
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Principals Upfront Dialogue Series 

A series of public dialogues addressing the leadership role of school principals 

Hosted by the Matthew Goniwe School of Leadership and Governance, Wits School of 

Governance, Catholic Institute of Education, Sasol Inzalo Foundation and BRIDGE 

 

HOW PRINCIPALS SEE THEIR LEADERSHIP ROLE 

The key aspects of a principal’s leadership role are to define a vision of success for all learners in the school and to 

create the space and conditions to make this vision a reality.  

Some of the methods and approaches that principals use to achieve this are: 

 

 

Principals Upfront seminars are a platform designed to acknowledge the contribution made by principals, and 

provide a space in which principals and other educators explore the roles, responsibilities and challenges of school 

leadership. 
 

The series was launched with DIALOGUE 1: WHY WE NEED GOOD PRINCIPALS on 14 October 2015 at the Wits 

School of Governance. 

Dr Zakhele Mbokazi 
of the Zenex 
Foundation 

Willem De Wet, 
principal of Roosevelt 

High School 

Dr Anusha Naidu, 
Matthew Goniwe School 

of Leadership and 
Governance 

Nephtaly Maine, 
principal of Barnard 

Molokoane 
Comprehensive School 

Mduduzi Qwabe of 
the Catholic Institute 

of Education 

THE CHAIR AND PANEL 

This article highlights some of the key themes and issues discussed, aimed at giving readers a taste of the 

perspectives and concerns of both the panellists and the audience.  

Highlights and Key Themes 

 Shaping a vision for academic success that includes the broader, holistic aspects  

 Having systems in place and ensuring accountability to policies, rules and regulations  

 Applying positional and (more importantly) personal power to create unity around the 

vision and steer the course towards it 

 Leading by example to sustain the vision - using their passion and commitment to 

learners and learning to motivate both teachers and learners   

 Engaging, keeping in touch, and making decisions based on information gathered  

 Developing teachers’ professional knowledge and skills.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEY LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES  

Challenges are shaped by the school context and differ from one 

school to another. These are some of the challenges described: 

 Social and economic implications of child headed  families (e.g. 

substance abuse, dropping out, absenteeism, pregnancy) which 

affect  the performance of the child, and the performance of 

the school 

ENHANCING PRINCIPALS’ LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 

There are a number of types of support that would strengthen principals’ capacity to perform their leadership roles: 

 Assistance in developing the principal’s own leadership and management skills, such as training in managing 

school finances, and in managing people  

 Legal clarity relating to principals knowing where they stand, what their rights are, what is allowed and expected 

 Support in managing teachers and ensuring that they are accountable  

 Assistance with the professional development of teachers. 

Buzz Group Questions and Panel Responses  

 Focus on the quality of your passes, not just the rate. Focus on getting learners prepared for university and the 

world of work by developing their critical thinking skills. Make passing 1st year university, not matric, your “wow”  

 Analyse your data to identify the challenges and weak areas, develop a strategy and address the problems 

 Teacher quality is the key to excellence. Support your teachers to develop their content knowledge and 

pedagogical content knowledge so that they know the ins-and-outs of what they teach.  

Participants were invited to pose questions to the panel.  This was an interactive session with participants forming 

groups to discuss their concerns and formulate questions. Below is a selection of questions and panel responses.  

MOVING TOWARDS EXCELLENCE 

We believe our school is functional – we achieve a 99% matric pass. How do 

we move from where we are to excellence?  How do we move to a “wow”?  

 

 The sometimes conflicting responsibilities of principals towards the department, SGB, teachers, learners and 

parents, and the tensions that arise from these 

 The broad scope of school management (financial, human resource, legal, curriculum, discipline) and the fact 

that most principals are not trained for their position 

 Tensions relating to the limits of a principal’s authority and that of the department, for example concerning 

admission and discipline policies  

 Tensions around the principal’s responsibility for managing staff, without having the authority of an employer. 

Participants engaged in buzz group discussions  

We believe our school is functional – we achieve a 

99% matric pass. How do we move from where we are 

to excellence?  How do we move to a “wow”? 

Questions covered a range of school 

contexts, issues and levels of 

functionality. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants formulating questions for panellists  

Several questions dealt with the 

principal’s role in managing 

relationships within the school.  

School 

success 

MANAGING RELATIONSHIPS 

 

DEALING WITH THE CHALLENGES  

 

Problems of child-headed households: 

 Schools can involve families and the community to assist child-headed households and minimise the challenges, 

e.g. neighbours taking on some responsibilities; absent parents appointing other parents to act for them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUALIFICATIONS FOR PRINCIPALS 

Participants were eager to know how principals dealt with the 

challenges they described. It was important to note that while 

some challenges and solutions are common, leadership is very 

contextual, so approaches and solutions will vary.  

 

 

Managing staff when you are not the employer: 

 It is a major challenge for principals that they have to manage staff without having authority to hire and fire. It is 

also very problematic when unions dictate the appointment of teachers. 

 Principals can empower themselves with knowledge and build their own understanding of human resource 

matters  – by reading, researching, speaking to people, and getting advice from experts such as labour lawyers 

and auditors who understand the school environment. 

 Self-empowerment must also be seen as a valuable tool that is available to all principals. Principals should 

surround themselves with experts, and build coalitions of strong people (for e.g. with the SMT itself, or the SGB) 

and focus on identifying and obtaining, what the school requires – resources, support for educators, leadership 

training.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another key set of questions came in response to the presentation by Dr Anusha Naidu on the qualifications for 

principals. Both qualifications address the South African Standard for Principalship. 

 Advanced Diploma in Education Management (NQF L7) – this is academically based, and is being developed under 

the HEQC. It will replace the discontinued Advanced Certificate Education: Education Management (NQF L6) 

 Occupational Certificate (NQF L6) – this is occupationally based, and is being developed under the QCTO. It 

foregrounds practice based learning, allowing principals to engage with issues in their own contexts. It requires an 

external summative assessment, to be conducted by the ETDP SETA. 

 Relationships within the school are key – the principal can’t work 

in isolation and the SMT is a crucial support, the core and engine 

of the school. Hold regular/ daily meetings with the SMT and with 

the teachers. 

How can principals ensure 

they work effectively with 

the SMT? 

How do you deal with the challenges that 

you identified? E.g. the problems 

associated with child headed households, 

and managing staff who are not your 

employees? 

 A major challenge for 

principals is that they have to 

manage staff without having 

the authority to hire and fire.  

Unions dictate the appointment of teachers, which is very 

problematic. 

How can principals deal 

with challenges that come 

from the unions? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants involved in discussions  

 To be sustainable, the vision has to be shared – shaping the direction of the school is a key leadership attribute 

which calls for the ‘we’ factor. It is all about engaging people, asking for their ideas and solutions – if people feel 

they are part of it, they will get on board to support it  

 Principals have to do whatever is needed to create the conditions that enable the school to move towards 

realising its vision. This means engaging teachers on their vision, obtaining their commitment to the vision for 

the school, holding teachers accountable and enforcing compliance with rules and regulations. 

 Large class size in township schools is an ongoing problem, especially if it is a well-performing school. The 

solution lies in building teachers’ classroom management skills so they can deal with the large numbers. 

 Learn to say no - restrict class sizes to manageable numbers by adhering to departmental regulations. 

 Success does depend on the instructional core of teacher/ content/ 

learner. Principals need to look at upskilling their teachers through 

content qualifications. 

 While we recognise the role of formal studies, it’s also not about 

chasing the paper – we need to look at translating the formal 

learning into reality. 

SUSTAINING THE VISION 

 Several participants posed questions on the 

principal’s role in sustaining the vision while guiding 

the school towards achieving it, especially in respect 

of obstacles such as teacher absenteeism and the 

difficulty of teaching effectively in overcrowded 

classrooms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some participants questioned whether 

qualifications for principals could translate into 

real success, as a principal’s success depends on 

the quality of the teachers. 

 

 

 The QCTO curriculum includes the 

role of ICT in the school 

environment. Providers using a 

blended approach to offer the 

qualification would empower 

candidates as well. 

 

What value can qualifications for principals have, 

when the real barrier to success is the historical 

problem of teachers not being properly trained in 

content and methodology?   

How do you marry your vision with the DBE 

targets and the realities in our schools, for e.g. 

needing to adhere to tight time frames, but 

wanting to encourage reading? 

 It’s the principal’s responsibility to build up teachers by engaging them intellectually, socially, emotionally and 

physically. If the attitude of the leader is that teachers are good, this view will permeate the entire school and 

become self-fulfilling.  

 Self-empowerment must also be seen as a tool available to all principals. Principals should surround themselves  

 
School 

success 
Learners Teachers 

Content 

Does ICT feature 

in the 

qualifications?  

with experts, and build coalitions of strong people (for e.g. 

with the SMT itself, or the SGB) and focus on identifying 

and obtaining, what the school requires – resources, 

support for educators, leadership training.  

VALUE OF QUALIFICATIONS FOR PRINCIPALS 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MORE QUESTIONS ON THE PRINCIPAL’S LEADERSHIP ROLE  

Many thought provoking questions were posed, grounded in the everyday experience of principals. There 

were more questions than the panel could engage with. Here is a selection of these questions:   

For more information on the Principals Upfront Dialogue Series, contact Thantshi Masitara at 

Thantshi@BRIDGE.org.za 

 

CLOSING THOUGHTS 

Dr Zakhele Mbokazi posed the last question of the 

evening, drawing attention to a key cross cutting theme 

that hadn’t been addressed in the discussions: 

 

 

 

 

 

In closing he quoted Professor Jonathan Jansen: “We give them hope”, stressing the importance of respecting learners.  

 

 

 

What is the principal’s role in the management 

of teaching and learning? This is, after all, the 

core business of the school. 

Does the qualification address issues of 
power and the principal’s relationship 

with labour and the department? 

In looking for development, is 
management or leadership 

more important? 

How can a [newly appointed] principal 
enter into the [existing] school 

environment without creating any kind 
of instability or affecting systems in 

operation? 

Is it fair to expect principals to teach 
and manage the school at the same 

time? How possible is that? 

If yours is an underperforming school, 
how do you engage the department, if 
they dehumanise you as a principal? 

How do you handle low 
morale in your school? 

What are some 
alternatives to corporal 

punishment? 

How do you inspire 
teachers to give their 

best? 

How do you deal with 
unions affecting the 
teachers’ 
professionalism? 

How do you cater for 
learner diversity in the 
curriculum?  

How can a principal handle the issue of 
the department giving more value to 

what parents and learners say, than to 
the teachers and the school? 

How can we get the 
system to be supportive 
to principals? 

The principal is the instructional manager and has 
knowledge of the curriculum – how do you deal 
with district training that nullifies decisions on 

training that has taken place at the school? 

How do you link being results 
driven to the vision of developing 

learners holistically? 
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