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The COVID-19 pandemic presented the world with many challenges – some of which were unprecedented challenge for 
school leaders. The South African Department of Education (DoE) introduced a new threshold qualification, an Advanced 
Certificate in Education (School Leadership) (ACE), which was the first concrete step towards implementing a compulsory 
professional qualification for principalship. In this study I employed qualitative case study research methods and procedures 
to investigate the influence of the ACE programme on leadership practices. Six township secondary school principals from 
the Mpumalanga province, South Africa, who had completed the ACE programme were purposively selected. 
Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. A thematic approach was used to analyse the data. The findings display 
ample evidence of the nomothetic dimensions of the social systems theory, outweighing the ideographic dimensions in the 
preparation programme for principals. The study revealed that the programme mostly developed principals’ management 
practices and needed to develop principals’ leadership skills as well. Furthermore, the study revealed that principals were 
able to apply the management skills gained from the ACE programme during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Introduction and Background 
Schools were the most critical societal institutions to be affected by the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
pandemic. Unfortunately, most school leaders have little or no training in crisis leadership (McLeod & Dulsky, 
2021). According to Suto (2013), success in the workplace, especially education, requires new skills in the 21st 
century. Harris (2020) asserts that school leadership has been shifted towards network practices through 
communication and collaboration during the COVID-19 pandemic. With this study I investigated how the ACE 
programme prepared principals to exercise their leadership practices during a crisis. There have been concerns 
about poor school leadership in South Africa even before the COVID-19 pandemic. In light of the perceived 
poor school leadership, the former Minister of Basic Education, Dr Naledi Pandor, expressed her dissatisfaction 
with the state of school leadership, and stated that “...we have a (school) leadership that cannot analyse, cannot 
problem-solve, cannot devise strategic interventions and plans, and cannot formulate perspectives that are 
directed at achieving success” (Business Day, 2004:6). According to Mahlangu (2018), poor school leadership 
and management are the major contributors to the dysfunctionality of a school. Therefore, the South African 
DoE introduced a school leadership qualification called the ACE School Leadership programme, which was 
piloted in six provinces from 2007 to 2009 (Bush, Kiggundu & Moorosi, 2011). 

The importance of specialised training and development for school principals became the focus (Bush 
2008, in Naidoo, 2019:2). This linked to concerns about the disappointing learner outcomes, especially in 
national tests, and the belief that raising leadership quality would lead to enhanced learner performance (Bush et 
al., 2011). 

According to Ngidi and Qwabe (2006:529), “some of the challenges in school leadership and management 
in South Africa are linked to generally poor management of schools by school leaders.” The identified 
management challenges include time management, timetabling, poor administration, and poor human resources 
skills. According to Bush and Oduro (2006), many practicing principals lack basic leadership and management 
training before, and after, their entry into the principalship. 

Kamper (2008), who investigated effective leadership in some high-poverty schools in South Africa 
discovered that poverty-related challenges could be overcome through energetic, compassionate, innovative, and 
empowering leadership. The intention with the ACE programme was for it to be practice-based. My study was 
aimed at investigating the influence of the ACE programme on leadership practices with a purpose to determine 
how much of the course was internalised, made meaning of, and applied in practice in schools (Bush et al., 
2011). The study was motivated by the fact that some university-based programmes have been criticised for 
being disconnected from the demands of school leadership needed for leading schools (Wilson, 2011). In 
addition to the criticism levelled against professional development, a paradigm shift for professional 
development refutes the previous drive-by workshop model in favour of the innovative and opportunity-driven 
one (Stein, MK, Smith & Silver, 1999). 

The structure of the ACE programme is such that it accommodates the participants’ contexts and covers 
leadership and management aspects required for effective school leadership. The challenges mentioned above 
sparked curiosity to question the current mechanisms for preparing principals in South Africa. Bush (2009:12) 
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writes that “... global interest to develop school 
principals for leadership and management are 
based on the assumptions that it will lead to school 
improvements and enhanced learning outcomes.” 

 
Statement of Problem 
Poor school leadership is a serious concern in most 
schools in South Africa. In recent years there has 
been an emphasis on enhancing the leadership and 
managerial competencies of school principals 
(Cruz, Villena, Navarro, Balecina & Garvido, 
2016) as there were concerns about the quality of 
school leadership in some South African schools. 
As a result of identifying gaps in the quality of 
school leadership, a course, the Advanced 
Certificate in Education: School Leadership, was 
introduced. This programme was aimed at 
empowering school leaders on leadership practices. 
The programme was piloted in six provinces from 
2007 to 2009. Globally, school leaders were not 
prepared to deal with what the COVID-19 
pandemic presented. South Africa never had a 
programme specifically meant to train school 
leaders for leadership. It is highly likely that the 
pandemic added to the existing woes faced by 
school leaders. I found that even when people were 
exposed to some kind of training, they failed to 
lead and manage during crises. I sought to 
investigate how the ACE programme affected how 
school leaders who had completed the programme 
led and managed during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Research Question 
With this study I aimed to answer the following 
research question: 
 How did the ACE programme influence principals’ 

leadership practices during the COVID-19 
pandemic? 

 
Aim and Objective of the Study 
I aimed to investigate the synchrony between 
theory and practice by exploring the perceptions of 
school principals who had attended the ACE 
programme on their leadership practices during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The objective of the study 
was to understand how principals who had 
completed the ACE programme applied the skills 
and knowledge gained from the programme during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Method 
I adopted a qualitative research approach. 
McMillan and Schumacher (2001:41) state that a 
qualitative approach is designed to collect data 
primarily in the form of words rather than numbers. 
The data for this study were gathered through 
semi-structured interviews with six purposively 
selected township school principals in the 
Mpumalanga Province who had completed the 
ACE programme. Guided by the research question, 
we used semi-structured interviews to collect data. 

Interviews were audio-recorded and later 
transcribed. An interpretivist paradigm was 
adopted in this study. Thematic data analysis was 
employed. A case study design was adopted for this 
study. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework underpinning this 
research is the social systems theory. Coladarci and 
Getzels (1955) view administration as a hierarchy 
of subordinate-superordinate relationships within 
an institution. According to Constantinidou 
(1995:135), the school is a system of social 
interaction; it is an organised whole comprised of 
interacting personalities bound together in an 
organic relationship. Therefore, this implies that 
administration is carried out within a formal 
structure, consisting of operations and interactions 
that call for coordination for the achievement of 
institutional goals. According to Jensen (1954), a 
school situation is the interaction of small social 
groups. The groups embody different roles, 
indicating rights and obligations held in common 
by all members of the institution. Therefore, 
administration plays an integrative role aimed at 
making organisational and individual aims 
constant. 
 
Programmes preparing principals for leadership 
There is a concern that many school principals 
graduate from university programmes without the 
requisite skills to lead schools, and positively turn 
around their schools for the better (Duncan, Range 
& Scherz, 2011). Therefore, programmes for the 
preparation of principals must be linked to the 
skills that a principal will need in the role of school 
leader (Stein, SJ & Gewirtzman, 2003). In the next 
section I explain why leadership development 
programmes for principals are important. 
 
Dichotomy of the impact of preparation programmes 
Little empirical evidence exists that demonstrates 
whether, and how, the learning offered in 
preparation programmes assist principals to 
become more effective in their practice (Scott, 
2008). This sentiment is amplified by Davies, 
Darling-Hammond, LaPointe and Meyerson 
(2005:7) who state that programmes are 
experimenting with different combinations of 
curricula, methods, and structures, with the aim to 
develop principals’ practice. An argument by 
Dimmock and Walker (2000:21) demonstrates that 
“corroborative evidence about the impact of 
leadership training and development aimed at 
influencing principals’ skills, knowledge and 
behaviour is emerging.” This holds true for 
leadership development in South Africa. The pace 
of professional development of principals in South 
Africa has been slow compared to that in 
developed countries around the world. South Africa 
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only got a wake-up call on leadership development 
in 2003 (DoE, RSA, 2008). 

An entry-level qualification called the 
Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE) for 
principals was introduced in 2007 (DoE, RSA, 
2008). The curriculum of the South African ACE 
programme is like the curricula of programmes 
elsewhere in the world but is contextualised for 
South African (Scott, 2008). Despite the 
programme having the necessary ingredients, 
criticism was levelled against it throughout the 
world. My study highlights some of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the ACE programme. One of the 
weaknesses was that the programme did not 
prepare school principals for leading and managing 
a school as discussed below. 

 
Leadership competencies 
Zhao (2020) states that education and school 
leadership roles have been redesigned and recrafted 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the 
pandemic, in most instances, education was 
presented through online teaching and learning 
(Zhao, 2020). Bitterová, Hašková and Pisoňová 
(2014) conclude that the quality of principals 
influences the quality of teaching and learning at a 
school. Bitterová et al. (2014) further emphasise 
that school leadership training programmes are 
expected to include aspects on personnel, economy, 
legislation, leadership, and management in the 
curriculum. Therefore, the main leadership 
competencies that a school leader should have, 
include, among others, to lead and control 
colleagues, to create and develop a learning 
environment effective for learning and teaching, to 
create motivational strategies, to define power 
scopes and tasks clearly, and to distribute and 
delegate responsibilities (Bitterová et al., 2014). 
 
Shaping the direction and development of the 
school 
The DoE, RSA (2008:16) claims that “the ACE 
School Leadership programme was designed to 
provide principals with knowledge to manage and 
lead schools.” The school principal is responsible 
to provide leadership through the vision and 
development of the school. The principal, working 
in collaboration with the school governing body 
(SGB), the school management team (SMT), and 
other stakeholders, is responsible to create a shared 
vision, mission, and strategic plan that inspire and 

motivate all who work in and with school, and to 
provide direction for the school’s on-going 
development. The vision and mission encapsulate 
the core educational values and the moral purpose 
of the school community. The strategic planning 
process is fundamental for shaping and sustaining 
school improvement and for empowering the 
school to be active in its ongoing development 
(DoE, RSA, 2008). School principals, as leaders 
and managers, are expected to develop and 
empower others. Principals can only empower 
others if they are empowered. 
 
Managing the school as an organisation 
The principal is expected to provide effective 
leadership and management of the school, and 
based on on-going review and evaluation, 
continuously strive to find ways to develop and 
improve organisational structures and functions. 
According to the DoE, RSA (2008:16), “the 
principal is responsible for ensuring that the school 
and its people, assets and all other resources are 
organised and managed to provide an effective, 
efficient, safe and nurturing learning environment.” 

The ability to manage a school effectively as 
an organisation was even more critical during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. During this and other 
periods of crisis, principals were especially 
expected to provide leadership and management. 
The management function dictates that the 
principal should 1) build and strengthen the 
capacity of those working in the school, and ensure 
that all valuable assets and resources are equitably 
deployed to maximum effect in supporting 
effective teaching and learning, and 2) seek to build 
the school as a successful organisation through 
genuine and effective collaboration with others 
(DoE, RSA, 2008:18). 

School principals should be able to establish a 
link between the school and the community. There 
should be amicable partnerships between the 
school and other stakeholders. The principal needs 
to have skills to promote amicable partnerships so 
that the school benefits from the support from the 
community. 

 
Data Analysis 
Table 1 below indicates how I analysed the 
interviews with principals. Principals’ responses 
(evidence), questions, themes and sub-themes are 
presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
Question Evidence Theme Sub-theme Dimension 
1) How did the ACE 

programme shape 
your leadership 
practices? 

“My resource 
management skills are 
more refined. I now 
communicate better 
with different 
stakeholders in the 
school. I manage the 
curriculum better.”

Management Curriculum 
management 

Nomothetic 

2) Which leadership 
practices were 
affected by the ACE 
programme? 

“Curriculum 
management, time 
management and 
human resource 
management. I would 
have liked to learn 
more about financial 
management, but it 
was not to be.” 

Management Curriculum 
management 

Nomothetic 

3) What is your 
perception about 
your leadership 
practices after the 
ACE programme? 

“I think I now manage 
the school well, 
compared to before 
the programme. I 
have all mechanisms 
in place. My planning 
has improved quite a 
lot after the 
programme. I now 
know how to use 
human resources 
effectively for better 
results.” 

Management Planning Nomothetic 

4) Do you see any 
change in your 
leadership after the 
ACE programme? 

“Yes, I delegate more 
these days, you know. 
I no longer make 
unilateral decisions, I 
consult stakeholders. 
My communication 
skills have improved.”

Leadership Consultative 
decision-making 

Ideographic 

5) Did the programme 
affect how you 
behave as a 
principal? 

“The fact that as a 
leader I need to be 
exemplary was 
reinforced in the 
programme. I have 
everything planned so 
that my subordinates 
do the same. If you 
miss a scheduled 
event, you reschedule 
and follow up until it 
is done.” 

Management Planning Nomothetic 

6) Does your approach 
to leadership now 
differ from before 
the ACE 
programme? 

“In the past I used to 
abdicate more duties 
to the deputy 
principal, but now I 
am more hands on. I 
make sure that I know 
what is happening in 
all departments and 
with all teachers.”

Management Monitoring Nomothetic 

 
Discussion and Findings 
Two main interrelated themes emerging from the 
data addressed principals’ experiences of the ACE 
School Leadership programme. The themes are 
management and leadership. The two themes are 

supported by sub-themes like curricular 
management, planning, organising, coordinating, 
monitoring and communication. These themes are 
categorised into two dimensions, namely, the 
nomothetic dimension and the idiographic 
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dimension. The nomothetic dimension focuses on 
the institutions’ roles and expectations, and the 
idiographic dimension focuses on the individual, 
personality and need-disposition. Abbot (1965:5) 
states that “the institutional dimension of an 
organisation refers primarily to bureaucratic 
expectations of the position within the 
organisation.” In this context, principals are 
expected to perform certain functions in line with 
their position. The ACE programme was expected 
to empower principals to perform those functions 
competently. Individual behaviour is a function of 
the interaction between expectations of the 
bureaucratic role and the relevant individual’s 
personality traits (Constantinidou, 1995). 

The themes and sub-themes that emerged 
during the interviews with school principals on 
their experiences in the ACE School Leadership 
programme are discussed below. 

 
Human Capital 
The principal needs to promote quality teaching, 
secure commitment, and enhance the performance 
of the school (DoE, RSA, 2008:17). Kimball, 
Milanowski and McKinney (2009) assert that 
principals must develop their staff, as well as 
provide an atmosphere that will allow the staff to 
fully commit to the principals’ vision. My 
investigation revealed that the ACE programme 
helped principals manage human capital well. Most 
principals in the study indicated that they learnt 
how to create a conducive environment for all the 
stakeholders at the school. One principal revealed 
that he made the best of the limited resources 
available during the pandemic. The principal 
indicated that teachers were frustrated due to the 
lack of resources, which led to the departure of 
valuable staff members. The programme helped 
them identify priority areas and do more with less. 
Simple things such as the ability to communicate 
shortcomings, and indicate commitment to remedy 
the situation, means a lot to staff members. As a 
result, there was a change of attitude from staff 
members, which translated into happy staff instead 
of the usual grumpy and reluctant staff members. A 
happy workforce produces desirable outcomes 
which make everybody happy. Overall, the ACE 
programme helped principals to manage in the right 
way at the school. 
 
Management 
Scholars define management in different ways. 
Kinicki and Williams (2018:5) define management 
as “the pursuit of organizational goals efficiently 
and effectively by integrating the work of people 
through, planning, organizing, leading, and 
controlling the organization’s resources.” Jones and 
George (2018:5) define management as “planning, 
organizing, leading, and controlling of human and 
other resources to achieve organizational goals 

efficiently and effectively.” John Kotter, a guru in 
change management and leadership, defines 
management as “coping with complexity, while 
leadership is coping with change” (Kotter, 
2001:85). Research indicates that school principals 
can have a positive effect on a school’s level of 
productivity (Hallinger & Murphy 1985). My 
investigation indicates that the ACE programme 
was instrumental in producing nomothetic leaders. 
According to Satimburwa (1998), a nomothetic 
leader emphasises the needs of the institution. 
Much as the programme was to develop principals’ 
leadership competencies, the programme mostly 
developed principals’ management competencies. 

Principals positively rated the ACE 
programme as having sharpened their managerial 
skills. Development of management skills included 
human resource management, financial 
management, and curriculum management. Most 
educators confessed to inadequate financial 
management skills until they enrolled in the ACE 
programme. Principals espoused the benefits of the 
programme regarding management functions. They 
are now good at planning, organising, leading, and 
coordinating (POLC). Overall, the ACE 
programme mostly developed them in the 
nomothetic dimension. 

My study revealed that the theme of 
management dominated in the analysis of the data. 
Principals indicated that they put the skills that they 
had learnt from the ACE programme to good use 
during COVID-19. High volumes of information 
needed to be managed carefully during COVID-19. 
Therefore, principals needed to be able to plan, 
organise, lead and coordinate things well during the 
pandemic. According to Davies et al. (2005:4), 
“principals are expected to be educational 
visionaries, instructional and curriculum leaders, 
assessment experts, disciplinarians, community 
builders, public relations experts, budget analysts, 
and facility managers.” My study revealed that 
management skills were positively affected after 
the completion of the programme. Compelling 
evidence exists that the POLC management 
functions were enhanced through the programme. 
This indicates that the nomothetic dimension was 
developed through the programme. The only 
distinctive leadership skill developed by the ACE 
programme was communication. The study 
revealed that curriculum management improved 
because of the programme. This is supported by 
data from interviews and document analysis. 

 
Leadership 
Robbins and DeCenzo (2007:247) define 
leadership as the ability that an individual 
demonstrates to influence others to act in a 
particular way through direction, encouragement, 
sensitivity, consideration, and support. My study 
demonstrates that the ACE programme, to some 
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extent, played a role in developing ideographic 
leaders. According to Satimburwa (1998), an 
ideographic leader is a leader who emphasises the 
well-being of individual and group needs. 
Principals indicated that they were able to 
communicate more effectively with the 
stakeholders during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Through proper communication, potential 
challenges were dealt with even before they 
occurred, which is the opposite of what used to 
happen prior to them having attended the ACE 
programme. The principals were glad that they 
were able to have one-on-one encounters with staff 
members regarding non-job-related matters. These 
interactions helped staff members to open, which 
translated into members becoming free to express 
concerns and gratitude for what happened in 
schools. Principals indicated that they were able to 
view leadership and management from a holistic 
world view, as opposed to a mechanistic world 
view. The ACE programme enabled principals to 
be more organised, plan well, and coordinate 
activities much better, which allowed them to 
interact better with subordinates. 
 
Instructional leadership 
Hallinger (2005) and Hoy and Hoy (2009) assert 
that most school principals face challenges 
balancing their varied management duties with 
their curriculum leadership functions. Cotton 
(2003) asserts that effective instructional leaders 
are intensely involved in curricular and 
instructional issues that directly affect learner 
achievement. Furthermore, Murphy, Hallinger, 
Weil and Mitman (1983) outline the leadership 
process which includes decision-making, 
communication, conflict management, the change 
process, group process, and environmental 
interaction. Most participating principals indicated 
that the programme assisted them to learn more 
about instructional management. Although they 
had learnt more about instructional management, 
there were spinoffs from other leadership skills like 
communication, which made them become good 
instructional leaders. Principals were able to 
perform their instructional leadership roles with 
ease during the COVID-19 pandemic. Principals 
indicated that they communicated school 
instructional programmes better. What is critical is 
that they started POLC instructional activities after 
the ACE programme. 

My study revealed that principals learned 
more on leadership functions than they did on 
leadership skills. Some principals even went as far 
as stating that the programme helped reinforce 
what they had already known regarding 
management. However, some principals 
emphasised that their communication skills were 
sharpened. One of the roles of the principal is that 
of communicator – someone who can communicate 

the vision and the mission of the school effectively. 
The study revealed that the ACE programme was 
focussing more on the nomothetic dimensions than 
the idiographic dimensions. 

 
Executive leadership 
Turner (2007, in Tingle, Corrales & Peters, 2019), 
indicates that effective leaders are those that enable 
institutions to respond to change, address 
challenges, and create a culture that engages 
employees. My study revealed that principals 
benefited more from the ACE programme 
regarding management skills. Principals indicated 
that after the ACE programme they were more 
organised in terms of planning, leading, and 
coordinating activities in their schools. The 
principals were instrumental in managing the 
transition from face-to-face teaching to online 
teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
nomothetic dimension took centre stage in the ACE 
programme. Communication was the aspect of the 
idiographic dimension highlighted by principals. 
To execute management and leadership activities in 
schools, principals are expected to have effective 
communication skills. Principals pointed out that 
they had learnt a lot about effective written and 
verbal communication. 

Principals highlighted how they were now 
able to empower stakeholders much better than 
before embarking on the programme. Principals 
indicated that they were now able to do things that 
they previously could not, such as approaching 
companies for sponsorships. Other principals 
indicated that the way they used to address 
staff-parent meetings had been revolutionised after 
the programme. Principals were now free and ready 
to face departmental officials when they visited the 
school, because things were now in order. 
Structures in the school were now functioning well; 
in the past these were just done to tick the box. All 
stakeholders in the school were operating as 
expected. 

 
School Culture 
According to Fullan (2007), school culture can be 
defined as the guiding beliefs and values evident in 
the way the school operates, including attitudes, 
expected behaviour, and values. COVID-19 shifted 
how things were done in schools. When schools 
were closed because of the pandemic, principals 
ensured that they maintained the culture of 
communication among the staff, learners and 
parents. This study revealed that the programme 
only assisted in the improvement on 
communication with stakeholders in the school. 
Principals indicated that the programme assisted 
them in identifying the body language, from 
subordinates down to learners, which required them 
to act in a particular way after interpreting what it 
could mean. One principal mentioned that apart 
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from subordinates showing complete respect 
towards them as leaders while communicating, 
small things such as sudden silences when they 
were around, somehow made them noticed issues 
of concern. The programme helped the principals 
in reading the school culture appropriately, which 
enabled them to turn things around in the school. 
Principals indicated that they were able to reinforce 
good school culture and discourage 
non-progressive school culture for the betterment 
of the school. 
 
Strategic Operations 
The investigation revealed that the ACE 
programme influenced principals’ strategic 
operations in their schools. Principals indicated that 
they were able to apply strategic operations as 
directed by the government during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Principals believed that the ACE 
programme helped them to manage activities in 
their schools much better than before. Principals 
emphasised that they were able to ensure that 
teaching and learning infrastructure, especially 
online infrastructure, was organised well. Highest 
on the list was the principals’ ability to plan for 
curriculum activities more effectively and well in 
advance. Not only were they planning better, but 
were also following through, evaluating progress, 
and making relevant amendments along the way. 
Principals now used data to assess and plan on how 
best to manage the curriculum and to monitor 
educators’ progress. Innovative strategies of 
managing the curriculum were implemented, which 
resulted in learner achievement. The year plan, 
school management plan, and school development 
plan were well coordinated to monitor progress. 
Under the ideographic dimension, communication 
resurfaced as the skill that was sharpened through 
the ACE programme. 
 
Communication 
Webb and Norton (2003) state that effective 
communication is essential in developing trust, 
mutual respect, and clarity of function. The 
programme included a module dedicated to 
communication. This study revealed that there was 
a higher level of improvement on communication 
at different levels. Principals indicated that what 
they had learnt from the programme assisted them 
to communicate and disseminate information 
effectively during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Principals communicated better and involved 
teachers, SMTs, SGBs, administration staff and the 
representative council for learners (RCL) in 
decision-making better than before. Edwards and 
Smit (2008) argue that mature, productive, and 
interdependent relations serve as a bond that 
sustains a school. In this study I discovered the 
existence of constant communication between the 
stakeholders. The study revealed that the 

communication was mostly initiated by the 
principal. There seems to be a common thread 
among the participants regarding how principals 
put their vision across to the stakeholders. Bell 
(2013:85) emphasises the significance of vision in 
leadership by stating that “establishment of vision 
is an essential trait for an effective leader.” This 
indicates that principals improved in 
communicating their vision to the stakeholders. 

The communication theme falls under the 
ideographic dimension which is essential for good 
leadership. Communication is one of the pillars of 
leadership. Bennis and Nanus (2003:145) stress 
that “leadership is all about communicating, and 
effective principals regularly utilize 
communication skills in soliciting beliefs and ideas, 
advocating positions, and persuading others.” This 
study revealed that communication was by far the 
only prominent idiographic dimension that the 
ACE programme developed in principals. 
Principals insisted that their communication skills 
were much better developed than before they had 
enrolled for the programme. Principals indicated 
that due to better communication, relations in their 
schools had improved. They indicated that effective 
communication abolished role ambiguity in their 
schools. Stakeholders knew what was expected 
from them and how it should be done. Most 
principals indicated that collective decision-making 
was developed by the ACE programme. 

 
Mentorship 
The ACE programme developed principals to work 
closely with their subordinates. Due to sharpened 
communication skills, principals assumed their role 
as mentors more and more. By virtue of their 
position, principals were expected to be experts in 
different aspects of teaching. This investigation 
revealed that principals became more involved in 
monitoring curriculum matters. Principals served as 
immediate mentors to their deputy principals. 
Principals served as training officers to their 
subordinates after having received training from 
government officials on how things should be 
done. Principals made sure that deputy principals 
interacted with heads of department to monitor the 
status. One principal confessed that he was guilty 
of appending his signature on curriculum 
documents without sufficient knowledge of the 
content. Principals could now identify challenges 
before they escalated, as they knew what was 
happening and were able to mentor appropriately. 
Because they knew what was going on, principals 
could reward good work, which motivates staff 
members. 
 
Collegiality 
This investigation revealed that principals now 
worked closely with other principals. The aspect of 
communication involved principals working with 



8 Kgwete 

their peers. Principals now shared good practices 
with other principals to turn their schools around. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic they worked more 
closely with each other. Virtual meetings were held 
and ideas shared on how best to monitor and 
implement online teaching. One principal even 
went as far as sharing resources such as teachers. A 
good mathematics teacher, for example, may teach 
at more than one school. This kind of collegiality 
was not common before principals had enrolled for 
the ACE programme. 
 
Recommendations 
I recommend that future school leadership 
preparation programmes should place more 
emphasis on developing the individual’s 
(idiographic) leadership competencies. Principals’ 
leadership development should strike a balance 
between the nomothetic (organisation) and 
idiographic (individual) competencies. 
 
Conclusion 
The influence of programmes for school leadership 
preparation has been well researched. The 
challenge seems to be that most university-based 
preparation programmes do not effectively prepare 
school leaders. With this study I concluded that the 
ACE programme influenced the principals’ 
management (nomothetic) practices more 
positively than it did their leadership (idiographic) 
practices. Principals seemed to become more aware 
of management tools to effectively achieve the 
vision of the school. It seems that the ideographic 
dimension emerged as a by-product of increased 
confidence in management. Principals often use 
decision-making and strategic leadership 
unconsciously. This was clear from the 
communication strategies used by principals in this 
study. The principals need to ensure that the 
required documents (files) are always available in 
case departmental officials pay them a visit. 

The ACE programme has influenced how 
principals executed their management activities. It 
seems that principals became more aware of 
bureaucratic requirements of running an 
organisation (school), which made a difference to 
learners’ education. Furthermore, the analysis 
revealed that principals were aware of checklists 
and other documents that were required for 
efficient functioning of the school. However, I 
sensed that in most cases, principals were 
following the prescribed policies slavishly, which 
left little room for creativity and innovation. This 
indicates that more is still required to develop 
principals in South Africa. In conclusion, the ACE 
programme positively influenced principals’ 
management practices more than it did leadership 
practices. 
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