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ABSTRACT

THE ASSUMPTIONS, VALUES ANND BELIEFS OF PRINCIPALS REGARDING
SCHOOL LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT.

This study explored the assumptions, values and beliefs of principals regarding
school leadership and management in Limpopo Province of South Africa. The study
was necessitated by the fact that, although in South Africa, the Department of Basic
Education (DoBE) invests so much resources on professional educator development
programmes to build capacity among principals, every year a significant number of
schools are declared ineffective. The study wanted to establish if the assumptions,
values and beliefs of principals could have an influence on school leadership and

management.

The Cultural Model was used in this study. This was because the model focuses on
the values, beliefs and norms of individuals. The model also assumes that values
and beliefs of individuals influence how they behave and view the behaviour of
others. A narrative research design was used because it allowed the participants to
share their life-stories and thus also their assumptions, values and beliefs with the
researcher. Through the study, the researcher gained a deeper understanding of the
participants with regard to their assumptions, values and beliefs and how they may

influence their leadership in schools.

For the purpose of this study, the extreme group sampling strategy was used to
collect data. A total of six principals became part of this study. Three principals were
drawn from effective schools and the other three from ineffective schools. After data
analysis, it emerged that principals from effective schools are inner-directed in their
approach to life and principals from ineffective schools are outer-directed. This
means that the latter group is less assertive and lack self-esteem and do not believe
that they can influence or change the situation within the school. This finding,
amongst others, informs the authorities to consider introducing pre-principal training
before appointing principals into posts. Only the assertive and confident trainees

should be given posts.
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CHAPTER 1
BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY
1.1. INTRODUCTION

One of the reasons that has always been given for the poor performances of many
schools in South Africa is that principals are not properly professionally developed in
terms of their school leadership and management (Legotlo et al., 2002: 113) .Bush
and George (2006:339) maintain that appointment of principals in Africa is
sometimes not based on leadership and management potential but on the teaching
record of teachers. In Kenya, for example, it is a common practice to have deputy
principals and good assistant teachers being appointed to principalship posts without
being exposed to any real professional development. In countries such as Botswana
and Nigeria, for example, appointment to principalship does not even depend on
good classroom teaching. Some of the appointed principals have never been in the
classroom. They are appointed on the basis of their political connections (lbid, 2006).
Mathibe (2007:523) contends that in South Africa, unlike in the United Kingdom and
United States of America an educator may be appointed to a principalship post

without having a school management and leadership qualification.

There appears to be consensus throughout the world about the need for principals to
receive in-service professional development to enhance their leadership and
management practices in schools (Mathibe, 2007:524). In the United Kingdom, for
example, despite principals being appointed after achieving their management and
leadership qualifications, a programme known as the New Vision was developed to
support principals in their developmental needs in the first three years of their
principalship (Mathibe, 2007:527; Van der Westhuizen & Van Vuuren, 2007:532).
According to Parkay and Currie (1992:43) after assuming duty, principals in the USA
are provided with a tripod of support to let them settle in the new job. This support

consists of training, networking and coaching.

(=
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Realising that principals are not adequately trained to perform their leadership and
managerial duties, Hallinger (2005:230) is of the view that there appears to be a new
global interest among government agencies towards training principals to be
instructional leaders. In South Africa the interest in training principals was shown in
the Tirisano document (2000) where one of the priorities of the Department of
Education (DoBE) was management capacity-building of school principals. As a
result of this document all nine provinces of South Africa embarked on extensive
management training programmes for principals. Currently the Advanced Certificate
in Education (School Leadership) is offered to principals identified by their provincial
department of education. According to Van der Westhuizen, Masoge and Van
Vuuren (2004:3) the DoBE is expecting full value for the investment in this training.
Questions are therefore being asked about the effectiveness of this training. Stake-
holders of education all want to know if these professional development programmes
really lead to demonstrated results; they want to know if they make any difference. If

they do, what evidence is there to show any improvement?

Despite the questions posed, school principals have to guide their schools through
the increasing challenges posed by the various stakeholders. They have a duty to
meet the curriculum standards that are expected from them; they have a duty to
meet the achievement benchmarks set up for them by the employing authorities and
they have a duty to satisfy other policy directives from the various stakeholders of
education (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003:2).

Broad and Newstrom in Van der Westhuizen et al. (2004:4) estimate that forty per
cent of the contents of professional development programmes are transformed
immediately after the presentation of the programmes, while twenty-five per cent
would still be applied six months later after the presentation of the programme and
only fifteen per cent at the end of the year. Much literature pays much attention to
features of a good professional developmental programme. These features include,
among others; ensuring that the professional development programmes have been
designed to suit the context in which the principals find themselves (Van der
Westhuizen et al.,, 2004:4). Little attention seems to be paid to professional

developmental programmes that would pay attention to the assumptions, values and

2
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beliefs. (Van der Westhuizen et al., 2004:4; Leithwood & Rihl, 2003:4-5, Hallinger,
2005:233, Guskey, 1995:4-7, Mestry & Grobler, 2007:130-131; Curr, Drysdale &
Mulford, 2007:20-20).

The interest in the proposed study initially arose when, as a principal in Limpopo
Province in South Africa, | attended one of the meetings convened by the Circuit
Manager for principals. The objective of the meeting was to analyse the 2009 Grade
12 results. To my surprise some of the secondary schools in the circuit had
consistently been declared ineffective schools by the LDoE. This was because the
same schools had achieved less than fifty (50) per cent in the Grade 12 results (fifty
per cent was a benchmark put by the LDoE with which, if a secondary school
performed below it, such a secondary school was declared ineffective). Many
parents, teachers, learners and communities in South Africa regard the end of the
year matriculation results as a straightforward measure of a school effectiveness or
lack of it. Singh and Manser (2002) endorse this view when they say that whether
“‘we like it or not, school results in the National Senior Certificate (NSC) are seen by

parents and politicians as the most important indicator of school effectiveness.”

At the end of the meeting referred to | met with some of the principals of the
ineffective schools and asked how many years in a row their schools had been
declared ineffective. The principals indicated at least three years. | asked the
principals if they had always attended the management training programmes
conducted by the LDoE to empower them regarding school leadership and
management. The principals answered in the affirmative. | decided to search for
possible reasons which led these affected schools throughout South Africa to be
consistently declared ineffective whereas the DoBE invests so much money in the
training programmes to assist the schools to enhance their leadership and

management capabilities.

Virtually every developed country has a policy to address schools experiencing
persistent failure. According to Fullan (2000:17) failing or ineffective schools get what
he calls “turnaround treatment”. Starting in 1997, England was the first country to
focus on identifying and taking action in relation to schools that were deemed

ineffective.

[e8)
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Through my studies | also noted that South Africa has over the past decade
consistently underperformed in terms of international benchmarks at primary school
level. | noted that the quality of learning in schools has been of concern for some
time (Motala et al, 2010). Motala et al, 2010, states that in 1999 South Africa is one
of the 38 countries that took part in the Third International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS) tests in literacy and numeracy. This study was conducted by the
International Study Centre (ISC) at Boston College. Results showed that South
African learners were among the lowest on the scale in terms of their actual
achievement levels. The studies furthermore point out that the most recent Grade 6
Systemic Evaluation Report (SER) resulted in similar findings and highlighted just
how serious the problem of quality is in South African education. (Motala et al., 2010)
reports that the result of the study indicated a national mean score of 38% for South
African learners in Language of Learning and Teaching (LOLT); a 27% in

Mathematics and 41% in Natural Sciences.

Given the consistent under-performance of schools and the fact that education
departments have invested much in the management training of school principals,
the question arises whether there could be a different explanation for this trend. It
may that the professional development programmes that are conducted for South
African principals are not producing the desired results. Clark (2000:131) refers to
professional educator development as a process that involves the development or
strengthening of three main aspects in educators. These aspects are knowledge,
skills and attitudes. Clark (2000:131) contends that knowledge (the “know”) and skill
(the “do”) development overlap with the functional development of the educator while
attitudes is seen as the second dimension of training. Clark (2009; 131) contends
that the attitudinal aspect addresses the assumptions, values and beliefs of people.
Very often professional development is focused on providing trainees with new
knowledge and skills without addressing the deeper lying assumptions, values and
beliefs. The problem is that we cannot readily see the assumptions, values and
beliefs of people that influence behaviour (Nieuwenhuis & Potvin, 2005; Matthews &
Crow, 2003:145). In other words, often we do not know or understand why people
behave in the way they do. Much like the ears of the hippo in the water, the
observable behaviour of people is just a small part of who they are. The larger parts
4
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(their assumptions, values and beliefs) are hidden below the surface. Very little
research has been conducted in South Africa to explore and understand the
assumptions, values and beliefs held by school principals. However, Bussey
(2006:1) suggests that school leaders’ personal values and beliefs play an important

role in leadership decision-making and instructional leadership.

1.2. PROBLEM STATEMENT

The research question that will guide this study is what are the assumptions, values
and beliefs of school principals regarding school leadership and management? The
purpose is to explore the possible link between the assumptions, values and beliefs
of principals and the performance of schools. To be able to answer this overarching
guestion, the following sub-questions are addressed:

What management training have school principals received and what aspects are
covered in these training programmes? This question deals with the knowledge and

skills of training.

What do school principals perceive to be the main challenges faced by them in
managing their schools? This question in part investigates their assumptions about
their own role and their beliefs about other people (learners, educators and the

community).

What are their perceptions regarding what it means to be a school principal? In
asking this question | want to explore their own values and beliefs about leadership

and management.

What personal aims do they have for their schools and how do these aims resonate
with the training that they have received? In asking this question | want to establish
the relationship between the principals’ own assumptions, values and beliefs and its

possible relationship with the training received.

In the light of the problem statement formulated above, the general aim of this study

is to explore the assumptions, values and beliefs of school principals regarding their

5

© University of Pretoria



school leadership and management and to find out if the professional development
programmes they have received had any influence on their leadership and
management. In order to achieve the general aim above, the following objectives
need to be realised:

Determining the influence the assumptions, values and beliefs of school principals

have on their leadership and management.

Determining how the training the principals receive has any influence on their

assumptions, values and beliefs on their school leadership and management.

Determining how the assumptions, values and beliefs of school principals can be

addressed with regard to their leadership and management.

1.3. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The study explores the assumptions, values and beliefs of principals regarding
school leadership and management. It is undertaken against the backdrop of the
majority of South African schools continuing to be ineffective despite the injection of
huge financial resources in the leadership and management programmes of
principals by the (DoBE). By exploring the deep-seated assumptions, values and
beliefs of the participants, half of which represent the ineffective schools and of the
other half that represent the performing schools, the study aims to establish whether
the assumptions, values and beliefs of principals have a bearing on school
leadership and management. If they do, the study will assist the (DoBE) in the
planning of their leadership and management programmes. The implementation of
programmes that take the assumptions, values and beliefs of principals into
consideration will hopefully translate into improved performance by the majority of
South African schools. The researcher therefore hopes that the results of the study
will add value to how leadership and management programmes should be planned in
South Africa. The main contribution this study makes is to explore a possible link
between deeply held assumptions, values and beliefs and the underperformance of

schools. Through my studies | noted that very little research has to date been

6
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conducted on the assumptions, values and beliefs of school principals regarding
school leadership and management. The study will also add to the already existing
body of research into the principals’ assumptions, values and beliefs regarding
school leadership and management.

1.4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The more deeply embedded our assumptions, values and beliefs, the more fixed are
our ideas about the way things should be, and the more powerful are their influence
on our behaviour and our professional practice (Matthew & Crow, 2003:144). Many
of our assumptions may no longer be true or accurate, yet they can and do influence
behaviour and professional practice. To influence management practices in schools,
such as guiding principals or educators into practices that will improve their schools,
means that their assumptions, values and beliefs should be addressed in some
relevant and meaningful way. Real transformation starts by addressing the root
causes of a problem. Too many people are trying to work on the symptoms (e.g.
poor performance of schools) and not with the deeply embedded attitudinal problems
(Nieuwenhuis & Potvin, 2005).

Our assumptions, beliefs and values have been developed over many years and
have become who we are. Often they are resistant to change and involve the risk of
leaving who we are behind and becoming what we were meant to be. It means
constructing new meaning based on a significant emotional encounter or event that
will lead to a new approach to our professional task. This may be a difficult task. It is
therefore possible that training received by principals from ineffective schools does
not succeed in addressing these deeper underlying dimensions, thus not bringing
about meaningful improvement in these schools. It is for this reason that this study is
focused on exploring the assumptions, values and beliefs of principals in schools
and to find out if the professional development programmes they have received have
had any influence on their assumptions, values and beliefs regarding school

leadership and management (Nieuwenhuis & Potvin, 2005).

Buehl and Alexander (2005:697), and Hamre et al. (2012:97) contend that
understanding the ways in which principals believe is the beginning of dealing with

7
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the three pillars of successful learning — knowledge, skills and attitudes. This view is
based on the understanding that beliefs influence the ways principals make their
decisions in their management practices. . Pajares, (1992:307) quoting Arthur
Combs, maintains that perhaps the most single cause of a person’s success or
failure educationally has to do with the question of what he believes about himself. It
is against this background that understanding the belief structures of principals is

important and warrants some investigation.

Thompson (2007:93) refers to beliefs as ideas considered being true and on which
people are willing to act; for example, believing that children can learn (Bush,
2003:156). Beliefs are often difficult to see. This is because group members in the
organisation share and understand them and therefore see no need to articulate
them. Many of these beliefs are so deeply embedded in these members that
individual members do not know what they are (Bush, 2003:156). Thompson
(2007:93) holds the view that beliefs that principals hold as true about their
leadership and management of schools, play an important role in the decision-
making of their work. If what they learn or experience fit their existing belief system,
then it becomes easy for them to accept it. Thompson (2007:93) regards values as
principles an individual considers to be important or desirable; for example, honest
communication. Research in education suggests that values and beliefs of principals
strongly influence what they learn and how they learn it. This may mean that the
training offered by the DoBE may appear to be ideal but may not be seen in the
same light by the principals because it is not in accordance with their values and
beliefs (Thompson, 2007: 93)’.

Principals as leaders of schools play an important role in the generation and
sustenance of the culture of their schools. Aycan et al (2000:5) defines the term
culture as common patterns of beliefs, assumptions, values and norms of groups of
people. .As leaders of schools, principals are given the responsibility of
communicating the school culture to all the stakeholders of the schools. Bush (2003:
169) refers to values of an individual as the basic principles and tenets that guide a
person’s beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. This means that attitudes are a reflection

of what the person likes and dislikes. At school most principals have their own likes

8
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and dislikes (values and beliefs) that arose from their many years of experience in
their professional practice. This explains the reason why most principals’
assumptions values and beliefs resist the change that they are brought to the in the
form of professional development programmes. (Aycan et al., 2000:6, and Treven &
Treven, 2007:29-36).

1.5. METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN

| have chosen a narrative research study. This design is the most appropriate for
this study because it describes real life experiences of principals and their real life
stories in naturalistic settings (Punch, 2005:277; Somekh & Lewin, 2006:56).
According to Clandinin and Conelly (1994) the narrative metaphor draws attention to
the ways in which participants organise their experiences in a story form to make
sense of their lives and relationships. Jarvinen (2004) states that the meaning of life
cannot be comprehended outside the narrative process: Life and story are not two
separate phenomena. They are part of the same fabric, in that life informs and is
informed by the stories. This genre of research (Henning et al., 2004:124) gathers
direct information about participants’ present state, past experiences and their
environment in an attempt to understand the participant in his/her environment
(Rosnow & Rosenthal, 1996).

Research indicates for an individual to learn about the inner world of people, one has
to listen to the verbal accounts and stories of people as presented by individual
narrators about their lived experiences (Creswell, 2007:214). Since the principals'
experiences are educational experiences | have found it necessary that such

experiences would be better understood if they were studied as narratives.

Polkinghorne (2007:1) regards narrative research as a strategy of inquiry in which a
researcher studies the lives of individuals and asks participants to share stories
about their lives. Being a school principal myself, | narrate my own story as my own
values, beliefs and assumptions are important and | needed to sensitise myself to
possible biases and filters that could subjectively cloud my analysis; | had to remain
consciously alert to these biases and prevent them from distorting the stories of the
principals. The data from the participants and my own story is then retold or re-

9
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storied into a narrative chronology based on particular codes that emerged from the
data. In the end | merge views as told by the participants with those of my personal
life in a collaborative narrative. Narrative researchers study stories they solicit from
others through interviews and written stories. Narrative research uses interplay
between interviewer and interviewee to actively construct life stories (Punch,
2005:218; Cohen, Manion & Morrisson, 2007:198). Through the interrogation and
analysis of these narratives deeper lying values, assumptions and beliefs about what
it means to be a principal and the influence of the training received could be inferred.

A more detailed discussion of my research design, sampling data collection and

analysis is offered in Chapter 3.
1.7 DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The study took place in secondary schools in a particular Circuit in Limpopo
Province. Only six schools were sampled and the participants were the six principals
from the same schools. The study focuses on how the participating principals
experienced leadership and management. The fact that the study focuses on the
experiences of leadership and management by principals of selected schools in a
particular province (Punch, 2006:69) means that the findings of the research are not
necessarily generalisable to other contexts. It may, however, be that the principals’
experiences recounted in my study reflect other principals’ experiences elsewhere in
the country and indeed in the world. It will hopefully uncover the importance of
principals’ values, assumptions and beliefs in terms of school transformation or lack
of it.

1.8. STRUCTURE OF THE RESEARCH
CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1 serves as the orientation to the study. It sets the background and provides
the context of the study. It includes the theoretical framework underpinning this

research. It also outlines the research problem and the purpose of the study.

10
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CHAPTER 2

Chapter 2 presents the literature review about the assumptions, values and beliefs of
school principals regarding school leadership and management from international

and South African studies.
CHAPTER 3

Chapter 3 discusses the research design, methodology, data collection, analysis and

presentation of data.

CHAPTER 4

Chapter 4 presents and discusses the data obtained from the interviews.
CHAPTER 5

This chapter deals with the findings from the data analysis and provides conclusions

and recommendations as well as aspects for further research.
1.9 SUMMARY

The first chapter sets the background to the study and its significance. The problem
statement is formulated. The theoretical framework underpinning this study is
discussed in detail. The next chapter provides literature review on the assumptions,
values and beliefs of school principals regarding school leadership and management

from both international and South African perspectives.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction

In this chapter | discuss professional educator development as it applies to school
principals. The focus is on what and how important professional educator
development is and what should be included in it so that it addresses the values,
beliefs and assumptions of school principals’ leadership and management. | discuss
the three pillars of professional development: knowledge, skills and attitudes. | will
discuss trends in professional educator development. | provide an overview of what
the Department of Basic Education (DoBE) in South Africa has done in providing
professional development to school principals. | will end up with a new Advanced
Certificate in Educational leadership (ACE) that has been introduced by the DoE to
replace all other management training courses. In my discussion | use the term

leadership as inclusive of management (Matthew & Crow, 2003:177).
2.2. Defining the term professional educator development

There is no one clear common agreement of what professional educator
development entails. Various views have converged to describe its meaning. From
the policy makers’ perspective, and in particular (Moeini, 2008), professional
educator development is a tool that conveys broad visions, disseminates critical
information and provides guidance to educators.  Steyn and Van Niekerk (2002)
describe professional development as an on-going development programme that
focuses on the whole range of knowledge, skills and attitudes required to educate
learners effectively. It refers to the participation of educators or educational leaders
in development opportunities in order to be better equipped as educators and
educational leaders. The activities in professional development happen throughout
the career of educators. During professional development the knowledge, skills and
competence of the individual educator are enhanced. From the above definitions of
professional educator development it is clear that, although the recipients are

educators, the ultimate intended beneficiaries are the learners in the classroom.
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Guskey (1995:1) regards professional development (PD) as a means to bring about
needed change in an organisation. The question as to whether all forms of
professional development will bring about the needed change in organisations
remains to be seen. As indicated in chapter one, all stakeholders in education
would like to know if professional development programmes do make a difference. If
they do, the stakeholders would like to see evidence of the needed change. In
order to address this question, professional developers recognise that PD must
include both organisational development as well as individual development (Guskey,
1995:1).

Professional educator development, according to Burke, Heideman and Heideman
(1990:4) offers a process of growth to all professional educators. It is designed to
influence their knowledge, attitudes or skills, thus enabling them to create
educational concepts and design instructional programmes to improve student
learning. It involves adaptations to change with the purpose of modifying instructional
activities. It is concerned with personal as well as professional and organisational

needs.

It is important to know what professional development programmes are and to
evaluate their impact on teacher learning. It is also essential to know the important
directions and strategies for extending our knowledge. According to Borko (2004:4)
key elements that make up any professional development system are the following:
the educators, in this case, the principals, who are the learners in the system; the
facilitator, who guides principals as they construct new knowledge and practice and
the context in which the professional development occurs.

Borko (2004:5) contends that intensive professional development programmes can
help principals to increase their knowledge and change their instructional practices.
According to Earley and Bubb (2004:3) professional educator development refers to
any professional development activities engaged 