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In the study reported on here we aimed to explore how beginner principals perceived their roles as new appointees. School 

principals are expected to demonstrate proficiency when performing leadership and management roles in schools. Based on 

the fact that no certificate for principalship exists, newly appointed principals rely on their teaching experience to fulfil the 

responsibilities of the position. Gronn’s theory advocating leadership as a career was used as a lens to analyse the data. In this 

qualitative study we used interviews and document verification to understand how new appointees perceived their new roles 

as school leaders and managers. The findings imply that beginner principals regard themselves as ill-prepared to lead and 

manage schools in their early years of appointment. Their perceptions were that they lacked leadership and management 

experience in the areas of curriculum, human resources, school finance, stakeholder relations and interpretation of legislation. 

Beginner principals viewed these as challenges for their leadership and management expertise. From the study we concluded 

that teachers needed to be exposed to leadership and management responsibilities and that newly appointed principals needed 

to be trained before they assumed their new positions. 

 

Keywords: aspiring principal; beginner principal; principal; principalship; school leadership; school management 

 

Introduction and Background 

The responsibilities of principals in schools have changed drastically in recent years as their roles and functions 

have become more complex and multifaceted. In addition, a myriad of educational reforms have added to the 

difficulties of contemporary leadership as well as the management of schools (Bartoletti & Connelly, 2013; 

Mestry, 2017; Northfield, 2013). These complexities have contributed to the work of the school principal 

becoming more challenging and demanding. Although Christie, Thompson and Whiteley (2009) indicate that it is 

extremely important to select the right person for principalship, it is equally important to equip school leaders 

with the required skills to ensure that they are effective. However, studies by Bush and Oduro (2006) and Heystek 

(2016) point out that most of the practising principals in South Africa lack basic leadership and management 

training in principalship despite the fact that many teachers believe that after having completed their bachelor’s 

degrees, they were ready to perform principalship responsibilities, as they were not aware of the challenges 

accompanying the role of a principal. Bobar (2009) refers to the complexities associated with principalship 

because it requires skills and competencies not included in principals’ initial training as teachers. 

This untenable situation is brought about by the fact that in Africa no formal training is required for a 

principalship, and teachers are appointed as principals based on their teaching experience only. This experience 

does not prepare them for the challenges awaiting them in their jobs as principals, resulting in uncertainty, 

frustration and feelings of insecurity and not being able to cope (Bush, Kiggundu & Moorosi, 2011). Accordingly, 

we explored the perceptions of beginner principals in their new roles as leaders and managers of schools. 

Significantly, the Wallace Foundation (2013a) contends that capable and effective leadership and 

management in schools is a pre-requisite for changing low-performing schools into schools that achieve good 

results. In this regard, Mathibe (2007) emphasises that teaching experience is not enough to provide the 

appropriate skills and training necessary for principalship. Moreover, departments of education increasingly 

recognise that school reforms depend on having principals who are well-prepared to manage change in schools 

(Mitgang, 2012). The need to train principals in school leadership and management has been a global concern for 

many years (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe & Meyerson, 2005; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 

2004; Onguko, Abdalla & Webber, 2008; Orr, 2007). However, it appears that not much has been done to improve 

the status quo. 

In 2007, the South African Department of Education introduced a school leadership programme to support 

school management teams (SMTs) and inexperienced principals. The Advanced Certificate in Education: School 

Leadership (ACE), was introduced as a strategy to improve leadership and management in schools. The 

programme ran from 2007 to 2009 (Bush, Kiggundu, et al., 2011). Unfortunately, the programme was 

discontinued, and in the absence of prescribed formal training for principalship, teachers who have the minimum 

teaching qualifications are currently appointed to principalships (Department of Basic Education [DBE], 2014; 

Education Labour Relations Council Limpopo Chamber, 2008). In contrast, countries like the United Kingdom 

(UK) have introduced support programmes to enhance the qualifications of principals. The National College for 

School Leadership (NCSL) in the UK was formed in 2000 to develop current and future school leaders for 

principalship. This initiative prepares aspirant principals through the National Professional Qualification for  
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Headship (NPQH) programme (Rhodes, Brundrett 

& Nevill, 2009) and introduces them to Early Head-

ship Programmes (EHP) as they progress to princi-

palship positions. 

In many states in the United States of America 

(USA) it is mandatory for aspirant principals to at-

tain a master’s degree before they are selected to a 

principalship. For example, in 2003, Michigan City 

passed legislation for the establishment of a princi-

palship leadership academy to provide training for 

school principals (Best, 2006). In Canada, aspirant 

school leaders are compelled to complete the Princi-

pals’ Qualification Programme (PQP) before they 

may be appointed as principals or vice-principals 

(Bush & Jackson, 2002). 

Successful principalship is characterised by the 

principal’s ability to give direction, develop other 

people and redesign the organisation for improving 

student learning (Leithwood et al., 2004). Louis, 

Leithwood, Wahlstrom and Anderson (2010) argue 

that effective principalship can improve school sys-

tems, especially teaching and learning. There is an 

increasing indication that the quality of leadership 

provided to the school is dependent on the quality of 

the leaders’ preparation (Bush, Duku, Glover, 

Kiggundu, Moorosi & Msila, 2011; Greenfield, 

1985; Orr & Barber, 2006). Bush, Duku, et al. 

(2011) recognise that school leaders who are pre-

pared for principalship could contribute to the sig-

nificant improvement of learner outcomes. 

From my experience as a teacher, a principal’s 

leadership and management style greatly influences 

teachers aspiring for principalship. Teachers aspire 

to be principals and believe that principalship is an 

easy job – especially when they are led by a success-

ful principal. However, my observation was that 

working under a competent principal does not imply 

that one will become a good principal. Young, 

Sheets and Knight (2005) aver that, as the learning 

curve for beginner principals is steep, they require 

effective mentorship to guide and nurture them to-

wards becoming effective principals. Mitgang 

(2012) points out that during their first year on the 

job, beginner principals require contextualised men-

toring and professional development. This study 

was motivated by my own experiences as a school 

principal. Hence, we were interested in the percep-

tions of newly appointed principals in the Capricorn 

district in the Limpopo province of South Africa. 

 
A Perspective on South African Principalship 

School education in South Africa is managed by the 

Minister and the DBE at national level. At provincial 

level, educational institutions and systems are man-

aged by the Member of the Executive Council 

(MEC) and the Head of Department (HOD) in the 

provincial departments of education (South African 

Schools Act, No. 84 of 1996 (hereafter SASA) (Re-

public of South Africa, 1996a). According to N 

Clarke (2013), effective school leadership and man-

agement do not simply happen, but are developed by 

the careful selection of good principals. SASA (Re-

public of South Africa, 1996a) states that the HOD 

in the province appoints principals. The principal, 

therefore, becomes the leader and manager with del-

egated responsibilities to run the school (DBE, Re-

public of South Africa, 2016). 

The Employment of Educators Act (Act No. 76 

of 1998) (Republic of South Africa, 1998), (hereaf-

ter EEA), Personnel Administrative Measures 

([PAM] DBE, Republic of South Africa, 2016) and 

Resolution 1 of 2008 of the Education Labour Rela-

tions Council (Education Labour Relations Council 

Limpopo Chamber, 2008) state that the minimum 

qualification requirements for the position of princi-

pal are a three-year teachers’ diploma and seven 

years’ teaching experience. The HOD has delegated 

the authority to run the processes of shortlisting, in-

terviewing, and recommendation for principalship 

to the school governing body (SGB) (Education La-

bour Relations Council Limpopo Chamber, 2008). 

Commenting on the post requirements for a princi-

palship, the Wallace Foundation (2013b) points out 

that leadership in schools operates in an ever-chang-

ing milieu that compels newly appointed principals 

to be developed into prolific leaders and managers. 

In comparison with other countries such as the USA, 

the UK, Finland and Scotland, the qualification re-

quirements for a principalship set by South Africa 

are extremely low. 

 
Methodology 

In this study we used a qualitative approach to un-

derstand the behaviour of beginner principals in 

their new roles in school leadership and manage-

ment. This behaviour was related to how beginner 

principals perceive their new roles as leaders and 

managers at the initial stages after promotion. Hen-

nink, Hutter and Bailey (2011) indicate that a quali-

tative research approach allows the researcher to 

study the participants in their ordinary settings, and 

to describe their experiences and behaviour and how 

their lives are influenced by their own contexts. To-

gether, these experiences, understanding and influ-

ences can develop into perceptions that need to be 

explored. Based on the fact that beginner principals 

began as teachers who aspired to become and had 

certain perceptions of being a principal, we wanted 

to investigate their perceptions after having been 

promoted. According to the qualitative approach, 

one seeks to embrace and understand the contextual 

influence on the research phenomenon (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2008). This approach also allows flexibility 

for participants to narrate their experiences (Hen-

nink et al., 2011) based on their settings and back-

grounds without the researcher imposing his/her 

own context and assumptions. 

In this research we used interviews, field notes 

and document verification as data collection meth-

ods. Document verification included the policies for 

internal control developed by the school, depart-

mental regulations, and directives. These are the  
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fundamental documents in the running of a school, 

and their availability can be an essential measure 

with regard to progressive leadership and manage-

ment. Creswell (2014) indicates that qualitative re-

searchers collect data themselves by interviewing 

participants. We visited beginner principals and 

conducted semi-structured interviews that allowed 

face-to-face interaction. This approach afforded us 

an opportunity to probe further and ask follow-up 

questions. 

We considered ethical matters at every step of 

the research study (Wagner, Kawulich & Garner, 

2012). As this study involved adults who were al-

ready employed and had relationships with their 

workplaces, we had to ensure that participants’ and 

schools’ names remained confidential. Creswell 

(2014) advises that before one can embark on re-

search, permission should be sought from the partic-

ipants, the school and the governing authority, while 

approval and permission should be granted by the 

ethics board of the researching institution. We ob-

tained permission and approval from the partici-

pants, the Department of Education in the Limpopo 

province and we obtained an ethical clearance cer-

tificate from the University of Pretoria. 

Fifteen beginner principals participated in the 

study and were selected from public rural, township 

and city schools. Purposive sampling was used to 

identify suitable participants (Maree, 2012; Silver-

man, 2000). The participants in this study had to be 

permanently appointed principals who had been in 

the position for five years or less. Such appointees 

are referred to as beginner principals. The partici-

pants were beginner principals working in the Cap-

ricorn district in the Limpopo province. Data were 

analysed thematically in terms of an interpretivist re-

search paradigm. 

Interviews were audio-recorded and tran-

scribed. To maintain consistency the same protocol 

was used in all interviews. Research participants’ re-

sponses were categorised into codes and categories 

guided by the research questions, from which 

themes for analysis emerged. The trustworthiness of 

the data and analysis was maintained through the use 

of the tape recorder and triangulating of data. 

In this article we foreground Gronn’s theory of 

leadership (1999) that posits that leaders in any in-

stitution are formed or influenced by the natural fea-

tures of the organisation. Gronn (1999) explains that 

educational leaders are prepared in four stages: for-

mation, accession, incumbency and divestiture. The 

first three stages of leadership development postu-

lated by Gronn (1999) are related to Petrie’s (2014) 

vertical leadership development. Petrie (2014) ex-

plains that vertical leadership is earned through 

physical involvement in the work instead of waiting 

for training by an expert. 

Gronn (1999) argues that leadership is contex-

tually bound and career based. This means that in the 

process of working, employees are able to develop 

their leadership and management skills and sharpen 

their competencies related to their work. Formation 

entails activities and stages in the teaching career, 

where the teacher gains leadership and managerial 

experiences (as an active participant) during the ca-

reer that later makes him/her aspire for principal-

ship. Principals delegate responsibilities to some 

teachers who gain valuable knowledge, skills and 

competencies in the process. Such teachers eventu-

ally become socially and psychologically pre-

pared/ready to assume a position of responsibility 

and authority. Accession refers to a stage of groom-

ing or anticipation in which the candidate for lead-

ership rehearses or tests his/her potential capacity to 

lead. Incumbency refers to the stage where aspirant 

leaders have developed and perfected their personal 

characters and have learned to exercise their author-

ity. During the incumbency stage, the candidate 

seeks to give further expression to his/her quest for 

mastery and self-realisation by gaining experience 

through circulating among various elite postings and 

leadership roles. 

In order to understand beginner principals’ per-

spectives with regard to their new roles as leaders 

and managers, we used the interpretivist approach. 

This was based on the fact that interpretivists do not 

seek answers for their studies in a rigid way (Thanh 

& Thanh, 2015), but seek to understand the world of 

participants as they, themselves, experience it (Wag-

ner et al., 2012). We were, therefore, convinced that 

an interpretivist approach was relevant for this 

study. 

 
Data Analysis 

The thematic analysis of data was done by analysing 

the data from the interviews; while triangulation of 

the information from the field notes was carried out. 

The available policy documents were extremely im-

portant and helpful in understanding school leader-

ship and management. In the analysis, we followed 

the six steps of thematic analysis suggested by V 

Clarke and Braun (2006). Firstly, we familiarised 

ourselves with the data by reading and re-reading the 

transcriptions and field notes, listening to the audio 

recordings and noting important ideas. In the second 

step we coded the selected data using coding 

schemes in order to simplify correlations in the data. 

In the third step we searched for patterns to identify 

themes across the selected data sets. After the 

themes had been identified, we had to revise them in 

the fourth step. In this step we ensured that the 

themes identified matched the codes already identi-

fied. In the fifth step we defined and named each 

theme, which led to the sixth step of reporting the 

findings. 

 
Results 

Data from the 15 beginner principals revealed five 

main issues perceived as challenges in their new 

roles. What they experienced in the new roles was 

different from the theoretical understanding they 

had developed during their careers. The interviews 

revealed that beginner principals thought that they 

would be trained for principalship and would receive 
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support from departmental officials. While they 

were aspirants, beginner principals thought that 

leading and managing a school would not be a com-

plex matter as they had perceived the function to be 

from their experiences as teachers. Their percep-

tions were based on the fact that the principals’ work 

was only to supervise what teachers were doing. Be-

ginner principals indicated that teaching experience 

was important for advancing to principalship, but 

that it was not sufficient preparation for leadership 

and management. Their perceptions of their new 

roles as leaders and managers were embedded in the 

following. 

 
Curriculum Management 

The findings reveal that beginner principals per-

ceived themselves to be unprepared to lead and man-

age matters related to the school curriculum. Many 

of them echoed the need for training and explained 

that they were struggling as a result of their lack of 

knowledge about curriculum management. Some 

beginner principals remarked as follows: 
“The department must first take me for a workshop 

for four weeks and introduce me to all the policies 

on curriculum and how they work.” 

“I had thought before I started working that I would 

be taken through to understand my work, but there 

was no one, and I had to hit the ground running on 

my own.” 

When teachers are trained at tertiary institutions, 

they either specialise in general education and train-

ing (GET), further education and training (FET), or 

special needs education and in specific subjects 

within a particular band. 

In our study, we found that during the recruit-

ment of principals, applications are invited from 

across all the educational bands. The appointment of 

principals allows for teachers to be appointed as 

principals from all types of schools and phases with-

out consideration of their training specialisation. 

The following quotes highlight the importance of 

being prepared to handle curriculum-related mat-

ters: 
I am coming from a special school, and I have little 

knowledge about the new curriculum called CAPS 

[Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement]. In 

a special school, I did not do this curriculum. I was 

the HOD in a special school, and the school is doing 

vocational skills. 

Another beginner principal said: “When I saw that 

as a principal, I was not doing things right, I decided 

to enrol for [a] leadership and management degree.” 

Furthermore, advertisements for principal po-

sitions do not require subject specialisation (Educa-

tion Labour Relations Council Limpopo Chamber, 

2008). We, therefore, found that it was reasonable 

for beginner principals to expect to be trained after 

their appointment. This expectation by beginner 

principals confirmed their lack of readiness to man-

age specific school curricula. Beginner principals 

with secondary school teaching experience were ap-

pointed as principals in primary schools and vice  

versa. This approach made it difficult for them to 

manage the curricula in the respective schools. 

Leading and managing curricula in the differ-

ent bands requires of principals to apply relevant 

knowledge and policies. The lack of relevant cur-

riculum knowledge was found to be a serious chal-

lenge to beginner principals. The lack of knowledge 

regarding the management of the curriculum was 

worse for beginner principals who had been pro-

moted from special schools to head ordinary public 

schools, as special and ordinary public schools fol-

low two different curricula (vocational and aca-

demic respectively). It requires specialised curricu-

lum knowledge and training for a beginner principal 

who has been working in an ordinary public school 

to manage a special school and vice versa. 

 
Human Resource Management 

We found that beginner principals have little 

knowledge about the management of human re-

sources. Beginner principals expected that once they 

had been appointed, they would attend a hand-over 

meeting where they would be inducted on matters 

relating to human resources. Some beginner princi-

pals did not know how to process and deal with dif-

ferent types of leave applications, preside over meet-

ings, engage in workload allocations, facilitate the 

drawing up of a general timetable, and promote staff 

development. The interviews revealed that some be-

ginner principals struggled to produce a final copy 

of a general timetable well into the first quarter of 

the academic year. Most beginner principals admit-

ted that when they were still teachers, they thought 

that a principal’s job was less challenging compared 

to the work performed by teachers: 
“The deputy principal told me about the school jour-

nal and submission register which I did not know 

about.” 

“… I expected to receive orientation before I started 

with my work, but I was on my own using common 

sense.” 

Beginner principals perceived that principalship en-

tailed a reduced workload compared to that of a 

teacher – being more of an overseer. Beginner prin-

cipals were surprised to realise that principals were 

faced with a demanding job with considerable re-

sponsibilities. During the interviews, beginner prin-

cipals admitted that their experience of the manage-

ment of human resources while in post level (PL) 1, 

2 and 3 positions was not enough to prepare them 

for school leadership and management. 

Human resource management can be confus-

ing if one looks at the job descriptions of teachers 

provided by the Department of Education (DBE, Re-

public of South Africa, 2016). Accordingly, one 

might have the wrong impression about the roles of 

a principal until one is appointed in the position (see 

Table 1). According to the DBE, Republic of South 

Africa (2016), the core functions and responsibili-

ties of teachers at PLs 1, 2, 3, and 4 are similar and 

may make one believe that it is possible for teachers   
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to perform the responsibilities of a principal at PL 4. 

Table 1 illustrates the responsibilities of teach-

ers at different PLs at a school. 

The table below summarises the obligatory 

functions of teachers (PL 1), heads of department 

(PL 2), deputy principals (PL 3) and principals (PL 

4). Their roles look similar. A clearer description of 

their roles is given in the performance standards 

(Education Labour Relations Council, 2003), which 

indicate a significant difference in the work per-

formed by a PL 1 teacher and the work performed 

by a principal on PL 4. For example, all post levels 

are expected to perform the communication func-

tion. However, in practice, the level of communica-

tion with learners or teachers differs in PLs 1, 2, 3 

and 4. Communication at the level of principal is 

performed with a different authority. In fact, the 

principal takes over communication regarding cer-

tain matters only once all other teachers have failed. 

One can agree with Gronn (1999) and Petrie (2014) 

that teachers in positions at lower levels can help 

prepare them for higher positions. Unfortunately, 

that does not guarantee that they will be ready to per-

form the responsibilities required of principals. 

 

Table 1 Core duties and responsibilities of teachers according to DBE, Republic of South Africa (2016) 
Teacher – PL 1 HOD – PL 2 Deputy Principal – PL 3 Principal – PL 4 

Core duties and responsibilities for the job 

• Teaching 

• Extra- and co-curricular 

 

• Administrative 

• Interaction with 

stakeholders 

• Communication 

• Teaching 

• Extra- and co-curricular 

 

• Personnel 

• Administrative 

 

• Communication 

• Administrative 

• Teaching 

 

• Extra- and co-curricular 

• Personnel 

 

• Communication 

• Administrative personnel 

• Academic performance 

of the school 

• Teaching 

• Interaction with 

stakeholders 

• Extra-and co-curricular 

• Communication 

 

During the study we noted that most rural 

schools had fewer learners, which resulted in fewer 

teachers at such schools. As a result, some schools 

resorted to multi-grade teaching, which was not un-

derstood by beginner principals who struggled to 

manage such situations. One interviewee expressed 

his frustration with regard to the management of hu-

man resources in a multi-grade school: “I was never 

exposed to multi-grade teaching in my life … it was 

frustrating when I came to this school as a principal 

because we had eight classes but few teachers.” 

The findings in a study by Northfield (2013) 

are confirmed by the comments of a newly ap-

pointed principal: “I thought my work would be re-

duced when I am a principal, but I find myself over-

whelmed by a lot of paper work, answering tele-

phone calls and had no time to visit teachers in the 

staff room.” 

Although human resource management is only 

one part of a principal’s responsibility, the findings 

in this study confirm that beginner principals are not 

ready to take up the responsibilities of school lead-

ership and management. 

 
Financial Management 

Most beginner principals perceived the management 

of school finances as a major challenge. The partic-

ipants expected training on financial management 

because, while teachers, they had never worked with 

school monies. According to the SASA (Republic of 

South Africa, 1996a), the management of school 

funds rests with the SGB. This act excludes many 

teachers who do not have an opportunity to partici-

pate in the SGB to know how school finances are 

managed. Remarks by beginner principals on the 

management of finances were as follows: 
When I was HOD I was never exposed to matters of 

finance …, even now my challenge is finance …, I 

actually told myself that from now on I am going 

straight to the circuit office to sit with the finance 

official to explain every step on finance. 

Some participants indicated that they even went 

back to their former schools requesting help with the 

management of finance from their former principals. 

An Australian study by Sayce and Lavery (2013) 

points to financial management as a challenge for 

beginner principals. The Public Finance Manage-

ment Act (PFMA) (Act No 1. of 1999) (Republic of 

South Africa, 1999) indicates that all public institu-

tions must develop a budget showing their income 

and expenditure before public funds are spent. In a 

school situation, principals are expected to be 

knowledgeable on financial matters and, to lead in 

matters related to budgeting (DBE, Republic of 

South Africa, 2016). 

A Clarke (2007) indicates that the management 

of school finances can be one of the most daunting 

and challenging responsibilities of a principal be-

cause for many it is an area in which they have little 

or no training or expertise. According to section 16A 

of the SASA (Republic of South Africa, 1996a), the 

principal must assist members of the SGB with the 

management of finances and must take all reasona-

ble steps to prevent any financial maladministration 

or mismanagement. 

 
Stakeholder Relations 

Education is a societal matter and beginner princi-

pals perceived that they would receive support and 

have good relations with stakeholders. Beginner 

principals are also expected to be ready to respond 

appropriately to the needs of stakeholders. Beginner 

principals from township and rural schools indicated 

that they did not receive support from parents, while 

parents did not attend meetings either. Parents’ poor 

attendance of the annual general meetings (AGMs) 



6 Sepuru, Mohlakwana 

at which the school budget is normally approved, af-

fected the management of the school, especially 

with regard to finances. Members of the SGB alone 

cannot approve the school budget; they need paren-

tal ratification as stated in section 20 of the SASA 

(Republic of South Africa, 1996a). 

Beginner principals also expected to be sup-

ported by the unions in their new roles, which was 

not realised. Instead, it seems as though the unions 

regarded the newly appointed principal as an em-

ployer to be confronted and not supported. The be-

ginner principals were not ready to deal with the ar-

rogant attitudes of union officials during profes-

sional-stakeholder meetings. One respondent com-

mented as follows: “My biggest challenge was un-

ions protecting teachers for not doing their work … 

the union was disruptive and disrespectful to my job 

… they can just barge into my office without an ap-

pointment.” 

In fact, most beginner principals expected con-

tinuous support from the unions. Unfortunately, this 

was not the case. This posed a challenge and frustra-

tion to beginner principals. Beginner principals 

struggled to understand their authority on govern-

ance matters and their limitations in working with 

the SGBs. Section 16 of the SASA (Republic of 

South Africa, 1996a) clearly distinguishes the gov-

ernance functions and responsibilities of the SGB 

and the professional management functions and re-

sponsibilities performed by the school principal. 

The lack of support from the parent components of 

the SGB left some beginner principals with no op-

tion but to perform both professional and govern-

ance functions: “Parents do not attend school meet-

ings and often times it delays the school pro-

grammes because they are supposed to ratify some 

decisions from the SGB, in particular, the budget.” 

 
Legislative Framework 

Beginner principals also showed a lack of 

knowledge and understanding of the appropriate ap-

plication of educational laws and policies. School 

principals are expected to apply the law when deal-

ing with day-to-day challenges. During the inter-

views, the beginner principals indicated that they 

participated in sub-committees that empowered 

them with regard to their leadership skills, but that 

they had never anticipated that some schools did not 

have policies in place. The legislative context in 

South Africa is linked to the Constitution of the Re-

public of South Africa, 1996 (Republic of South Af-

rica, 1996b), the Basic Conditions of Employment 

Act as amended (Act No. 11 of 2002) (The Presi-

dency, Republic of South Africa, 2002), The Em-

ployment Equity Act (Act No. 55 of 1998) (Depart-

ment of Labour, Republic of South Africa, 1998), 

the Public Finance Management Act (Act No. 1 of 

1999) (Republic of South Africa, 1999) and many 

others. This requires schools to develop their own 

policies that regulate operations in the school. Such 

policies must function within the framework of the 

South African legislation. 

Discussion 

The findings in this study show that a gap exists be-

tween the teaching responsibilities of teachers and 

leadership and management responsibilities per-

formed by a school principal. The findings further 

show a mismatch between the perceptions of begin-

ner principals about their roles and what is required 

of a principal. Beginner principals were shocked by 

the amount of work that they were expected to do as 

school principals. The findings also reveal that the 

DBE, the Limpopo Provincial Department, in par-

ticular, does not have formal programmes to train or 

prepare beginner principals for the leadership and 

management of schools. Currently, the district and 

provincial offices depend on teaching experience as 

a form of school leadership and management prepa-

ration for principalship. 

The participants believed that before teachers 

are appointed as principals it was necessary for those 

teachers to acquire knowledge about leadership and 

management roles of a school principal. They rea-

soned that they had acquired enough experience 

about principalship during their time as teachers. It 

was only after they had been appointed that they re-

alised the huge difference between the work of a 

teacher and that of a principal. During the interviews 

the beginner principals indicated that they needed to 

be prepared and trained for leadership and manage-

ment before and after appointment. 

In this study we found that a need existed for 

aspirant and beginner principals to be trained for the 

responsibilities of principalship, while they were 

still teachers/HODs/deputy principals, and even af-

ter they had been appointed as principals. It is clear 

that principalship positions require incumbents with 

the necessary capacity and skills to lead and manage 

a school. Copland, Darling-Hammond, Knapp, 

McLaughlin and Talbert (2002) and Ibara (2014) ar-

gue that teaching experience alone will not develop 

beginner principals into competent school leaders 

and managers. We propose that the develop-

ment/training of principals should be incorporated 

into teachers’ career paths, commonly known as on-

the-job training or in-service training. This was 

found to be in line with Gronn’s (1999) leadership 

theory and Petrie’s (2014) vertical development sys-

tem. Training of this kind does not need teachers to 

be taken away from the school to attend leadership 

training programmes. Instead, the Department of 

Education can integrate the leadership and manage-

ment training programmes into teachers’ careers as 

support systems. While teachers gain teaching expe-

rience, they are also on a systematic journey of prep-

aration for school leadership and management. 

Those who demonstrate leadership and management 

potential are identified and are then mentored and 

supported. 

To support aspiring and beginner principals, 

we recommend a six-stage school-based integrated 

model for leadership and management, which is dis-

cussed below and presented graphically in Figure 1
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Figure 1 School-based integrated leadership and management model 
 

Stage One: Teaching Experience 

It is said that “experience is the best teacher,” mean-

ing that when people do the same thing often  

enough, they eventually become masters at it. 

Teachers on PL 1 mostly perform teaching activities 

and also engage in leadership activities when they 

Career advancement 

Middle management as HODs 

and deputy principals. They 

work closely with the principal 

and perform delegated 

responsibilities 

Career pathways 

Personal and professional 

development during the 

career 

Integrated 

leadership and 

management 

model 

Nurture leadership and 

management competences 

Teachers who demonstrated and 

honed the skills, knowledge and 

disposition of leadership and 

management 

Teaching experiences 

In the process of teaching, 

teachers observe and gain 

skills and knowledge in 

school leadership and 

management 

Principalship development phase 

Training and preparation of beginner principals on school leadership and management 

Enhancing and re-enforcing leadership and management skill, values and knowledge acquired randomly 

Incumbency stage 

Beginner principal 

Orientation and induction for beginner principals 
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enforce learner discipline and facilitate sports train-

ing, but unfortunately, these tasks are not well coor-

dinated. Based on the post provisioning model 

(DBE, Republic of South Africa, 2016), small 

schools with five posts do not qualify for HOD and 

deputy principal positions. Thus, teachers at these 

schools are given an opportunity to perform leader-

ship and management roles, as opposed to teachers 

at large schools. In the process they acquire skills 

and knowledge about leadership and management 

activities. 

According to Gronn’s (1999) theory of leader-

ship as a career, such teachers have already passed 

the formation stage by virtue of their experience and 

have entered the accession stage. Even though they 

are on PL 1, they are motivated to apply for princi-

palship posts with the perception that they can per-

form the leadership and management roles in a 

school. While we might agree with Gronn about 

leadership as a career, the findings indicate that be-

ginner principals still expect to be trained in leader-

ship and management. The integrated leadership and 

management model highlights that although PL 1 

teachers (aspirant principals) may feel they are ready 

to become school principals because of sufficient 

experience in teaching, they still require support be-

fore they are appointed. All the participants indi-

cated that they expected to be trained for their re-

sponsibilities with regard to leading and managing 

schools. In the model, the contribution of teaching 

experience is recognised, but it is advisable that only 

aspirant teachers in stage five may be appointed as 

beginner principals. 

 
Stage Two: Career Advancement 

The second stage in the model is career advance-

ment, which pertains to teachers who are promoted 

to the positions of HODs and deputy principals. Ac-

cording to the Personnel Administrative Measures 

(DBE, Republic of South Africa, 2016), members of 

the SMTs are delegated leadership and management 

responsibilities by the principals and are accounta-

ble for such responsibilities. According to the 

model, teachers in this cohort are deliberately pre-

pared to become future principals. Their delegated 

responsibilities must be planned and monitored by 

their immediate seniors for focused support. 

 
Stage Three: Career Pathway 

The third stage recognises and builds on the contri-

butions of professional bodies in teacher’s careers. 

Although these teachers may not have been pro-

moted, they have gained a wealth of experience 

through their participation in professional bodies. 

Teachers who participate in academic, professional 

bodies, such as the Association of Mathematics Ed-

ucation of South Africa (AMESA) and teacher un-

ions, may be considered for leadership development. 

 
Stage Four: Nurture Leadership and Management 
Competencies 

The fourth stage recognises those teachers who have 

been in the profession for a long time and have trav-

ersed the first three stages but feel that they are not 

yet ready to take up school leadership. Teachers in 

this group do not usually apply for promotional 

posts unless they are encouraged to do so. Unlike the 

other three stages, in the fourth stage, school princi-

pals are expected to identify teachers who demon-

strate the requisite leadership and management com-

petencies and nurture such competencies with the 

aim of developing future principals. The model en-

courages the recognition of potential principals 

among teachers and assists them to become princi-

pals. 

 
Stage Five: Principalship Development Programme 

The Education and Training Inspectorate (2013) ar-

gues that beginner principals in a reforming educa-

tion system need to be trained for them to acquire 

the necessary skills to manage schools. The fifth 

stage of the model suggests that after appointment, 

successful candidates must undergo rigorous train-

ing in school leadership and management prior to as-

sumption of duty as principals. 

 
Stage Six: Incumbency 

At this stage, beginner principals are received at the 

school and are introduced to the SGB and the staff 

by the departmental official (the circuit manager). 

During the introduction, the departmental official 

should invite all stakeholders, which include the 

teacher unions, to support the leadership of the be-

ginner principal. The unions, the SMT and the SGB, 

should be guided on how to support the new princi-

pal. During this period, the department should for-

malise the handing-over process and provide a 

checklist of documents that are required by the new 

principal. 

 
Recommendations 
Support by the provincial Department of Education 

The Department of Education should develop a sup-

port programme and incorporate it into the 

day-to-day professional responsibilities performed 

by school principals. The programme should guide 

principals on how to support teachers in becoming 

principals in the future. The day-to-day work of 

teachers is to teach the curriculum in the classroom. 

Their activities need to be integrated into the leader-

ship and management of the school. The processing 

of mark schedules and the preparation of progress 

reports should be regarded as preparation for their 

positions of future principal managers. Drawing 

from the integrated leadership and management 

model, the school principal can develop and imple-

ment the support programme at each stage. Success-

ful teachers can then be recommended for further 

support as aspirant principals who are ready to apply 

for principalship posts when advertised. 

 
Support by the school governing body 

The provincial Department of Education should ca-

pacitate SGB members on how to support beginner 
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principals when they assume their new responsibili-

ties. According to section 20 of SASA, Act 98 of 

1996, the SGB must support the principal. Members 

of the SGB should assist the principal by encourag-

ing parents to participate actively in matters of the 

school. The SGB could also perform voluntary work 

and involve local stakeholders to become partners in 

educational matters of their community. This kind 

of partnership could be enforced by departmental of-

ficials during the induction. The DBE (2014) points 

out that when there is a good working relationship 

between the SGB and the school principal, a collab-

orative relationship with the internal and external 

school communities is created. It is the responsibil-

ity of the department to empower SGBs to initiate 

such collaborations. 

 
The support by the district office 

The district should profile teachers who are perform-

ing delegated roles or participate in professional 

bodies for further support. The district should use 

the services of those teachers who are union leaders 

and those who hold positions in subject committees. 

Their leadership and management experiences are 

more educational and can be harnessed and directed 

towards principalship. In unions for instance, teach-

ers deal with financial management according to 

PFMA, Act No. 1 of 1999 (Republic of South Af-

rica, 1999) and they are taught how to resolve labour 

disputes, which form part of the function of a prin-

cipal. The district should also use the governance 

skills gained by teachers who participated in the 

SGB. Their responsibilities should be coordinated 

and aligned with the profession. Such teachers can 

then be targeted for formal training in leadership as 

they shall have entered the accession stage in their 

career. 

 
Support by the circuit managers and school 
principals 

According to the Education Labour Relations Coun-

cil, Collective Agreement No. 4 of 2017 (Education 

Labour Relations Council, 2017), the job of a circuit 

manager includes management of the selection pro-

cesses in the appointment of principals and the sup-

port of principals with regard to curriculum delivery 

and administration of the school. The circuit man-

ager works closely with schools and has the oppor-

tunity to know teachers who are actively involved in 

educational matters. Accordingly, the circuit man-

ager can recommend potential school leaders for de-

velopment/preparation. This responsibility can be 

linked to stage six of the integrated leadership and 

management model for effective and deliberate de-

velopment of school leadership. 

 
Conclusion 

In this article we reported on the perceptions of be-

ginner principals on their new roles as leaders and 

managers of schools. According to Gronn’s (1999) 

theory of leadership as a career, the teaching profes-

sion helps to prepare educational leaders. According 

to this theory, the teaching environment/career is ca-

pable of forming leaders in the same field. Beginner 

principals agreed that before they were appointed as 

school principals, they felt that they were ready and 

prepared to lead and manage schools. However, the 

findings of this study show that newly appointed 

principals had a different perspective regarding their 

new roles as principals. The leadership and manage-

rial responsibilities that they had perceived to be 

simple, turned out to be more challenging once they 

had been appointed in the position. Many of the be-

ginner principals reported a different perspective – 

especially with regard to the management of the cur-

riculum, finances, human resources, legislation and 

stakeholder relations. As teachers their understand-

ing of these roles was limited compared to what was 

expected of principals in performing their duties. 

The results of the study show that teachers are 

appointed randomly in school leadership and man-

agement positions, irrespective of their seniority. 

During the interviews, beginner principals reported 

that they were appointed by virtue of their teaching 

experience and that their appointment was not based 

on their leadership competencies. This was con-

firmed by the departmental procedures, although it 

was not confirmed by the findings. Compared to in-

ternational standards, beginner principals in SA are 

inadequately prepared when they are appointed as 

school principals. 

We found that a leadership and management 

gap existed between teaching responsibilities and 

principalships. Currently, the educational system in 

the country does not have any programme to address 

this gap. Accordingly, we proposed an internal 

(school-based) leadership and management support 

programme. This programme comprises six stages 

and is implemented at school level. The purpose of 

the programme is to develop teachers’ leadership ca-

pacity, built on both experiential learning and con-

tributions by professional bodies. Using the pro-

gramme, the department (through schools and cir-

cuit offices) will be able to identify and prepare as-

pirant principals who have leadership potential and 

prepare them for principalship. 
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