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ABSTRACT The purpose of the qualitative descriptive study on which this paper is based was to explore the
procedures and processes followed in appointing principals for school leadership and management in the Mpumalanga
and Limpopo Provinces of South Africa. Using a qualitative, multiple case study approach, fifteen primary school
principals were purposely sampled and interviewed by means of semi-structured interviews to explore issues of
equity and fairness in principal appointments and pathways to becoming principals. The findings reveal a trend of
level hopping and a flawed implementation of the stipulated appointment processes. There was also evidence of
power-play among the different stakeholders and micro-politicking in the appointment procedures.
Recommendations are that leadership and management skills training should be undertaken by teachers aspiring to
be principals and that the criteria for principal appointments should be revised to include higher academic and
professional qualifications. A further recommendation is the development of a monitoring tool to ensure quality in
the appointment of principals.

INTRODUCTION

For decades principals have been recogn-
ised as important contributors to the effective
functioning of schools because leadership is
central to school achievement (The Wallace
Foundation 2012). Schools need capable edu-
cational managers and, therefore, education re-
form policies should be formulated to address
the appointment processes and procedures in
schools. Education is finally embracing school
leadership as an essential ingredient in reform
which is worthy of investment in its own right.
In facing the pressure for all children to achieve
high standards, states and districts are, increas-
ingly, recognising that successful school reform
depends on principals being well prepared to
make changes in schools and to improve instruc-
tion - not just manage buildings and budgets
(Mitgang 2010: 18). The appointment procedures
and processes, especially in South Africa, differ
because of historical ‘roots’, geographical ‘lo-
cation’ and ‘cultural differences’ (Johnson 2004:
119). These differences affect how school prin-
cipals lead and manage schools as well as fac-
tors, such as their capacity, self-concept, ideas
about attitudes and behaviour in their role as
principal (Mpungose 2010).

The competency levels of principals are re-
vealed in the attitude and behaviour of members
of the different social groupings within the var-

ious schools (Soudien 2004). The assumption in
this paper is that contradictory interpretations
of new legislation on principal selection and
appointment may be the result of past gover-
nance traditions and expectations. The argument
is whether or not aspirant principals meet ap-
pointment criteria and have the necessary lead-
ership skills to lead and manage schools. Ap-
pointed principals should have leadership and
management skills to improve performance but,
according to Mattson and Harley (2002), ap-
pointment processes in South African schools
usually tend to ignore the local ideals of social
justice and democracy. Policy realities and stip-
ulations for procedures and processes do not
influence reform ideals and school realities (Mo-
loi 2007). Therefore, the diverse and complex
ways of leading and managing schools in South
Africa result in some schools being successful
whereas others fail. Leaders need to depend on
others to accomplish the group’s purpose and
they should encourage the development of lead-
ership across the organisation (Yukl 2009).

School Leadership and Management

The concepts of leadership, management
and principalship are used interchangeably in
the South African school context while the rele-
vant literature shows that they are different (Bush
2008; Christie and Lingard 2001; Leithwood et
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al. 2002; Jossey-Bass 2000). Leaders influence
goal attainment while managers attain goals
through structures and processes put in place
in the organisation. Leadership requires a com-
petency to influence - and should result in - the
achievement of goals entrenched in the vision
and values of the school; a lack of competency
may result in mediocrity and failure (Christie  and
Limerick 2004). Good management is essential
for the successful functioning of schools
(Fleisch and Christie 2004; Roberts and Roach
2006; Taylor 2007). Principalship (a management
task), on the other hand, requires responsibility
and accountability and it should not be achieved
through shallow or immoral means.

South Africa’s history of inequality has re-
sulted in School Governing Bodies (SGBs) ex-
periencing challenges in ensuring that the new
principles, criteria and procedures for the selec-
tion and recommendation of principal appoint-
ments are properly implemented because the
social realities of each SGB are different (Moses
2002: 4). The reality in schools is that the out-
comes of appointment policies seldom match
individual expectations or promote major group
advancement (Gilmour 2001) and may lead to
tension and conflict (Sayed 2002). SGBs are re-
sponsible for the selection, interviewing and rec-
ommendation of staff for appointment at the
schools they govern on behalf of the State
(Sayed 2002). Therefore, candidates who quali-
fy and satisfy the criteria should be considered
for appointment (Christiano 2004; Marmor 2005)
because appointing a competent person may help
improve the way the school operates (DoE 2005;
Nieto 2005; Grieves and Hanafin 2005: 24). How-
ever, Fullan (1993) argues that appointments in
an institution cannot simply be taken as proof of
competence but that is sues, such as history, cul-
ture and community, should also be considered.

Appointment Process and Procedure

The “effective appointment of principals
should influence school outcomes such as stu-
dent achievement, attainment of the school’s
vision and goals, effective allocation of resourc-
es and the development of organizational struc-
tures that support instruction and learning”
(Horng et al.  2009). According to Darling-Ham-
mond et al. (2007), a nation’s schools and chil-
dren can only succeed if leadership is effective.
Although this has been said in terms of an Amer-

ican experience, the same applies to South Afri-
ca. It is also important that the way in which
principals are appointed should be sensitive to
past experience (Jaruzel 2004) because educa-
tion functions in the context of the political, cul-
tural and social inequities of society (Rushing
2001:  32; Jaruzel 2004) and, hence, the conse-
quences of interventions aimed at redress might
be either positive or negative (World Develop-
ment Report 2004) or they may justify and per-
petuate inequality instead of contributing to
transformation (Mampane 2009).

Appointment to principalship is regarded as
just another job which - even though it is a se-
nior management one - could be executed by
any educator who excels in teaching (Maile 2000:
379; Salazar 2007). The only requirement is a
Relevant Equivalent Qualification Value (REQV)
14, that is  matric plus a teaching certificate/di-
ploma, which is the lowest qualification that most
teachers possess.  Bush and Jackson observe
that “training in many countries is not a require-
ment for appointment as a principal because
there is still an (often unwritten) assumption that
good teachers can become effective managers
and leaders without specific preparation” (Salaz-
ar 2007) and, therefore, principals are often ap-
pointed on the basis of their successful record
as teachers. The picture is similar in many Euro-
pean countries, including Belarus, Cyprus, and
Denmark (Watson 2003).  Good teaching abili-
ties are not, necessarily, an indication that the
person who is appointed will be a capable edu-
cational manager; hence, the education reform
policies for Educational Leadership and Man-
agement (ELM). Kunene and Prew (2005: 4), sug-
gest a standardised qualification for school prin-
cipals, including a uniform professional and ac-
ademic qualification and a career pathway for
school principals.

According to Bush and Oduro (2006), the
South African stipulated criterion for promotion
to  principalship is low and there is no provision
for a ‘traditional apprenticeship’ before appoint-
ment - unlike Canada (Dalgleish 2009). It is, there-
fore, possible that this may result in unfair ap-
pointments. Although the Educators’ Employ-
ment Act, 76 of 1998 (South Africa 1998) is clear
concerning promotion from one level to the next,
that is from a low post level (PL) to a higher one,
such as PL2 then to PL3 and PL4, this is not
always the case because some candidates are
appointed as principals from the lowest levels
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(PL 1 or 2) due to internal and external influenc-
es.  This practice of ‘level hopping’ is also ap-
parent in Canadian education (Dalgleish 2009).
Candidates who are appointed to principalships
should possess leadership and management
skills; however, the South African school lead-
ership and management programme designed for
principals is adapted from western countries,
such as the UK, US and Australia (Christie 2010)
which does not always consider the reality of
previously disadvantaged communities (Bhatt
et al. 1988: 150; Mattson  and Harley  2002).

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of the study on
which this paper is based is a legislative/gover-
nance one. The focus of policy analysis and
amendments to the South African Schools’ Act,
regarding the selection and appointment of
teachers, has implications for school governance.
More specifically, policy is aimed at determining
the quality of procedures and processes of prin-
cipal appointments in schools (Marmor 2005)
which should provide an appropriate balance
between all contesting candidates. The princi-
ples of equity and diversity, therefore, require
that the interests of persons who have lived their
lives in parts of the society - which may be dif-
ferent from one’s own - should be compared and
weighed (Marmor 2005). Equity and represen-
tivity, however, are often not easy to achieve
because individuals are usually cognitively bi-
ased towards their interests and ‘as a conse-
quence controversy over the principle of equity
and diversity’ often result in conflict (Mampane
2009). Failure to consider the common good of a
particular person may, therefore, imply that the
person concerned ignores his/her own distinct
interests (Marmor 2005). The assumption behind
the ‘common good’ principle is that if the proce-
dures followed are genuinely democratic, the
outcomes would not only be justifiable but also
just because authority would be grounded in
the decision-maker (Naidoo 2004). According to
Sayed (2002), current government policies do
not, necessarily, enhance greater participation
and may, in fact, contradict moves towards eq-
uity. If school governing bodies disregard indi-
vidual rights in a democracy, conflict may arise
over competency in leadership and management.

METHODOLOGY

This paper focuses on the procedures and
processes followed in the appointment of prin-
cipals for school leadership and management
using three main questions from the interview
protocol. The aim was to explore what motivates
candidates to apply for a leadership position;
their experience of the appointment processes
and procedures; and prior training and skills
development for the principalship. A qualitative
multiple case study approach was used to ex-
plore the phenomenon using in-depth semi-
structured interviews (Yin 2003). The rationale
for choosing multiple case studies was to com-
pare the different cases in order to have an in-
depth understanding of the processes and pro-
cedures used in appointing principals. This ap-
proach in the collection of data allowed for the
exploration of motivation behind the decision to
become a principal; the unique appointment ex-
periences of the principals; and the prior skills
development and training in preparation for a
principalship.  The participants were asked the
following questions, which constitute interview
themes:

What motivated you to apply for a princi-
palship?
What is your experience of the appointment
processes and procedures?
What prior training or skills development
did you have for the position of principal?

Sampling

Purposive sampling was used to select in-
formation rich cases that would be able to an-
swer the research questions. The sample con-
sisted of 15 male and female primary school prin-
cipals - 4 male and 3 female principals from the
Limpopo Province and 5 female and 3 male prin-
cipals from the Mpumalanga Province - during
the first semester of 2014. The criteria for sam-
pling the participants were:  appointment to prin-
cipalship in a primary school of Limpopo and
Mpumalanga Provinces in South Africa; a will-
ingness to participate in the study; and ease of
access to research sites (within a 100km radius
of Pretoria). The principals’ experience varied
from 2-3 years and their qualifications ranged
from matric and a certificate to an honours de-
gree. Permission to conduct the research was
granted by the Limpopo and Mpumalanga De-
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partments of Education that also provided the
researcher with the names and e-mail addresses
of the sampled schools. The principals gave their
consent to be interviewed and appointment
dates were set before a series of interviews were
conducted.

Data Collection

Participants received a list of questions at
least one day in advance of the interviews to
assist them in reviving memories of specific
events in their lives. The different principals were
interviewed at their various schools using semi-
structured interview questions. The interview
sessions lasted approximately 30 minutes and
consisted of open-ended semi-structured ques-
tions - as suggested by Rubin and Rubin (2005).
The primary data from multiple cases was trian-
gulated to cross-check the consistency of the
findings and to provide more comprehensive and
relevant information (Cole 1994). Participants
were given a copy of the interview transcripts
after each round of interviews for feedback. Any
deletions or revisions to the transcript during
member-checking gave the study more validity
because the participants checked the data anal-
ysis and interpretation (Atkinson and Hammer-
sley 1998; Glesne 1999). Peer reviewers, col-
leagues and project members looked for re-
searcher bias and requested clarification on spe-
cific analytical findings.

RESULTS

Results Emerging from the Study -Presented
in Three Themes

Theme 1:  Prior Preparation for Principalship

Most principals were not afforded any train-
ing or opportunities to gain management experi-
ence. Others attended workshops which were
not specifically tailored for the position of prin-
cipal. A few principals acquired management and
leadership experience through registered cours-
es, in-service and out-of-service workshops. The
following were the principals’ responses:

“I tried to take any opportunity to learn on
my own. I attended workshops or in-service
even outside the domain of the department, even
if there was nothing to learn.”

One principal obtained training from the
union while another principal had no formal
training for the position:

“Apart from studying, the courses or work-
shops that I attended were from the union. I
attended curriculum courses, RNCS, introduc-
tion of new subjects and all new policies and
resolutions.”

“I attended courses and workshops on as-
sessment and computer literacy and a number
of conferences and programmes on curriculum
issues.”

A few principals studied management cours-
es and acquired a first degree while they were
teaching because of their desire to play a lead-
ing role at school. For this reason, one remarked:

“I did FDE in education management, then
a degree in Education Management. I did not
go further because I just devoted my time to
serving children.”

Some principals indicated that they served
in selected leadership positions when they were
teachers. One principal said:

“I got leadership through induction pro-
grammes like when I was HoD. I was trained
and showed how to work hand-in-glove with
the human resource. My X principal empow-
ered me.”

Theme 2:  Implementation of the
Appointment Policy

All except two principals who were inter-
viewed did not go through the required level
transition from classroom teacher to head of
department, deputy principal and then princi-
pal.  Most of the principals were appointed
from their position as class-teacher to that of
principal.

 “I moved straight from the classroom to
principal. The in-between levels, I never had
the opportunity to serve in them.”

One of the appointed principals had a formal
qualification in leadership and management ac-
quired by enrolling for an Advance Certificate in
Education (ACE). He explained:

“A qualification that I obtained helped me
become a principal. It is called Advanced Cer-
tificate in Education, Leadership and Manage-
ment. That is  what I did on my own.”

Another principal experienced some interfer-
ence from external and internal parties regarding
who was to be appointed to the principalship
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position in a school. According to this principal,
the interests of union members and those of staff
members were not, necessarily, in the best inter-
est of the school.

“External factors cropped in when the
unions tried to push for a candidate who is
their member. Sometimes some of the unions may
have an influence…if they are not satisfied they
can block the process or they can prolong the
process”.

Theme 3:  Motivation for Applying for
Principalship

The factors that motivated aspiring princi-
pals to apply for principalships differed and were
mostly a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic
motivators which included personal values,
knowledge, skills, and experience in leadership
and management schools. One said:

“Well, I have passion of working with peo-
ple.  I also like exploring all avenues and one
avenue that I wanted to explore at school level
is to become a school principal. I was not satis-
fied with where I was and wanted to gain more
knowledge.”

Almost all the principals cited hard work,
competence and experiences of certain tragic
events as motivators for applying for a princi-
palship. One participant explained:

“I was a mere CS1 educator when I was in-
volved in an accident where a school child
passed away. I got a small scratch, and when I
was lying there, I asked God to save me and I
also said that I will devote every second of my
life for children.”

Both male and female principals indicated
that their reason for applying for a principalship
was because they wanted to make a positive
contribution to education. This is how one fe-
male principal put it:

“We have more male principals, why not fe-
males. I feel I can bring change in the educa-
tion system especially in the rural areas where
there is a need for good leadership.”

Another principal with leadership abilities
described enthusiasm for, and interest in, lead-
ing others as the main reason for applying for
the position.

“I have always wanted to lead others. Un-
consciously it was always there, I did not plan
it. I find it challenging to take a back seat espe-
cially in areas where I can help.”

 DISCUSSION

Without effective leaders most of the goals
for educational improvement will be difficult to
achieve and, therefore, the appointment of in-
competent leaders may undermine the very stan-
dards and goals we set for our schools. Public
and private school principals cannot function
as managers tasked with adhering to district
rules; carrying out regulations; and avoiding
mistakes. Principals have to be - or become -
leaders of learning who can develop a team that
delivers effective teaching and learning (The
Wallace Foundation 2012). Districts should cre-
ate clear, rigorous job requirements that detail
what principals must know and do and these
should emerge from what research indicates as
the knowledge, skills and required behaviour of
principals. Researchers who have examined edu-
cation leadership agree that effective principals
are responsible for establishing a school-wide
vision of commitment to high standards and the
success of all students (Yukl 2009). Effective lead-
ers influence the leadership and management of
schools as well as the attitudes to teaching with-
in schools. Unfair appointment procedures and
processes result in the negative attitudes, resis-
tance and non-cooperation of teachers.

CONCLUSION

The study on which this paper is based high-
lighted a number of shortcomings in the appoint-
ment of teachers to principalships. Teachers who
are appointed to principalships do not have the
same competencies. Some principals appear to
be more competent  than others because of dif-
ferences in their length of service, management
abilities and qualification levels. A major factor
that emerged concerning the flawed procedures
and processes was the acknowledgement by
some of the principals of their inability to effec-
tively carry out their responsibilities; the lack of
prior training and the low criteria for progres-
sion to principalship resulted in poor school lead-
ership and management.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is recommended that there should be non-
engagement of union members in the appoint-
ment procedures and processes; that neutral
people should be involved; and that monitoring
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and evaluation tools should be used to ensure
the quality appointments of principals. The ex-
isting criteria for appointment to the position of
principal should also be revised to include high-
er academic and professional qualifications and
training in leadership and management skills.
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