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1. why Instructional Leadership now?  (Globally and in SA) 

 

2. some broad comments on leadership and IL  

 

3. what we know, generally and in South Africa, about leading 
learning in schools 



1  why Instructional Leadership now? 

• Global debates, local contexts 
 

• Policy shifts 
• School Based Management 
• Performance Based Appraisal systems 
 

• Other policy shifts 
• Curriculum 
• Language 
• …. 
 

• Deeply unequal system  
• Test scores (ANA, matric) largely reflect socio-economic context and 

former departments (with, of course, some schools breaking pattern) 
 

• Can there be a single form of IL in SA, now? 



2   leadership and instructional leadership: comments 
 #1 

• leadership features in all models of school effectiveness, 
improvement and change – but the effects are indirect and 
hard to quantify or pinpoint 

• leadership is generally spoken of in positive terms – but this 
isn’t necessarily the case  

• leadership in schools isn’t the preserve of one person or one 
position 

• context is always important for leadership. (success in one 
school doesn’t necessarily mean success in another) 

• charismatic leadership can often ‘turn schools around’ but 
isn’t a sustainable approach 



2   leadership and instructional leadership: comments 
 #2 

• Review of literature shows there is no single definition of 
instructional leadership, and no definitive approach to leading 
learning 

 

• The concept of IL has changed over time and there are various 
models of leadership for learning:  see Farwell, V. (2016) 
Leading and Managing 

 

• Currently, both direct and indirect approaches to IL have 
supporters 

 

• My own approach – start with actually existing school 
conditions, and match ‘leading learning’ to ‘context’ 



Schooling system: 
 

Different sites of 
practice – not as 
neatly fitting as 

they appear  

 

 

 

All in social, 
economic, 
political, 

context 

National policies 

departments and 
districts 

parents, 
communities,  

local NGOs 

schools as 
organisations 

classrooms, 
teachers, 
students 



3   what we know generally, and in South Africa, about 
 leading learning in schools #1 

• Overriding importance of context (see Coleman, 1966 through to van 
der Berg, 2015 on later slides) 
 

• Reciprocal accountability needs to work at every level of the system 
 
• The way a school functions as an organisation makes a difference 

• structure and culture  
• task and emotional agendas 
• building capacity and will 
• working with pressure and support 

 
• Quality is delivered at classroom level  

• what teachers and students bring with them matters 
• teacher knowledge, capacity and attitude matter 

 
• ‘Leading learning’ needs to engage with pedagogies and assessment 

alongside the curriculum 
 
 



Coleman Report, 1966, p 22 

Whatever may be the combination of nonschool factors – 

poverty, community attitudes, low educational level of parents – 

which put minority children at a disadvantage in verbal and 

nonverbal skills when they enter the first grade, the fact is the 

schools have not overcome it.  

 



van der Berg (2015) What ANAs can tell us about 
learning deficits over the ed system & school career 

Much hope is placed on education systems to reduce socio-economic learning 
gaps. However, in South Africa, uneven functioning of the school system widens 
learning gaps. This paper analyses education performance using ANA data. Weak 
calibration and inter-temporal or inter-grade comparability of ANA test scores limit 
their usefulness for measuring learning gains. However, relative performance 
provides meaningful information on learning gaps and deficits. A reference group 
that is roughly on track to achieve the TIMSS average is used to estimate the 
performance required in each grade to perform at TIMSS’ low international 
benchmark. By Grade 4, patterns across quintiles of on-track performance 
approximate matric exemption patterns. Viewed differently, academic and labour 
market prospects may be bleak for children who are no longer on track. 
Improvement in outcomes requires greater emphasis on the Foundation Phase or 
earlier, before learning deficits have grown to the extreme levels observed by the 
middle of primary school. This statement is true whether deficits arise from weak 
early instruction, or simply because a disadvantaged home environment requires 
early remedial action. The emphasis on the early grades that this analysis of the 
ANAs suggests is contrary to the conclusions drawn from the ANA results by policy 
makers that weak test scores in Mathematics in Grade 9 require major 
interventions in that grade.   (Emphasis added) 

 



3   what we know generally, and in South Africa, about 
 leading learning in schools #2 

Schools that Work Report: what makes a difference 

 
• Committed, competent teachers make a difference 
• Organised teaching and learning – time on task 
• Leadership in different forms 
• Acknowledgement, rewards, motivation, recognition 

 
Schools that Work Report: analysis of schools  

• carried out their tasks with competence and confidence; 

• had organisational cultures or mindsets that supported a work ethic, 
expected achievement, and acknowledged success;  

• focused on their central tasks of teaching, learning, and 
management with a sense of purpose, responsibility and 
commitment; 

• had strong internal accountability systems in place, which enabled 
them to meet the demands of external accountability 

 

 



3   what we know generally, and in South Africa, about 
 leading learning in schools #3 

Craig Paxton’s use of Bryk’s framework of ‘five essential supports’ in 
Eastern Cape schools: 

1. coherent instructional guidance system 

2. professional capacity 

3. strong parent-community-school ties 

4. student- centred learning climate 

5. leadership drives change 

 

Bryk and Paxton:  

• all five supports need to be present ‘as an organised system of 
elements in dynamic interaction with one another’ 

• Building trust is crucial 

• Some schools are better off than others in terms of the five 
supports, and some schools cannot succeed. 



in conclusion 

• no single definition 

• no single approach 

• literature provided general guidelines, and many suggestions 

• leadership practices need to match context 

 

In South Africa, given the structural inequalities and differences 
between schools, there can never be a single answer to complex 
challenges of leading learning 


