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School leadership matters. After teachers and teaching, school leadership is the most important determinant of learner 

achievement in school. Despite this, there is still uncertainty regarding what successful school leadership is and what successful 

school leaders do in non-Western contexts. In this mixed methods study I explored successful high school leadership in South 

Africa. Specifically, a questionnaire was administered to 38 principals from academically high-achieving schools from a range 

of socioeconomic contexts throughout the Western Cape, and 14 principals were interviewed. An integrated analysis reveals 

the paradox of uniqueness and universality of successful school leadership in South Africa, outlining that while there is no 

single best approach, various similarities exist between successful school leaders and established international literature. I 

found that successful principals adapt to their context, amalgamate transformational, instructional and distributed leadership 

styles, set direction, develop people, constantly realign the school with teaching and learning, and, importantly, strive to make 

a difference in the lives of others. It is about leading with Ubuntu. By highlighting these characteristics and practices, I offer 

theoretical, practical and personal advice to current and aspiring school leaders, academics and policy makers. 
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Introduction 

International research consistently demonstrates the impacts of school leadership, especially principal leadership, 

on learners’ learning, through the quality of teaching and learning, school culture and structure of the organisation 

(Marks & Printy, 2003; Mulford, 2008). While school leaders create the conditions which allow others to perform 

in ways that they otherwise would not have been able to (Robinson, Hohepa & Lloyd, 2009), debate still exists as 

to what strategies and practices successful school leaders employ to positively influence learners’ learning 

(Castillo & Hallinger, 2018), emphasising that “much is left to be known regarding the impact of school principals 

on student [learner] achievement” (Nettles & Herrington, 2007:724). 

We know that successful school leaders integrate a range of styles of leadership, adopt core practices, and 

their broad, demanding role includes managerial aspects (Day, Gu & Sammons, 2016; Leithwood, Seashore Louis, 

Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004). However, there is still an overreliance on research based in Western contexts with 

a relatively small sample (Dimmock & Walker, 2000; Mertkan, Arsan, Cavlan & Aliusta, 2017). There is a need 

for more nuanced, contextualised understanding of successful school leadership, particularly in South Africa, 

where poor leadership plagues the schooling system (Jansen, 2016). 

With this study I aimed to examine the South African perspective of successful school leadership and explore 

whether this is consistent with, or challenges, international literature. I hope to cast light on successful principals’ 

professional and personal characteristics and practices, which could be useful for aspiring South African school 

leaders, researchers and policy makers. 

 
Contextual Positioning of the Study 

South Africa is a complex country with its educational organisations described as “a cocktail of first and third 

world institutions” (Chikoko, Naicker & Mthiyane, 2015:452). Although apartheid officially ended in 1994, it did 

not mark the end of discriminatory inequality in South African schools, especially those in townships (Mawdsley, 

Bipath & Mawdsley, 2014). South Africa has achieved near universal access for the compulsory 9 years of 

schooling (Motala, Dieltiens & Sayed, 2009), however, according to The World Bank (2020), it is the most 

unequal country in the world. This inequality is apparent in every aspect of life and is reflected through high 

unemployment, low literacy rates and high levels of crime (Cramm, Nieboer, Finkenflügel & Lorenzo, 2013), 

which disproportionately affect people of colour (Leibbrandt, Finn & Woolard, 2012). 

The majority of children in the South African education system attend school but do not learn and are 

ill-prepared for the world thereafter (Gilmour & Soudien, 2009; Roodt, 2018). Spaull (2019) reports that of 100 

children who started Grade 1 in 2007, disturbingly only 51 made it to Grade 12, 40 passed and a mere 17 achieved 

the results eligible for university. Worryingly, this is not a new trend, nor isolated to Grade 12 results. In 2003, 

the Western Cape Education Department ([WCED], 2005) reported that only 37% of Grade 3 learners passed a 

numeracy test. In Grade 9, the gap between the poorest and the wealthiest learners is approximately 5 years’ worth 

of learning (Zoch, 2017). These vast inequalities heighten the prominence of school leadership, as leaders in 

schools in challenging circumstances have an enhanced impact (Harris, Chapman, Muijs, Russ & Stoll, 2006; 

Leithwood et al., 2004). South Africa’s Department of Education (2008) is aware of this and has created a number 

of initiatives to empower school leaders, such as the Advanced Certificate in Education (Bush, Kiggundu & 

Moorosi, 2011).
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School Leadership and Ubuntu 

School leadership strategies have been classified 

into different types, styles or models. While 

transformational (Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2005) and instructional leadership 

(O’Donnell & White, 2005) have been the most 

thoroughly researched (Day et al., 2016), other 

studies focused on distributed (Spillane, 2006), 

collegial (Sweetland & Hoy, 2000), and democratic 

leadership (Muijs, Harris, Chapman, Stoll & Russ, 

2004). In a review of literature pertaining to school 

leadership in South Africa, Bush and Glover (2016) 

identified 10 types of leadership, however only 

three, transformational, instructional and distributed 

leadership, carried importance. 

Dichotomising leadership types is not always 

useful, as “there is no single leadership formula for 

achieving success” (Day et al., 2016:253). 

Successful principals combine a range of leadership 

strategies according to the phase of development of 

the school (Day, 2015; Day et al., 2016). This 

depends on the principal’s diagnosis of the 

contextual needs of the learners, staff and general 

school community, thus implementing a “fit-for-

purpose” approach (Day et al., 2016:225). 

Maphalala (2017) demonstrates how Ubuntu, I 

am because you are (Mbigi, 2000), encourages team 

work in a school leadership setting through three 

pillars: intrapersonal values, interpersonal values 

and contextual values. For example, intrapersonal 

values can include passion, resilience, moral and 

ethical principles, while interpersonal values relate 

to the ability to work with others, trust others and 

have empathy for others. Contextual values refer to 

the extent of the influence of the surroundings. 

Using this framework, and building on the work by 

Msila (2008, 2010), I followed an integrated model 

of school leadership with Ubuntu at its heart (Printy, 

Marks & Bowers, 2009). 

 
Methodology 

Social inquiry cannot advance without a mix of 

perspectives (Pearce, 2015). Mixed methods allow 

researchers to “encapsulate quantitative variables 

with phenomena that cannot easily be quantified in 

the same project” (Morse, 2010:339). Mixed 

methods provide the research equivalent of the 

equation 1 + 1 = 3. That is, the whole is greater than 

the sum of the individual components (Fetters & 

Freshwater, 2015). Or simply, the strengths of one 

approach make up for the weaknesses of the other 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). Given that only 

12% of South African Education Leadership and 

Management empirical research follows a mixed 

methods approach and often include small samples 

(Hallinger, 2019), opportunities exist to generate 

more comprehensive findings and meaningful 

conclusions by conducting a larger, mixed methods 

study. 

While other studies selected high achieving 

schools (Day et al., 2016; Taylor, Wills & Hoadley, 

2019), in South Africa this would generate a sample 

highly skewed by affluence. Thus, inspired by Wills 

(2017), schools that performed in the top third of 

their respective quintiles, based on the 2019 

National Senior Certificate (NSC) results, were 

selected to form part of the study. Table 1, outlines 

the number of schools per quintile selected to for the 

study. 

 

Table 1 Number of schools in the Western Cape 

classified per quintile 

Quintile 

Number 

of schools 

Percentage 

of total 

Number of 

schools to 

select (top 

third of 

quintile) 

1 22 6 7 

2 30 8 10 

3 67 18 22 

4 91 24 30 

5 162 44 54 

Total 372 100 123 

 

Due to the wealth of diversity within South 

Africa, and the complexity of coordinating research 

with multiple provincial departments, schools from 

only one province, the Western Cape, were 

included. Therefore, the findings of this study may 

not be representative of the entire country. 

Fieldwork took place during the months of 

April and May 2020. This directly coincided with 

the Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic 

when South African schools were closed and 

challenging to contact. Of the sample of 123 

schools, only 87 schools were able to provide their 

principal’s direct contact details. An online 

questionnaire was sent to these 87 principals, of 

which 45 attempted the questionnaire and 38 fully 

completed it, providing a relevant response rate of 

44%, or an overall response rate of 31% – 

considerably higher than in similar studies (Day et 

al., 2016; Khumalo, Van Vuuren, Van der 

Westhuizen & Van der Vyver, 2018). Purposive 

sampling was employed in a sequential manner to 

conduct semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2016). 

Of the 38 respondents who successfully completed 

the questionnaire, 20 indicated a willingness to be 

interviewed online, yet only 14 interviews were 

held. 

Overall, the sample was skewed to upper 

quintile schools. This was to be expected due to their 

higher socioeconomic status, enabling them to be 

easier to be contacted via their online presence. 

Although most schools were in urban areas, a range 

of types of schools were included in the study, in 

terms of the number of learners and school fees 

charged. This aligned with the aim of obtaining a 

sample reflecting the diversity of schools within the   
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Western Cape. The sample represents one of the 

largest cohorts of principals in empirical South 

African research designed to explore perceptions of 

successful school leadership. 

A thematic analysis was deemed the most 

appropriate qualitative method to identify, analyse 

and report patterns within the data (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). I followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six 

phases of thematic analysis. Firstly, I became 

familiar with the data by transcribing the interviews, 

reading and re-reading the data and noting initial 

ideas. Secondly, initial codes were generated by 

systematically coding interesting features of the 

data. Thirdly, initial themes were searched for by 

collating codes into potential themes. Fourthly, 

these initial themes were reviewed by checking 

whether they resembled the coded extracts and the 

entire data set. In the fifth place, I defined and 

named themes through an ongoing analysis of the 

overall story. Finally, producing the written analysis 

involved selecting vivid and compelling extracts, 

constantly relating analysis back to the research 

question and literature, and creating an academic 

report of the analysis. This analysis was performed 

with the help of NVivo research software. 

I adhered to the ethical considerations in 

research set out by both the University of Oxford 

and the WCED, while also ensuring that the 

guidelines set by the British Educational Research 

Association (2018) were followed. 

 
Findings 

All individual names mentioned in the analysis are 

pseudonyms, to ensure the anonymity of 

participants, and refer to principals who were 

interviewed. The brackets after each name indicates 

the principal’s school quintile. 

In line with a series of extensive reviews 

(Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris & Hopkins, 

2006; Leithwood et al., 2004), through a thematic 

analysis, I identified broad themes of successful 

school leadership practices, which have been 

arranged into Maphalala’s (2017) three pillars of 

Ubuntu: intrapersonal values, interpersonal values 

and contextual values. 

 

Intrapersonal Values 

On an intrapersonal level, principals are positive, 

passionate individuals who love school and have 

strong morals, values and ethics. Malcolm (Q5) 

outlined that “if you can get your ego off the table, 

and you’ve got high moral values, good integrity, 

you’ve got a love for children, and you like the 

people you work with, then you are well on your 

way.” This highlights the humble nature of 

principals, which Hestrie (Q5) confirmed by stating 

that “I am human. So, be human, make mistakes and 

apologise for making a mistake.” Furthermore, 

successful principals are constantly looking to 

improve themselves, by being lifelong learners. 

Charlize (Q5) explained that “it is always a 

challenge of developing myself, of learning 

something new.” 

Successful principals are well-organised 

individuals although, paradoxically, the school day 

is filled with both routine and uncertainty. Frans 

(Q5) explained that “you can almost take last year’s 

calendar and put it into next year and follow that 

routine.” However, Pat (Q5) mentioned that “it is 

never the same” as Frans, again, described 
it’s never quite what you think it is going to be. 

Education is a fascinating arena to work in because 

the curve balls are many and no 2 days are the same, 

even though much of it is a bureaucratic process. It 

has a human factor that always makes the 

unexpected happen. 

Successful principals are dedicated and this results 

in working extremely long hours. Pat (Q5) fittingly 

expressed that “when school starts, I belong to the 

school. It is a 24/7 job.” Various principals arrive at 

school at 05:30, while others, such as Pat, mentioned 

that “maybe four nights a week I am at the school 

until 23:00.” However, these principals love their 

job and the long hours do not deter them in the 

slightest, which Malcolm (Q5) epitomised: 
So, I make it sound like I work the whole time, but 

I have a great life. You see, this work I like. It’s 

great work. So, you know, they always say if you 

find a job [that you like], then you don’t actually 

have to work a day. Working with teenagers is a 

real reward. 

Table 2 illustrates which aspects of school 

leadership principals valued most and least strongly. 
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Table 2 Questionnaire items ranked by mean score 
  M SD 

10 mostly strongly agreed questionnaire items 

1) I have high expectations for the 

staff’s work with learners 

5.87 0.34 

2) I have high expectations for 

learner behaviour 

5.79 0.41 

5) I encourage staff to consider 

new ideas for their teaching 

5.76 0.43 

6) I promote professional 

development among teachers 

5.76 0.49 

3) I have high expectations for 

learner achievement 

5.74 0.45 

37) I promote an orderly and 

secure working environment 

5.68 0.47 

44) This school sets high standards 

for academic performance 

5.68 0.53 

9) I encourage collaborative work 

among staff 

5.63 0.49 

20) I feel a strong loyalty to my 

teachers 

5.61 0.82 

4) I work collaboratively with the 

governing body 

5.58 0.50 

10 least strongly agreed questionnaire items 

41) There are more opportunities 

for learners to take 

responsibility for their own 

learning in the school than 

before I started as principal 

4.97 0.49 

39) Parents often visit the school 4.87 0.99 

17) I coach and mentor staff to 

improve the quality of teaching 

4.87 0.70 

48) There has been a positive 

change in learners’ lateness to 

lessons since I’ve been 

principal 

4.82 0.80 

16) After observing classroom 

activities, I work with teachers 

to improve their teaching 

4.76 0.97 

15) I regularly observe classroom 

activities 

4.74 0.89 

35) Class teachers regularly use 

learner data to set individual 

learner achievement targets 

4.66 0.70 

21) Most leadership tasks in this 

schools are carried out by the 

principal and senior leadership 

team 

4.42 1.24 

49) Learners are often late to 

school 

2.71 1.39 

50) Learners often miss class 2.16 1.20 

 

Items related to high expectations, developing 

people and collaboration had the highest mean 

values, tending towards strongly agree, while items 

relating to classroom observations, direct principal 

impact and the use of data had the lowest mean 

values, tending towards slightly agree. The standard 

deviations (SDs) emphasise the consistency in 

principals’ perceptions as the 10 most strongly 

agreed items had a significantly lower SD (0.49) 

than the 10 least strongly agreed items (0.94). 

It is unsurprising that items relating to learner 

lateness and attendance had the highest SD, of 1.39, 

as principals from lower quintile schools are 

expected to face more challenges of this nature, than 

their colleagues in upper quintile schools. The 

reasons for this were outlined in the interviews. For 

example, Siya (Q1) explained that parents “are 

working in the farms. They leave very early in the 

morning and they come back late … Kids are left 

alone, so they arrive at school very late, because 

they are not being monitored.” Some of these 

learners travel from 40 kilometres away, via public 

transport, which is notoriously problematic, as 

Charlize (Q5) highlighted: “They leave the moment 

the bell goes because they need to get home before 

it gets too dangerous.” 

Another item, relating to how often parents 

visited the school, had a large SD, 0.99. Again, there 

was a considerable difference between the responses 

of lower and upper quintile school principals. 

Cheslin (Q3) explained some of the challenges he 

faced in this regard: 
These parents would say no, I can’t go to school, 

there’s a problem, I don’t have transport ... If 

Mohammed can’t go to the mountains, the 

mountains must come to Mohammed … I did home 

visits to get the parents involved. 

 

Interpersonal Values 

In terms of the interpersonal characteristics, 

successful principals are empathetic, 

people-orientated individuals who know that, in 

Hestrie’s (Q5) words, “it is important to listen to 

people.” Cheslin (Q3) practically outlined that “you 

must have an ear to listen to them [staff]. If they 

come to you with problems, you must have an open 

door. They must be comfortable in your presence.” 

Various principals mentioned the importance of a 

supportive family and having good mentors. For 

example, Malcolm (Q5) stated that “when I started 

at my first school, there was a group of principals 

who took me under their wing and without them I 

think I would have been in big trouble.” 

 
Developing people 

Ubuntu centres around caring for others. For 

successful principals this involves growing others 

and professional development, as Caster (Q3) 

highlighted: “There must be opportunities for staff 

to develop themselves.” Duane’s (Q5) use of 

observations as an improvement, not a punitive 

measure underlined this:, “I do class visits to try to 

help staff … not to evaluate them.” 

There is a strong link between developing 

people and adopting a distributed style of leadership, 

by trusting others and giving them autonomy. Siya 

(Q1) succinctly outlined that “leadership needs to be 

shared.” Caster (Q3) emphasised that one must 

“engage with people and have a collaborative 

approach to running the school.” Developing 

people centres around the importance of staff, 

praising others, teamwork and relationships. Hestrie 

(Q5) aptly concluded that “human relationships are 

the most important thing.” 
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People centred 

Principals were embedded in the fabric of the school 

by being aware of what was going on at ground 

level. Siya (Q1) outlined that he was “not an office 

person. I move around. I chat with the kids. I listen 

to the kids.” Hestrie (Q5) had “a book with a picture 

and names of all 736 girls in the school. I study it 

because I must know all of the girls’ names.” While 

Steve (Q5) went further: “I invite six grade 8s one 

week, next week six grade 9s, and they have lunch 

with me in my office and we chat about school. 

School issues, particularly, to see what is itching, 

what is working and what is not working. Just to stay 

in touch with pupils.” For schools in challenging 

areas there is another reason for staying grounded. 

Cheslin (Q3) outlined that he “must be on patrol” as 

there are “criminal elements that want to intrude.” 

This is in stark contrast to principals in more affluent 

schools, who “take a few moments to walk around 

the school.” Additionally, most principals continued 

to teach as, according to Charlize (Q5), it “is 

important that the principal is seen as not having 

lost touch of what goes on in a classroom.” Eben 

(Q5) highlighted that “a principal must be in the 

curriculum, you can’t stay outside and yes, you have 

to do this, and you have to do that.” 

 
Contextual Values 

No significant differences were reported in eight of 

the nine contextual categories. Principals from 

semi-urban schools (n = 7; M = 4.93) had a 

significantly lower score than schools from urban (n 

= 20; M = 5.23) and rural (n = 11; M = 5.27) areas. 

Considering that principals from urban and rural 

areas had similar mean scores, caution is urged in 

claiming that school location significantly affects 

principals’ perceptions of successful school 

leadership. Additionally, a multi-linear regression 

was used to explore associations between the overall 

leadership score and school type, socioeconomic 

and demographic groups. The regression model was 

not even remotely close to being statistically 

significant (F[29,8] = 0.412; p = 0.962). Therefore, it 

appears that principals from different types of 

schools, socioeconomic and demographic groups do 

not significantly differ in their overall perceptions of 

successful school leadership. 

However, interviews revealed that context 

permeates every aspect of school leadership. For 

example, Siya (Q1) outlined that “our parents 

haven’t gone to school, they cannot assist their kids 

with homework, so we need to organise extra classes 

after school.” This affects school structure, 

community involvement, how staff are developed 

and the school culture, among other elements. 

Cheslin’s (Q3) experience added further insight: 
To deal with these learners every day is very hard. 

Some of these learners come from another type of 

culture, using another type of language. So, now, we 

must learn to adapt to these learners. Number one, 

they are poor. Number two, most are coming from 

the Eastern Cape, they are staying all by themselves. 

There are no adults who are responsible for them. 

They are responsible for themselves. 

The questionnaire analysis revealed that principals 

from upper quintile schools expressed a greater trust 

in their staff. More privileged schools can often 

“recruit people who want to contribute”, as Charlize 

(Q5) mentioned. In contrast, lower quintile schools, 

as Siya’s (Q1) experience illustrates, “are only 

taking the leftovers. And they do not even stay here 

over the weekends, on Fridays they want to go back 

to Cape Town.” Similarly, there was difference 

between lower and upper quintile school principals’ 

perceptions about learner safety at school. This 

highlights the inseparable nature of schools and the 

communities they serve, as Caster (Q3) explained: 
We have been burgled quite a lot. The social 

problems of the community are spilling onto the 

school. There are quite a number of cases where 

our kids abuse drugs. Community problems 

become part of the fabric of the school as well … 

They live in a very violent society. 

 

Redesigning the organisation 

School context also involves building structure, 

developing the curriculum and aligning the school 

with teaching and learning. Caster (Q3) explained 

that this involved “making sure that you assist in 

getting the conditions perfect for quality learning 

and teaching to happen.” Often, this requires 

change, as Pieter (Q5) explained: “We had to 

reorganise. Mainly, some structural changes.” 

Hestrie (Q5) outlined her approach: “I did not 

change anything immediately. I said I would wait 2 

years first.” Willie (Q5) used a different strategy: 

“there was so much wrong, that I just decided, you 

can’t go and try and change a ship, and then just 

keep on sailing knowing that you are going the 

wrong way. So, you had to change.” The different 

approaches highlight that although there are similar 

themes and trends, principals differ in their practical 

applications, depending on their context. 

 
Setting direction 

Redesigning the organisation rests on the school’s 

vision. Willie (Q5) asserted that “you have to get 

everybody on board. And have them move in the 

same direction.” This is crucial, as Pieter (Q5) 

stated: “so everybody knows where they are going.” 

Essentially, it encompasses, in Pat’s (Q5) words, 

getting “the ship from A to B.” John (Q5) 

demonstrated how the vision is concerned with 

“equipping [learners] with the life skills to go out 

into the world, do positive things, excel, and be an 

asset to their families, to their communities.” 

Similarly, Caster (Q3) illustrated the 

interconnected nature of the vision, values and 

holistic approach: “What was important is that 

learners become good citizens.” Steve (Q5) 

highlighted that “I want parents to know what we are 
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doing. So, they can think okay, good, the school is 

moving forward.” 

Setting direction, as Pat (Q5) testified, requires 

principals “to be futuristic, to plot the course.” Siya 

(Q1) declared that this obliges principals to “walk 

the talk.” Fittingly, Caster (Q3) clarified that “there 

are a lot of responsibilities that you have, but the 

role is to lead by example.” Malcolm (Q5) explained 

how this is derived through servant leadership: 

“Don’t expect anyone to do something which you 

are not prepared to do yourself.” 

 
Leadership style 

Although most principals openly spoke about a 

democratic and distributed style of leadership, their 

approach changed and adapted to the context and 

environment. For example, Cheslin (Q3) stated that 

“when you are in leadership position, you must use 

all types of leadership that is available at a specific 

time. Sometimes you must be an educationalist, 

sometimes you must be a dictator, sometimes you 

must be democratic.” Additionally, a 

problem-solving mentality, with a willingness to 

improve things, is an important factor, as Malcolm 

(Q5) explained: “We have control over everything, 

and if you don’t like how things are happening, then 

let’s make a change.” 

These findings suggest that while perceptions 

of successful school leadership are consistent among 

principals from different types of schools, 

socioeconomic and demographic groups, how they 

are implemented depends on the context of the 

school. Frans (Q5) succinctly portrayed this 

paradox: “Each context is unique ... You’ve got an 

environment around you that also shapes the way 

you interact and behave, and sometimes some of 

your self-held beliefs have to change completely, 

depending on the environment you find yourself in.” 

 
Ubuntu at the Heart of School Leadership 

Successful principals are aware of the unequal 

nature of South African society and education’s role 

in building a brighter future for the country. This 

perspective, coupled with an unwavering desire to 

make a difference in the lives of others, was 

expressed in all interviews. For example, Pat (Q5) 

stated that “I just felt I could make a difference here, 

make a difference to the kids’ lives, to the 

community.” Cheslin (Q3) further expressed that 

“for me it was not to change them, but be a part of 

changing them. That was my motivation. To make a 

difference.” 

Principals in affluent schools were conscious 

of their privilege. Frans (Q5) outlined that “there are 

very different lives out there in this country and I am 

constantly aware how lucky I am to be in the sort of 

first world environment, when so many people are 

never in that.” The high levels of inequality bring 

severe differences in the types of challenges 

principals face. Siya (Q1) explained that “the 

intelligence came to me to tell me that Mr Siya, you 

are going to die … There are seven educators who 

are planning with other learners here at school, that 

you will be assassinated.” While in upper quintile 

schools the challenges often concern the 

demographics of the school, as John (Q5) conceded: 

“it is a fact our learner body does not reflect the 

demographics of the country, but it does reflect the 

demographics where we live, where we are 

situated.” Frans (Q5) explained that “we are using 

that [privilege] to change lives, to create leaders and 

we are giving a slice of that pie to kids who would 

not have had it in any other circumstance.” 

 
Discussion 
Intrapersonal Values 

Successful high school principals are passionate, 

resilient individuals with strong moral and ethical 

values, confirming Prozesky’s (2016:6) claim that 

“ethical quality is seen as paramount.” Successful 

principals are ambitious, positive and humble 

people who are always looking to improve 

themselves by being lifelong learners, which 

reinforces Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins’ 

(2008:36) view that “the most successful school 

leaders are open-minded and ready to learn from 

others.” This, coupled with their hardworking 

temperament, resonates with the idea that successful 

principals go “the extra mile” (Chikoko et al., 

2015:459). They set the example by working 

extremely hard, although this does not discourage 

them, as they love what they do. However, this does 

raise concerns about well-being and work-life 

balance. 

The contradictory combination of uncertainty 

and routine means that successful principals are 

simultaneously strategic and well-organised 

individuals, yet equally flexible to adapt to the 

inevitable changes, or unexpected events that 

typically arise in a school environment. This 

uncertainty does not deter successful principals, 

rather, as Boyatzis and McKee (2005:3) state, “great 

leaders face the uncertainty of today’s world with 

hope.” This hope comes in the form of the school’s 

vision, allowing others to see how their role fits in 

the bigger picture, and their personal optimism. 

Additionally, this flexibility reinforces the assertion 

that the most skilful leaders “are those who bend 

restrictive external forces to serve the best interests 

of the school” (Taylor et al., 2019:34). 

They tend to have a problem-solving mentality 

and relish challenges, which supports Hargreaves 

and Harris’ (2015:38) finding that “for leaders who 

perform beyond expectations, crises are catalysts for 

change.” Most importantly, their social conscience 

ensures that they strive to make a positive difference 

in the lives of others and understand their role in 

terms of the big picture, the potential of education to 

create a better South Africa, by being well aware of 

the vast inequalities throughout the country. This 
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reveals that successful principals’ intrapersonal 

values are consistent with established literature, 

particularly Gurr’s (2015) model and Msila’s (2014) 

application of leading schools through Ubuntu. 

 
Interpersonal Values 

Successful principals are people orientated, 

empathetic and value highly the importance of 

listening to others (Grobler, Moloi & Thakhordas, 

2017). They create an open environment where 

others can grow and develop. They invest in people 

and trust others to do their job with freedom and 

autonomy. Principals are also embedded in the 

fabric of the school by being on the ground, knowing 

staff and learners, and are visible to the community. 

Continuing to teach classes aided in this regard. This 

echoes Naicker’s (2015) findings which explain the 

influence of Ubuntu in South African school 

leadership through developing people as well as 

being empathetic and open to staff. 

Few of the above intrapersonal and 

interpersonal traits are unique to this study as 

considerable research has outlined the constituents 

of successful principals (Day, 2015; Day et al., 

2016; Hargreaves, 2004; Mawdsley et al., 2014). 

However, it is useful to see how this plays out in a 

South African context and influence professional 

characteristics and practices. 

 
Contextual Values 

Importantly, I found that principals from different 

types of schools, socioeconomic and demographic 

groups did not significantly differ in their overall 

perceptions of successful school leadership. While 

the perceptions of successful school leadership 

appear to be similar for high-achieving high school 

principals in the Western Cape, implementation 

depends on the individual and school context, as the 

environment heavily shapes the nature and 

application of school leadership. The considerable 

discrepancies in experiences between principals 

from lower and upper quintile schools demonstrate 

the array of challenges in a vastly unequal society – 

a situation to which many other developing 

countries can attest. 

The data confirmed research that objects to the 

narrowing of school leadership to dichotomising 

styles (Day et al., 2016; Leithwood & Sun, 2012). 

Successful principals amalgamate transformational, 

instructional and distributed leadership styles in 

their everyday practice, although the emphasis of 

each style changes to suit the context. These findings 

resonate with Day et al.’s (2016:244) concept of “the 

layering of leadership”, and Hargreaves and Harris’ 

(2015:43) notion of “fusion leadership”, 

demonstrating that there is no single successful 

leadership strategy, style or formula for success. 

Rather, successful principals integrate styles and use 

whichever strategy they believe is necessary based 

on the current situation, context, staff capabilities, 

community expectations, school culture and their 

personal and professional strengths. While other 

studies (Day et al., 2016; Printy et al., 2009) have 

focused on transformational and instructional 

leadership, the value of my study lies in the 

prominence of distributed leadership, after heeding 

the advice of earlier research in South African 

school leadership (Bush & Glover, 2016; Ngcobo & 

Tikly, 2010). 

 
Conclusion 

Schools are complex. Being a principal is complex. 

Being a successful principal is so much more than 

just being a principal. It is about setting the 

direction, developing people, redesigning the 

organisation, adapting one’s leadership style to suit 

the situation, being embedded in the fabric of the 

school, being equally organised, yet flexible, 

dedicated, passionate, empathetic, hardworking, 

people-orientated, but most importantly, wanting to 

make a positive difference in the lives of others. It is 

about living with Ubuntu. 

These results reveal the interdependence of 

intrapersonal, interpersonal and contextual values of 

successful high school principals in the Western 

Cape. Successful school leadership is equally 

concerned with what you do, who you are and where 

you are. 

Ultimately, the primary contribution of my 

study lies in building on Maphalala’s (2017) pillars 

of Ubuntu and confirming the findings of 

established international literature, particularly Day 

et al. (2016), Hargreaves and Harris (2015) and 

Leithwood et al. (2004) but presenting these in a 

South African context. In this light, my study points 

towards both the uniqueness and universality of 

successful school leadership in South Africa. 

Universalities identified in this study have been 

found in other school leadership research, but there 

is a distinct manner in how these aspects come 

together in the South African context under the three 

pillars of Ubuntu. 

In conclusion, successful school leadership 

cannot be categorised into a single style, outlined by 

certain adjectives, or defined by a list of simplistic 

practices. There is no silver bullet, or best approach. 

Rather, successful school leadership is flexible, 

adaptive, evolves to suit the context and is based on 

Ubuntu. Successful principals fundamentally 

understand the social, cultural, economic and 

political environment around them, the capabilities 

of their staff, the demands of their community, their 

public responsibility and their own professional and 

personal strengths and weaknesses. Successful 

principals incorporate these aspects with an 

amalgamation of leadership styles, the core 

practices of setting direction, developing people and 

redesigning the organisation, and a desire to make a 

difference in the lives of others. 
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Future research would benefit from 

incorporating a larger sample and including more, if 

not all, of the country’s provinces to determine 

whether the findings from this study are consistent 

for the entire country. Longitudinal studies would be 

better suited to track the relationship between 

principal practices and learner achievement over 

time in a South African context, as this has yet to be 

done. Continuing to investigate personal 

characteristics and practices, along with 

professional characteristics, should be a hallmark of 

future research as my study’s results suggest their 

inseparability. In this light, further investigation of 

“contextual intelligence” (Clarke & O’Donoghue, 

2017:179), borrowed from Kutz (2008), is needed to 

explore exactly how principals adapt their practices 

due to context. 

 
Notes 

i. This article is based on the master’s thesis of Michael 
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