leaves papers for signing on Greg’s desk and once she is out of earshot, he 

shares that she was the first person he connected with on arrival three years ago. He 

talks highly of her and her contribution to the school. The phone rings: it is the chairman 

of the Governing Body arranging a meeting. 

Greg shares his thoughts on leadership being a social phenomenon and clarifies why he 

gets down to administrative tasks between six and seven am daily.   “So much happens. 

People popping in; they need a word with you. You just don’t know how your day is going 

to pan out. I am not complaining, I like to be hands-on and for folk to know I am available”. 

There was a little bit of drama at the schoolhouse yesterday: a blocked toilet. Added to 
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this, a mild earth tremor experienced a few days before along with torrential rain, caused 

crack in concrete pillars on the schoolhouse veranda. 

Grant surveyed the damage and confirmed with the Estates Manager that the pillars are 

unstable, and a builder needs to be called because the situation causes further damage 

to the structure of the house. The schoolhouse has a little flatlet in the back garden, which 

is being renovated. Greg offered it at a reduced rental to a young teacher joining the staff 

from Pietermaritzburg.  Rentals in the area are exorbitant. The staff member does not 

have a car and the schoolhouse is quite close to the school, which will suit the new staff 

member’s needs and assist her to settle in comfortably. Little touches of human kindness 

make staff feel better about their work. Greg has a deep passion for helping the staff he 

is leading. They are dedicated employees after all, adding value to the school, mothers, 

fathers, providers of families.  

I bring the conversation back to Greg’s open-door policy.  He confesses that the 

exhausting thing is, when people walk into his office, they don’t realise what has 

happened before then. They come in and need Greg’s attention;” I give them my 

undivided attention because the staff are the ones, who make the school the special place 

it is” 

Greg does not take work home at night. He would rather stay school until the early evening 

interspersed with watching sport, then he is back at school by 6 am the following morning. 

He admits to needing some time out at the end of a long day. He finds it hard gathering 

his thoughts and knocking off from the job. He does not believe any school principal gets 

that right. School is an all-consuming passion. 

Every day at school is different and Greg’s diary is not an indication of an ordered day as 

unexpected things happen and being hands on, he is called for example, to peer down a 

broken drainpipe and discuss a plan of action. It took 40 minutes out of his day, but it was 

an emergency, which had to be seen to. “So those are the unexpected things that happen 

on a daily basis, and you expect it to be like that. I am handyman, I am a counsellor, I am 

a plumber, I am the headmaster of the school, and the role is varied, but very, very 

exciting. You have to be hands-on, not hide away in your office”. 
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” When do you find time to strategize about the visionary stuff because you clearly don’t 

get a chance during the day?” I ask. Greg is frank. He lies in bed at night thinking, things 

through and anticipating how to deal with things that he knows are coming his way. He 

strategizes about the school’s vision, that it is on track. This is late-night stuff; this is late 

night thinking. He also needs someone he can bounce his ideas off and he does this very 

easily with his bursar. Greg also has a close relationship with the Master in charge of 

sport. Both give him a balanced opinion on his ideas as well as his management team. 

Greg’s energy is infectious as he explains the school’s plans for an internship programme 
to help prepare aspiring teachers for future employment. The aim of the programme is to 

expose students to invaluable classroom experience while working alongside teacher 

mentors, also guiding them thorough their studies. A young, passionate staff member will be 

given a chance at leadership  and will  be assigned to oversee the intern programme. Aspirant 

student teachers  will relate well to a younger teacher mentor., a go to person, someone they 

can relate to. “They don’t want to go to the principal or the deputy-principal with their issues. 

So, I believe that it’s going to be more somebody who has recently qualified and can relate 

to the students. This is also a nice opportunity to give somebody a step up”.  For Greg, 

power   is the ability to give it away-  empowering a staff member  to run with a project 

instead of the principal. Greg’s strength  is not in his title  nor in his  power as principal  It 

is plain to see while talking to him that his strength is found  in his compassion, confidence,   

integrity, vulnerability, passion, joy and intuition.  

Plans  a foot to clear a room attached to the school library as a home room where students 

have the opportunity to attend tutor groups daily followed by observation in the classroom 

and on the sports field. The students will be paid a stipend and from their second year onward, 

as an incentive to study and pass, the school will subsidize their studies by 25%, 50% and 

75%, respectively.  

When student teachers qualify, the school has first call on them for any vacancies. If they 

decline the position offered, they  have to reimburse the school. Once offered a position, 

their obligation is teach  for one year on a full teacher‘s salary to pay back the study fee 

subsidy . If there are no vacancies on   offer,  they are released  from the financial payback 
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obligation and Greg  will assist  new qualified teachers trying to find them employment 

elsewhere.  

Despite being on two campuses, there are many benefits of having a full range school. 

Continuity and progression of learning is the first benefit that comes mind.  Although 

Greg’s aim is for a larger and more unified leadership team, the management of the 

curriculum and social development of children is guided by a single School Improvement 

Plan. There is also access to a greater range of staff talent and expertise with a larger 

staff and   wider enrichment opportunities. Mostly there is efficient use of resources both 

human and educational which Greg is concentrating on. 

He is busy restructuring the Junior Primary management organogram. Since his 

appointment and after careful observation, he is concerned that the current deputy 

principal is close to retirement and there is no succession plan. She is the only 

management member at the Junior Primary campus which Greg feels it is tough for any 

deputy principal. He wants to give more staff the opportunity to engage with the decision-

making process.  There is a wealth of talent at the campus and teachers who could 

contribute to exciting ideas. Greg wants the junior primary staff to have a voice and he 

wants to engage with their ideas or concerns. There are one or two staff who   are happy 

to express themselves. His idea is to have a team on the junior primary campus whom 

he would meet with weekly because collectively there are wonderful ideas that could 

result   from these meetings. 

It is going to be a mindset change from what the junior primary are used to.  For so long 

they have been running on their own. Greg wants more interaction between the junior 

and senior primary schools. “I want everybody to feel part of the school and I have to 

make decisions in the best interest of the staff and the students, so yes I’m going to bring 

it all together.” In many ways having a separate junior and senior primary school is 

wonderful but it has its drawbacks in that combined staff do not often get together and get 

to know one another.  

Tea break has begun and the sound of children playing on the top field is audible in the 

principal’s office. Talk turns naturally to the children and in particular a young boy who 
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has repeatedly   broken the code of conduct. Greg does not believe that the child should 

face a disciplinary hearing as it won’t make any difference to his behaviour. After meeting 

with the parents, Greg chooses to do things differently and the parents agree.  

His   humane approach   to discipline is more restorative than punitive. Rather the 

punishment meted out to the child will mean that he may not participate in fun activities 

arranged by the staff at the end of the term.  This is a better outcome for the child as it is 

something he would love to participate in, but the consequences of his actions do not 

allow him that privilege. A restorative approach means the child will be counselled and 

assisted to change his behaviour. 

On his way to the school hall, Greg pops into the school shop to discuss a tracksuit query 

from a parent.  Children cheerfully greet him, and he returns their heartfelt salutation.  The 

happy buzz of Grade 7 children in the hall accounts for the noise as they   find their seats 

before the start of their   final exam. Silence descends as staff give last minute 

instructions.  The children are reminded to work carefully and slowly and not to forget to 

put their names on their   exam scripts. Greg paces up and down between the desks and 

whispers words of encouragement to each child. He pops into a second exam venue for 

grade 6 children and again, walks up and down the rows, greeting children and giving 

them reassuring words.  From there he is called to the field to take a look at the school’s 

new borehole pump, with that the bell rings. 

The afternoon is a busy one with a parent interview, as well as phone calls to return.  

Greg summons a young boy, who has been particularly naughty and broken the school’s 

code of conduct. He does not believe it worthwhile for the child to face a disciplinary 

hearing. It is not going to make any difference to his behaviour. Greg decides that, 

instead, the child may not participate in fun activities that have been arranged for the end 

of the term. Greg believes that this punishment has the same outcome for the child. He 

is going to miss out on something in which he would like to participate. The child will 

attend counselling at the school to assist change in his behaviour. The parents are 

contacted and appreciate Greg’s restorative approach. 
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Branches of a tree are overhanging a Telkom line into a neighbour’s garden. The 

neighbour is incensed that the Support Staff put a ladder on his side of the fence to cut 

the offending branches. The neighbour emailed Greg with photographs of the ladder 

inside his walled garden. He is annoyed because permission was not sought by the school 

to gain entrance to his garden. Greg immediately follows up with the Estates Manager, 

who explains that he tried on several occasions to get hold of the national but with no 

response. The neighbour is in Johannesburg on business. The neighbour doesn’t have a 

problem with the trees being trimmed and asks for the courtesy of advising him in future. 

He has been a resident neighbour since 1995 and enjoyed a good relationship with the 

school up until now.  

Greg will not correspond backwards and forwards on email, he feels this is an impersonal 

form of communication. In this case he plans to invite the neighbour for a cup of tea and 

together they can chat about concerns.  

It’s late afternoon, the school is deserted and a prospective family with two daughters 

arrives for an interview. I ask Greg if I should recuse myself, as the office is overcrowded. 

He disagrees and introduces me as the visiting researcher. The parents joke saying they 

thought I was the deputy-principal. The ice is broken, and I take a seat quietly in the corner 

of the office. Greg speaks passionately about the school and with a gentle kindness 

explains how it functions, focusing on the parents at first. 

The school runs from grade R to grade 7, but on two different campuses. The Junior 

Primary are 500 metres away in a separate building. Greg emphasizes that despite having 

two campuses, they are one school with one headmaster, one management team and 

one governing body.  With 1100 students it doesn’t feel like a huge school because it is 

separated on two campuses as a result no child is lost in the system.  

Greg expounds further on class size. The junior primary is specifically geared towards 

little children. There are on average about 27 children in a class, approximately 140 

children per grade.  Grades 1 to 3 are mixed ability groups. When children get to the end 

of grade 4, they are streamed according to their Maths and English abilities. Greg has 
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added extra time and an extra emphasis onto Maths and Science. He has not cancelled 

out other subjects but allocated more time to both subjects. 

Greg turns his attention to the two little girls, who have sat patiently listening to adults talk. 

They are, after all, the most important people in the office today. Greg looks at the 

children’s reports and a little giggle ensues: “This is Chloe’s grade 3 report that I’m 

reading. So, tell me Chloe what subjects do you do at school at the moment? “I’m doing 

Afrikaans and Mathematics,” is the shy reply.  

Greg takes a careful interest in the school report and chats amicably to the shy little girl 

about her 7 rating for English, setting her at ease with his friendly, calm, and reassuring 

tone. I look at the parents, their faces are beaming. They are not the centre of the 

interview, their children are.  “You do a lot of reading, I can tell!? Do you enjoy reading Dr 

Seuss? I do a lot of reading too. I see your Afrikaans is very good. I think you must talk 

Afrikaans at home with your mum and dad. Another 7, wow this is a good report. What 

tables have you learnt in Mathematics so far?” 

The conversation turns to Kiara. Greg goes through her report: “I can see you like 

counting and know your bonds. The teacher seems to think you like your maths as well. 

It looks like you also like your music, just like your sister.”  The little girl answers that she 

would like to learn to play the piano.  

Greg asks the parents to fill him in as to why they want to move schools. They explain 

they live close to Greg’s school, and it is easier to drop the children off than travel across 

town. They also have ongoing concerns with their present school. Greg asks if the parents 

have been to see the principal to discuss their concerns. They answer, “Yes”. Greg 

explains that, out of courtesy, he will phone the principal of the children’s school because 

the community is a close one. If he loses a child to another school, he would appreciate 

a call from the following on school. “We all need to work together, so that is the reason I 

phone.”  

The girls both have friends of the same age at the school and are excited to start in the 

new year. The family will be invited to a new student orientation evening towards the end 

of the year and meet their teachers. Continuing the conversation with the girls, Greg 
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invites them to join him on a tour of the school buildings: “Mum and dad are welcome to 

tag along.” 

Greg packs a lot into his school day, and it appears the interactions with students gives 

him great joy. I bid him adieu and thank him for allowing me access into his world of non-

traditional leadership practices: “It’s a pleasure Penny. You are welcome anytime.” 

I leave with a big grin on my face wondering why I doubted myself this morning.  

1.3 Reflections and Insights 

I gained five insights into Greg’s non-traditional leadership practices:   

§ Reflects on his practice. 

§ Life narrative influenced his leadership. 

§ Entangled with staff. Builds relationships, a closeness/intimacy/togetherness  

§ Questions the status quo- does not follow trends. 

§ Authentic self - shows vulnerability confesses not to be a perfect leader. 

In undertaking a pilot study, I did not intend to produce results, but I did. I discovered 

evidence that linked Greg to literature on non-traditional leadership practices. I 

considered using Greg as participant again because conducting interviews with him once 

more might allow both of us to behave more naturally in the main research study. 

However, I was also conscious that with asking Greg the same questions twice, even 

though it might be in two different settings, he might lose interest in the study. Similarly, 

repetition may lead to loss of interest and meaning for the reader. It was more beneficial 

that Greg contributed to the pilot study even though all the participants share the same 

background of non-traditional leadership.  

The study provided insight into my own emotions as participant researcher, which I did 

not anticipate, feelings of vulnerability and acceptance. A deep consciousness of being 

in Greg’s space allowed me to evaluate my own readiness to conduct the study and 

provided an opportunity to get a clear impression of the research focus. 
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I recognised quickly on day one that I cannot regard myself as an objective outsider. My 

starting point is that I am a principal too, an insider with knowledge of school leadership 

practices. Within this study, I filled both insider and outsider roles, and found myself at 

different positions on the continuum over the period I spent with Greg. 

As an insider, I had a starting point that afforded me access to Greg that might otherwise 

be closed to non-principals. Being an insider provided a level of trust and openness, which 

added to the richness of my data collection; however, I consistently reminded myself to 

avoid being judgemental or side with Greg during the in-depth interviews. I was also 

aware that Greg could make assumptions because of similarity, and, therefore, fail to 

explain his individual experience fully. When this did happen, I went back to the point and 

teased out further details. 

 As an outsider, I was able see beyond the complexities of staff dynamics and sift through 

contradictory thoughts, feelings, agendas. As a result, I chose not use data from a brief 

interview I ended prematurely with a staff member who commented on Greg’s leadership. 

In my role as outsider, I was also able to appreciate a wider perspective, which I shared 

with Greg, a humble man. He is so immersed in making a difference, he does not see the 

value he is adding to the school community. 

An uninvolved stance would have hindered me from building a rapport with Greg. 

Engaging in chit-chat, which happened effortlessly, had no bearing on my agenda for the 

visits, but it did break the ice. I wanted Greg to feel comfortable, then I would too. At this 

moment I was no longer the research stranger, a transition occurred from me, an outsider 

becoming an insider. I recognised my position of privilege and the advantage of 

unplanned, informal conversations, which prepared me for the conversations that 

followed in the main study. 

I gained five insights from the pilot study:  

§ Allow time for informal and impromptu conversations, getting to know the 

participants during the research process. 

§ Practically, research does not always go according to plan, which means revisiting 

gaps in transcriptions if there have been interruptions. 
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§ In addition to the use of pseudonyms, caution is needed to ensure that 

demographics and descriptions of the context of the study do not reveal the identity 

of the participants.  

§ Review and revise the observational instrument.  

§ Re-listening to audio-taped interviews and reviewing transcriptions to strike a 

balance between being non-judgmental and neutral, 

The pilot study allowed me to trial in reality, how best to conduct the final research studies. 

It provided me with the opportunity to adjust my observational instrument before 

conducting the main study. While the six lead questions were relevant, the prompt 

questions beneath each lead question proved too many and some lead questions were 

similar.  

After hearing the audio-taped interviews and reviewing transcriptions on the first day, I 

noticed I reframed what Greg said and I tried to emphasize what he was experiencing. I 

had to take care not to dominate the interview and resist temptation to share my own 

leadership experiences. I carry two identities as researcher, personal and professional, 

which influence my interviews. While conducting interviews, I was also conscious of the 

need to strike a balance between being non-judgmental and neutral.  

I also noted the therapeutic effects of allowing Greg to talk uninterrupted, even if he 

wandered off topic. He came back to it, if we were interrupted. I discovered that interviews 

are progressive, and that subsequent interviews got easier as I gained experience and 

confidence. Subsequent interviews also provided insights, improving the research 

question of how principals enact their leadership practices with students, staff, parents 

and governors.  This question is difficult to answer at once and so, I broke it up into 

subsections. 

Being self-involved in the interview raised the question of my own bias. I have knowledge 

of the topic I was studying. I had hypothetical expectations of what Greg would discuss 

about his non-traditional leadership practices. I had a picture in my mind of what his 

leadership practices and experiences might be like, mainly through my own work 

experience and a review of literature. 
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I was aware that I had to translate Greg’s lived leadership practices and experiences into 

researcher’s language enhancing understanding, generating insight and knowledge for 

those who read this study. I was conscious too of the unavoidable gap between what I as 

insider experienced and my reconstruction of that experience.  

Separating my personal views and experiences from the data collection was more 

challenging than initially anticipated. So, I made use of a personal journal to log my 

feelings and biases. Actually, the reflexive journal helped me negotiate my internal 

conflict. I asked Greg to do a member check exploring aspects of the data that might 

otherwise remain embedded in my mind.  

As a novice researcher having direct interaction with my participant and investigating 

human experiences, I found the pilot study beneficial because things do not always work 

out as planned. Covid-19 and implementing standard operating procedures issued by the 

Department of Education meant Greg was involved in meetings to ensure strict protocols 

were in place and adhered to. Research guidelines are valid for an ideal environment and 

not always for a practical environment where the research is conducted, anything can 

happen.  

This pilot study enabled me to give the research methodology a trial run under realistic 

conditions, helping me to find out how the school and Greg reacted to the whole 

process. 

In sum, collecting data is messy and being in the field is exhausting, I did not want to miss 

a thing. I was constantly on the lookout for details, nuances and the meaning of words 

unspoken. A pilot study does not necessarily ensure the success of a research project, 

but it did help me to assess my approach and practise the necessary techniques required 

for my main research project.  A pilot study must answer a simple question: Can the full-

scale study be conducted in the way that has been planned or should some components be 
altered? 

After an interpretation of the pilot study results, I concluded that the  main study was 

feasible, with  some changes to the protocol. 
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Date: 02 March  2020 
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ADDENDUM D 

 

RESEARCH FOCUS: HOW DO NON-TRADITIONAL PRINCIPALS LEAD WITHIN 
THEIR SCHOOLS? 

OBSERVATIONAL PROTOCOL 

LEAD QUESTION 1 

What are the management routines of a NTP (non-traditional principal)? 
Prompts: 

Curricular affairs? 

Staff affairs? 

Administrative affairs? 

Physical facilities? 

School community relations? 

Roles and responsibilities? 

 
LEAD QUESTION 2 

What are the leadership routines of a NTP? 
Prompts: 

How does the principal create a climate of problem solving and learning around 

projects/agendas? 

How does the principal provide direction? 

How does the principal offer inspiration? 

How does the principal build teamwork? 
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How does the principal set an example? 

How does the principal gain acceptance? 

How does the principal show servant leadership? 

How does the principal initiate and orchestrate change? 

How does the principal display her moral character? 

How does the principal demonstrate her professionalism as a leader? 

What is the school’s vision? 

How does the principal turn the vision into a workable agenda or project? 

 

LEAD QUESTION 3 

What do “critical incidents” reveal about the leadership of the principal? 
Prompts: 

How does the principal deal with a crisis (critical incident)?  

How does the principal deal with perceived failure on her part? 

How does the principal deal with criticism? 

How does the principal deal with an unpopular decision? 

How does the principal show compassion? 

How does the principal show her vulnerability? 

 
LEAD QUESTION 4 

What role does a NTP play in creating a culture of teaching and learning in the 
school? 

Prompts: 

How does the principal nurture human potential? 
How does the principal build a positive school culture? 

 
LEAD QUESTION 5 

What impact does a NTP’s leadership practices have on the school climate? 
How does the principal generate commitment in her teaching staff? 
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How does the principal generate commitment in her administrative staff? 

How does the principal generate commitment in her support staff? 

How does the principal generate commitment in students? 

How does the principal relate to her teaching staff? 

How does the principal relate to her administrative staff? 

How does the principal relate to her support staff? 

How does the principal relate to the parents? 

How does the principal relate to the governing body? 

How does the principal relate to external stakeholders? 

How does the principal forge relationships with students? 

How does the principal forge relationships with teaching staff? 

How does the principal forge relationships with administrative staff? 

How does the principal forge relationships with support staff? 

How does the principal forge relationships with parents? 

How does the principal forge relationships with outside stakeholders? 

How does the principal set an example to students? 

How does the principal set an example to teaching staff? 

How does the principal set an example to administrative staff? 

How does the principal set an example to support staff? 

LEAD QUESTION 6 

What is the NTP’s view of leadership? 
Prompts: 

How does the principal make sense of her own leadership actions? 

Who does the principal mainly depend on/rely on in the course of her leadership? 

What (other) resources apart from her management team does the principal rely on in 

doing the work of leadership? 

How does the principal display transparency in her leadership? 

How has the principal earned/acquired her power? 

How does the principal challenge the status quo? 
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Addendum E: Semi-structured Interview Protocol and Guide 

 

 

 

 

 

RESEARCH FOCUS: THE LEADERSHIP PRACTICES OF NON-TRADITIONAL 
SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL AND GUIDE 

The purpose of this instrument is to elicit significant responses about how non-
traditional principals enact their leadership practices. 

Prompt:  

Hello……., thank you for agreeing to this interview and for signing the informed consent 

document. This interview is designed to collect information based on your background, 

experiences, the way you lead, and your views and practices on leadership.  

Demographic Questions:  

Participant ID#_____________ Date:   

1. Gender:  

2. Age:  

3. Years of teaching/ leadership/management  experience:  

4. Current position in an organization:  

5. Highest position held in career:  

6. Highest education level/degree earned:  
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7. Industry or career fields:  

During the interview we will use the terms “traditional” and “non-traditional leadership.” 

For the purpose of this interview the term traditional leadership will refer to what are 

considered traditional leadership theories such as authoritarian, transactional, 

transformational, and other established theories that are practiced independently from 

one another. The use of the term non-traditional leadership refers to practices, individually 

developed methods, other approaches, or combining different elements from the 

traditional leadership theories into your own practices.  

Participant Background Questions: 

1. How did you become  to know the principal - tell me about your journey with 

him/her?  

2. Has he/she mentored, influenced, or otherwise had a direct impact in your own 

development? If so, what leadership style, traits and characteristic did this person 

practice?  

Questions related to RQ1: What are the leadership practices of non-traditional 
school leaders? 

3. How would you describe his/her leadership practice? 

4. What do you do  think he/she does that is similar to and different from other school 

leaders? 

5. Can you give examples of their leadership practice you might describe as  “non-

traditional”? 

Questions related to RQ2: How do principal leaders enact their leadership with 
different stakeholders in the broader school environment? 

6. Would the  staff describe him/her as a traditional or non-traditional principal?  

Please explain?   
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7. Can you recall a “non-traditional” leadership action that caused a) pushback or  

b) gave support?   

8. Comparing today to previous years, do stakeholder expectations have any  influence 

on how he/she leads, or are required to lead?  

Questions related to RQ3: Why do non-traditional principal, do what they do? 

9. Can you provide what you feel are the important traits, characteristics, or attributes 
of a  non-traditional  principal leader?  

10. What  do you think motivates the principal of this school to do what he/she  doe? 

11. To begin, if you  think back over the last number of years, what changes in  this 

school come to mind since the principals appointment? 

12. Were these changes necessary? 

13. Which of these changes do you think had the greatest impact on the school? The 

impact could have been positive or negative. Why do you think the change that you 

are talking about had such an impact?  

14. Does any other event stand out as being particularly significant? 

15. Have the changes you mentioned contributed to the school’s progress? In what way 

would you say they have done so? 

 

The types of probing questions I will ask later might include: 

16a. You mentioned earlier… Could you describe in detail what happened? 

16b. You mentioned…  Can you provide a specific example of that? 

16c. You talked about… Can you describe that event in more detail 

16d.  It sounds like you are saying…  

  

Closing Questions:  

 17. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

Thank you for participating in this interview.  
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Addendum F: University of Stellenbosch Notice of Approval 

 

NOTICE OF APPROVAL 

REC: Social, Behavioural and Education Research (SBER) - Initial Application Form  

4 August 2020 

Project number: 11462 

Project Title: Leadership practices of non - traditional school principals 

Dear Ms Penelope Alston 

Your response to stipulations submitted on 18 June 2020 was reviewed and approved by the REC: Social, Behavioural and Education
Research (REC: SBE). 

Please note below expiration date of this approved submission: 

Ethics approval period: 

Protocol approval date (Humanities) Protocol expiration date (Humanities)

17 June 2020 16 June 2023
    

SUSPENSION OF PHYSICAL CONTACT RESEARCH DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic and resulting lockdown measures, all research activities requiring physical contact or being in undue
physical proximity to human participants has been suspended by Stellenbosch University. Please refer to a formal statement issued by
the REC: SBE on 20 March for more information on this.

This suspension will remain in force until such time as the social distancing requirements are relaxed by the national authorities to such
an extent that in-person data collection from participants will be allowed. This will be confirmed by a new statement from the REC:
SBE on the university’s dedicated Covid-19 webpage.

Until such time online or virtual data collection activities, individual or group interviews conducted via online meeting or web
conferencing tools, such as Skype or Microsoft Teams are strongly encouraged in all SU research environments.

If you are required to amend your research methods due to this suspension, please submit an amendment to the REC: SBE as soon as
possible. The instructions on how to submit an amendment to the REC can be found on this webpage: [instructions], or you
can contact the REC Helpdesk for instructions on how to submit an amendment: applyethics@sun.ac.za. 

GENERAL REC COMMENTS PERTAINING TO THIS PROJECT: 

INVESTIGATOR RESPONSIBILITIES

Please take note of the General Investigator Responsibilities attached to this letter. You may commence with your research after
complying fully with these guidelines.

If the researcher deviates in any way from the proposal approved by the REC: SBE, the researcher must notify the REC of
these changes. 

Please use your SU project number (11462) on any documents or correspondence with the REC concerning your project.

Please note that the REC has the prerogative and authority to ask further questions, seek additional information, require further
modifications, or monitor the conduct of your research and the consent process.

CONTINUATION OF PROJECTS AFTER REC APPROVAL PERIOD

You are required to submit a progress report to the REC: SBE before the approval period has expired if a continuation of ethics
approval is required. The Committee will then consider the continuation of the project for a further year (if necessary). 

Once you have completed your research, you are required to submit a final report to the REC: SBE for review. 

Included Documents:
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