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Abstract

This study explored the instructional leadership challenges and strategic responses of School
Management Teams (SMTs) in three South African secondary schools in response to the decline in
their National Senior Certificate (NSC) results. To this end, an interpretivist paradigm and a
qualitative approach were adopted, and data were collected through semi-structured interviews.
Purposive sampling was utilised, involving principals, deputy principals, and departmental heads
from the three selected schools. Thematic analysis revealed that poor working relationships among
stakeholders and the presence of some educators who deliberately engaged in practices detrimental
to teaching and learning contributed to the decline in NSC results. The findings further showed that
SMTs responded to the decline in NSC performance by conducting additional classes and
collaborating with district officials. This study concludes that sustainable improvement in learner
performance requires not only strategic interventions but, more importantly, professional working
relationships that strengthen collaborative instructional leadership practices and enhance teacher
commitment and accountability. Although this study was grounded in the South African context, it
contributes to global understandings of the instructional leadership challenges and strategic
responses of SMTs to declining school academic performance.
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1. Introduction

Schools, as educational institutions, comprise various personnel who perform different
duties to achieve academic goals. At the base of the school hierarchy are teachers, followed by
departmental heads, deputy principals, and principals. Among these stakeholders, principals,
deputy principals, and departmental heads play a particularly critical role in ensuring that
schools function effectively and achieve their academic objectives; collectively, they constitute
the School Management Team (SMT). Given their responsibility for school operations and the
attainment of academic goals, SMTs perform a range of duties, including providing effective
leadership in teaching and learning (Groenewald et al., 2025; Motlalepula et al., 2022;
Schlebusch & Schlebusch, 2022), working collaboratively with educators by guiding and
supporting academic activities within the school (Harris & Jones, 2022; Mbane & Machaba,
2021), and managing curriculum implementation while providing educational support and
resources to enhance learner performance (Huaisheng et al., 2019; Mbane & Machaba, 2021).

The activities undertaken by SMTs to ensure the achievement of teaching and learning
goals are collectively referred to as instructional leadership (Mosoge & Mataboge, 2021).
Although instructional leadership encompasses various responsibilities, one of the most
significant roles, particularly in secondary schools, is ensuring that learners consistently
perform well academically (Nwosu et al., 2022). In South Africa, a secondary school is
considered successful if its Grade 12 learners achieve the performance targets established by
the relevant provincial education department. This performance is measured through the
National Senior Certificate (NSC) examinations. For example, in KwaZulu-Natal, secondary
schools are expected to achieve an NSC pass rate of at least 45% to be classified as performing
schools (Mkhize, 2023), whereas in Gauteng Province, where the schools participating in this
study are located, the benchmark is 65% (Gauteng Department of Education [GDE], 2025).
Consequently, the GDE considers a secondary school to be underperforming if it achieves less
than 65% in the NSC examinations.

Comparable to secondary school exit examinations in other countries, such as the
General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) in the United Kingdom and high school
diploma assessments in the United States of America (Denes, 2023; Dziak, 2025), South
Africa’s NSC examinations form part of a broader global discourse on educational
performance and accountability. The schools examined in this study have historically been

high-performing institutions, consistently achieving strong NSC results. However, they have
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experienced successive declines in learner performance. According to the NSC school
performance reports published by the South African Department of Basic Education (DBE),
two of the participating schools began experiencing declines in NSC performance in 2022,
while the third school’s results started declining in 2020. Although schools may encounter a
variety of challenges that affect learner achievement, school leaders and managers are still
expected to implement strategies that sustain and improve academic performance (Bayat et al.,
2015; Harris & Jones, 2022; Heystek & Emekako, 2020; Schlebusch, 2020).

Therefore, this South African multiple-case study contributes to understanding the
instructional leadership challenges and strategic responses of SMTs in relation to declining
school academic performance. Existing studies (Bayat et al., 2014; Harris & Jones, 2022;
Nzimande, 2019; Ramalepe, 2023; Setlhodi & Lebeloane, 2014; Subramoney, 2022; van de
Grift & Houtveen, 2007) have focused largely on chronically underperforming schools, leaving
limited empirical and theoretical insights into instructional leadership challenges in schools
experiencing performance decline despite a history of high achievement. Accordingly, this
study aims to explore the instructional leadership challenges facing SMTs in relation to the
decline in NSC results and to examine the strategies currently employed by SMTs to enhance

learner performance in the NSC examinations.

2. Literature Review

’

2.1. Dynamics Influencing SMTs’ Instructional Leadership in Relation to Students
Academic Performance

Globally, in this 21st century, instructional leadership that consistently enhances
students’ academic performance has become vital (Chhourn, 2019; Pan, Nyeu, & Chen, 2015).
School leaders have shifted from administrators to individuals responsible for ensuring that all
school functions contribute to student attainment (Daing & Mustapha, 2023). However,
various factors can hinder school leaders from enabling students to perform. Letsoalo (2018)
notes that educators are often the most significant contributors to learner underperformance.
When teachers fail to teach effectively in classrooms and provide academic training, students’
educational outcomes are negatively affected (Nguyen et al., 2023; van de Grift & Houtveen,
2006). Therefore, in their daily work, school leaders should ensure that teachers fulfil their

responsibilities to achieve academic goals. Although SMTs lead and manage instructional
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leadership, its success largely depends on teachers, who implement academic goals related to
student achievement.

Apart from teachers being individuals who can negatively affect students’ attainment
if they do not properly do their work, poor working relationships among school stakeholders
can also have an impact. Bayat et al. (2014) emphasise that the standard of teaching and
learning in schools relies heavily on the instructional leadership of SMTs and on the
involvement of other stakeholders. Therefore, SMT members must collaborate effectively with
one another and with other stakeholders to ensure that teaching and learning enhance learners’
academic performance. When SMTs and the personnel they lead lack working together,
academic goal attainment is negatively affected, resulting in poor school performance. For
example, the works of Bayat et al. (2015), Schlebusch (2020), and Subramoney (2022) on
South African schools found that SMT members often lacked strong interpersonal
relationships. Although the DBE’s Personal Administrative Measures (PAM) (2022) document
outlines tasks to be performed by all SMT members for school functionality, it appears
essential that SMT members cultivate working relationships beyond simply following task
allocations. Such enable collaboration that strengthens school functioning and supports
improved academic performance.

Although SMTs are viewed as senior school leaders, their role is primarily internal;
schools in South Africa still have external leaders in the form of districts. Therefore, the role
of these school leaders is to integrate external and internal instructional leadership so that the
school can function effectively, serving as a collaborative platform that SMTs utilise to
enhance students’ academic achievement (Jane, 2015). According to the South African
Department of Basic Education’s National Policy Act No. 27 of 1996, the Policy on the
Organisation, Role, and Responsibilities of Education Districts requires district personnel,
including circuit managers and subject specialists, to collaborate with SMTs on academic
enhancement and developmental strategies (DBE, 2013). In addition to working with district
officials to improve student learning, school leaders can also employ extra classes. The
academic performance of learners in schools plays a significant role in SMTs’ instructional
leadership, as their effectiveness is often measured by the extent to which learners achieve
strong academic results. Hence, SMTs must be responsive when learners are not performing
well (DuFour & Marzano, 2011). Studies by Maluleke (2024) and Shava and Heystek (2018)

indicate that SMTs can address declines in learners’ academic performance by providing extra
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classes. These lessons allow learners to revisit complex topics and develop a deeper
understanding of curriculum content that is not possible during regular periods (Saraye, 2025).
SMTs’ instructional leadership is broad and requires diverse strategies to ensure learners’
performance improves when it declines. If one strategy proves ineffective, SMTs should adopt
alternative approaches that align with their students’ learning needs and support the
achievement of academic objectives.

While much of the existing literature (Nguyen et al., 2023; Subramoney, 2022;
Letsoalo, 2018; Bayat et al., 2015; Bayat et al., 2014; van de Grift & Houtveen, 2006) focus
on schools that are chronically underperforming, there remain studies with empirical and
theoretical understandings of the instructional leadership challenges faced by schools that
transition from high performing to experiencing a decline in academic performance. Therefore,
this study aims to close this gap by providing insights into the factors driving declines in
academic performance in high-performing secondary schools and the strategies SMTs can use

to address them.

2.2. Theoretical Framework

This study adopted Hallinger’s (2018) instructional leadership model and distributed
leadership theory as a theoretical framework. This model consists of three domains, of which
instructional leadership must be performed in the school. These dimensions include defining
the school’s mission, managing the instructional programme, and creating a positive learning
climate. Though this model includes these domains and focuses on the principal solely
performing them, in this study, only the second domain was adapted and viewed as enacted by
the SMT as a whole. This was based on Mosoge and Mataboge (2021), who state that SMT
members cannot achieve instructional leadership solely; rather, they do so collectively.
Therefore, in this enquiry, managing instructional programme refers to the SMT collectively
managing teaching and learning to enhance classroom instruction and achieve the school’s
academic objectives (Bada et al., 2020; Hallinger et al., 2014).

Although SMTs were created on the premise that its members must work together to
realise school goals (Department of Education (DoE), 2008), they still need to work with other
stakeholders, such as educators, School Governing Bodies (SGBs), among others, in all
academic plans, decisions, and activities to achieve academic goals (Tenha & Makamure,

2024; Jambo & Hongde, 2020). For this reason, this enquiry was also framed within the



82 | International Journal of Educational Management and Development Studies, Volume 7 Issue 2

distributed leadership theory. This theory was pioneered by scholars such as Spillane et al.
(2004) and Harris (2008). As a theory of leadership in practice, it focuses on collective
interaction between organisation members in achieving tasks (Cao et al., 2025; Spillane, 2004)
and promotes the organisation stakeholders’ collective influence in attaining objectives
(Harris, 2008). Furthermore, distributed leadership fosters mutual respect, trust, transparency,
and strong working relationships among stakeholders when they work together (Yang &
Chang, 2024; Harris, 2008). In task enactment, distributed leadership focuses on collective
distribution, where people work individually but interdependently to achieve a shared goal

(Spillane, 2004).

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

This study adopted an interpretivist paradigm to explore and understand SMTSs’
perceptions of the instructional leadership challenges they face and their strategic responses to
declining NSC performance. As Omodan (2015) notes, the interpretivist paradigm enables
researchers to understand participants’ realities through their experiences and perspectives.
While acknowledging that this paradigm facilitates the construction of participants’ realities,
the researchers analysed the data with integrity and objectivity to ensure that the findings were
represented as accurately and truthfully as possible. To achieve this, the study employed a
qualitative approach, which focuses on understanding social phenomena through individuals’
experiences and perspectives (Bhangu et al., 2023). This approach informed the adoption of a
multiple-case study design, which facilitates an in-depth understanding of cases by enabling
researchers to examine similarities and differences across research sites within a common
context (Heale & Twycross, 2018). In this study, the participating secondary schools were all
historically high-performing institutions that had experienced declines in NSC performance.
The use of a multiple-case study design therefore enabled the researchers to gain a deeper
understanding of the instructional leadership challenges faced by SMTs and the strategic
responses they employed to address declining academic performance in their respective
schools.

3.2. Participants of the Study

This enquiry adopted purposive sampling, a method that allows researchers to select

participants who are most likely to provide information relevant to the achievement of the
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research objectives (Etikan & Bala, 2017). To address the aims of the study, one principal, one
deputy principal, and one departmental head were selected from each participating school.
Principals were selected because they lead the SMTs and are primarily responsible for
providing instructional leadership to ensure the attainment of academic goals. As the selected
schools each had two deputy principals, the deputy principal responsible for the Further
Education and Training (FET) phase (Grades 10—12) was purposively chosen to participate in
the study. In selecting departmental heads, those with the greatest teaching and management
experience in each school were purposively selected. Based on these selection criteria, the nine
participants were considered well positioned to provide rich and detailed data that would
address the research objectives. The demographic details of the participants are presented in

Table 1.

Table 1

Participants’ demographics

- Experience Highest Age
Participant Gender  Race School in the SMT qualification range Code
Honours in 50-60
Principal Female African  School One 10 years Economics years P1
MSC in Science
Dppt}ty Female African  School One 26 years Education 60-65 DPI
principal years
Higher Diploma
Departmental Male  African  School One 10 years in Education 50-60 DH1
head years
Bachelor of 50-60
Principal Male  African  School Two 15 years Education years P2
Bachelor of
Dppl}ty Female African School Two 15 years Education 50-60 DP2
principal Honours years
Bachelor of
Departmental Female African  School Two 11 years Education 40-50 DH2
head years
Bachelor of
Principal Male  African School Three 15 years Education 40-50 P3
Honours years
Bachelor of
D.ep 1.1ty Female African School Three 16 years Education >0-60 DP3
principal Honours years
Departmental Female African School Three 14 years Bacheloir of 50-60 DH3
head Education years
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3.3. Data Gathering Process

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews. This method enables researchers
to engage in in-depth dialogue with participants and openly share their views while providing
opportunities for probing and clarification in response to the researchers’ enquiries (Ugwu &
Eze, 2023). Through these in-depth interviews, the researchers sought to collect rich and
detailed data, which provided confidence that data saturation had been achieved (Saunders et
al., 2018). Furthermore, during data collection, participants were encouraged to share their
perceptions freely without withholding information that could be relevant to the study. Given
the sensitivity of the topic, participants were also informed that they could pause the interview

or take a break at any time should they feel overwhelmed by the information they were sharing.

3.4. Data Analysis

The collected data were analysed using thematic analysis, following a deductive
approach in which the enquiry was guided by a particular theoretical framework to address the
research objectives (Majumdar, 2019). Thematic analysis is commonly used in qualitative
research to develop themes from participants’ subjective perceptions while identifying patterns
of similarity and difference across the data (Crowe et al., 2015). During the analysis, the
researchers developed code categories to classify similar segments of text. These code
categories were subsequently clustered, thoroughly reviewed, and verified before the final
themes were generated, following the thematic analysis process proposed by Terry et al.
(2017). Furthermore, ATLAS.ti version 25 was utilised to assist the researchers during the data

analysis process.

3.5. Research Ethics

All data collected from the participants were securely stored in cloud storage by the
first author, and only the second author had access to the data. Before engaging with the
participants, ethical clearance (SEM 1-2024-078) was obtained from the Ethics Committee of
the Faculty of Education at the University of Johannesburg. Furthermore, permission to access
the schools was obtained from the Gauteng Department of Education (GDE) and the respective
school principals.

Prior to the commencement of data collection, all participants signed informed consent

forms, which included a statement informing them of their right to withdraw from the study at
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any time without penalty. In addition, the researchers assured participants that their identities
and real names would remain confidential. To protect anonymity, codes were used when

reporting and presenting the findings of the study.

3.6 Trustworthiness

Throughout the commencement, implementation, and completion of the study, the
researchers ensured adherence to the trustworthiness criteria proposed by Guba (1981), namely
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

First, credibility was enhanced through member checking, whereby participants were
provided with the findings in PDF format and given the opportunity to verify their accuracy,
confirm their agreement, or identify and correct any misinterpretations (Lim, 2024).

Second, to support transferability, detailed information about the participants and the
research context was provided to determine the extent to which the findings may be applicable
to other contexts (Stahl & King, 2020).

Third, dependability was ensured by sharing and reviewing all stages of the research
process among the researchers. This process helped ensure that the study was conducted
systematically and logically and that the data were analysed rigorously (Nguyen et al., 2021).

Finally, confirmability was achieved by presenting participants’ views as accurately as
possible and supporting the findings with direct participant accounts, thereby ensuring that the
findings reflected the participants’ perspectives rather than the researchers’ biases or

assumptions (Lim, 2024).

4. Findings and Discussion

The findings presented in this section are organised under two themes that correspond
to the research objectives guiding this enquiry. Before presenting the findings, Table 2
illustrates how the themes emerged from the code categories, together with their grounded
frequencies (i.e., the number of times each code category was identified in the data). It is
important to acknowledge the potential limitations associated with self-reported data,

including the possibility of response bias among SMT members.



86 | International Journal of Educational Management and Development Studies, Volume 7 Issue 2

Table 2

Themes generated from the study

Themes Code categories Grounde.d
frequencies
Poor working relationships among Staff resistant to working together 1
stakeholders Staff not getting along
Having some educators with Teachers that are intentionally resistant on the school 5
purposeful practices that are activities
detrimental to teaching and learning  Teachers who are deliberately ineffective in pedagogy 3
Conducting extra afternoon classes 6
Performing additional classes Conducting extra morning classes 5
Conducting extra weekend classes 7
Using tutors for extra classes 1
Working with circuit managers on teaching and 1
Collaborating with district officials ~ learning
Working with facilitators on teaching and learning 5

4.1. Instructional Leadership Challenges Facing SMTs on the Decline of NSC

Results

Poor working relationships among stakeholders. Relationships bind people together

in pursuit of shared goals and objectives. The same principle applies within organisations,

where staff members are expected to maintain positive working relationships that enable them

to function collaboratively and achieve organisational goals (Abrahamsen, 2018). In the

selected schools, poor working relationships among staff members emerged as a significant

challenge to SMTSs’ instructional leadership and their efforts to achieve academic goals. DP1,

a deputy principal from School One, explained:

.. relationships, friction... we stopped getting along as staff a bit around 2022;

then things became worse. There was even a huge, huge, huge strike, in which the

learners were striking for chairs and desks, and in other years, we have been

having such issues. However, you could see that learners were told by other staff

members to strike, and that made the principal so sick and disturbed to a point

that she had to be away from school for some time... So, that's the biggest thing

that disturbed the school, the frictions in us as staff... This even affected the

attendance of classes by some teachers; you would see a teacher who is normally

in the 90s in terms of the passing percentage dropping to 50%. (DP1)

P2, a principal at School Two, shared the same sentiments. However, his perception

focuses on the SMT alone. P2 mentioned:

... like I am saying, we are disjointed, we strive for unity, and it will come a week

or so. After that, it is no longer that unity to try and improve the condition
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(Referring to underperformance) of the school, and we are the SMT, we are

supposed to be the key and fundamental anchor of school performance. (P2)

P3’s perception at School Three concurs with the other participants. P3 highlighted a
poor working relationship among his SMT members at his school and indicated that they are

not getting along, which is detrimental to the school. P3 mentioned:

... the issue is you find that the HoD has an issue with the deputy principal, the
deputy has an issue with the principal; there are a lot of issues, and I am afraid

that we are in that mode, and it is really affecting the school, and I can see it (P3).

From the participants’ accounts, it emerged that poor working relationships among
SMT members and staff in the selected schools hinder the attainment of academic goals and
negatively affect learner performance. Practices such as sabotage, conflict, and a lack of unity
in academic activities challenge the effectiveness of SMTs’ instructional leadership and their
efforts to improve learner achievement. These findings are consistent with those of Schlebusch
(2020), who found that weak interpersonal relationships among SMT members contributed to
ineffective instructional leadership and lower academic attainment. Similarly, the findings
align with those of Bayat et al. (2015), who reported that declines in learner achievement are
often associated with poor, strained, and dysfunctional collaboration among school staff.

The findings do not reflect the principles of distributed leadership. Distributed
leadership requires leaders and followers to work collaboratively towards shared goals,
supported by mutual trust and positive working relationships (Harris, 2008). The presence of
division and conflict among SMT members and educators in the participating schools suggests
a misalignment with the principles of distributed leadership. Consequently, there is a need to
strengthen teamwork and foster cohesive professional relationships between SMT members
and teachers. Such collaboration can promote unity of purpose, shared commitment, and
collective effort, which are essential for sustained improvements in learner academic
performance.

Presence of educators whose practices are detrimental to teaching and learning.
SMTs depend on both teachers and learners to achieve academic success. In South African
secondary schools, Grade 12 teachers play a particularly critical role because they work
directly with learners to prepare them for the National Senior Certificate (NSC) examinations.

SMTs rely heavily on teachers’ commitment and effectiveness to attain academic goals. The
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findings presented in this section indicate that the decline in Grade 12 results in the selected
schools is partly attributed to the practices of some teachers that are detrimental to teaching
and learning. Specifically, participants reported that certain educators engaged in behaviours
such as avoiding academic responsibilities and arriving late for classes, thereby negatively

affecting learner performance. P1, a principal from School One, stated:

Now you see that (Referring to resistant teachers), it derails performance. I am
finding myself dealing with teachers who do not want to be part of what we are
trying, and now I must find out why they cannot stay in the afternoon for extra
classes. I am finding myself asking people what we can do for them to be able to
teach in the afternoon, like what can we do to have you? But I think not wanting

to participate is wanting to see this school not progress. (P1)

Departmental heads at Schools Two and Three shared similar perceptions. DH2 at
School Two shared the following perspective:

Our problem, the main problem that we encounter, is that some educators do not
go to class on time and stay in class for the duration of the whole period. They
would go and greet learners during their periods, go out to make copies for them,
and then return to leave the copies with the learners, after which the period is
over. So, I think it is also some of our teachers who contribute to this dilemma
(Referring to underperformance) in our school with their lack of commitment.

(DH2)

The departmental head, DH3, at School Three expressed:

Like now, we have learners who always complain and are very angry because
their teacher does not come to the extra classes, I am talking about the history
learners. As a result, at the end of the day, this has influenced the results. It has

made last year’s results go down. (DH3)

The extracts reveal that teachers also contribute to the decline in academic performance
in the selected schools. Participants indicated that some teachers engage in practices that are
detrimental to teaching and learning, including avoiding academic responsibilities, failing to
teach as required, and being absent from scheduled classes. These support the observations of
Knight (2009) and Nguyen et al. (2023), who note that resistant educators are among the factors
that create instructional leadership challenges for SMTs in their efforts to improve school

performance.
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The findings reported in this enquiry do not reflect the principle of collective
distribution, whereby leaders and followers work individually yet interdependently towards
the achievement of a common goal (Spillane, 2004). One of the primary goals of a school is to
maximise learner academic performance (Makgato & Mudzanani, 2019). Achieving this
objective requires all stakeholders to fulfil their respective roles and responsibilities. In the
selected schools, some teachers, as classroom leaders, were not working collaboratively with
SMTs to support learner achievement. Their practices appeared misaligned with the
instructional leadership efforts of SMTs and the shared goal of improving Grade 12 learner
performance.

Teacher support is important in enabling SMTs to achieve desired academic outcomes.
They further demonstrate that although SMT members occupy formal leadership positions
within schools, the success of their instructional leadership depends significantly on the
commitment and cooperation of teachers. In this regard, effective instructional leadership is
not solely the responsibility of SMTs but requires the collective effort of all stakeholders

involved in the teaching and learning process.

4.2. Strategic Responses Employed by School Management Teams to Enhance
Learner Performance in the National Senior Certificate Examinations

Additional classes. Schools operate according to scheduled subject periods that run
from morning until afternoon. However, SMTs in the selected secondary schools implement
additional classes beyond the regular school timetable. Participants indicated that these extra
classes are conducted before normal school hours in the morning, after regular classes in the
afternoon, and during weekends. The findings further showed that SMTs encourage teachers
to use these additional classes to provide support in subjects where learners experience
difficulties and to strengthen their understanding of curriculum content.

DP3, a deputy principal from School Three, explained that Saturdays are utilised for
extra classes at her school. She further indicated that the Gauteng Department of Education

(GDE) head office provides support for this initiative. DP3 stated:

We are getting tutors from one of the head office units, developing teachers who
are assisting in the education system, curriculum-wise, managerial-wise, and
many other things. So, these tutors come to school on Saturdays because they are
good teachers employed by this unit... So, this unit functions like saying go and

help this school; it seems there is a problem in Mathematics. (DP3)
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Similarly, DP2, a deputy principal from School Two, indicated that the school regularly
conducts extra lessons to support learners and improve their academic performance. The

following excerpt reflects DP2’s perspective:

... we decided that there must be always extra classes so that teachers can have
more time in subjects in making sure that learners understand what they are being
taught rather using the 7 days we have in the week ... So, we have morning classes,
there are afternoon classes, and there are Saturday classes. Some teachers even

come on Sundays. (DP2)

DH1, a departmental head from School One, indicated that the school also implements
additional classes as a strategy to improve learner performance. However, unlike the other
schools, DH1 expressed concern that the learners who attend these extra lessons are often those
who are already performing well academically while the learners who would benefit most from
additional support, particularly those experiencing academic difficulties, are less likely to
attend these sessions. DH1 stated:

... there is a timetable for morning classes; also, we have a timetable for afternoon
classes and our weekend classes, which are on Saturday and Sunday... The
biggest problem is that if you call them (Referring to learners) to come, maybe in
the morning, afternoon or Saturday, the ones coming are those you do not need
that much. The ones that you need to empower them to teach to move from level
1 to level 4 (Referring to achievement levels) do not come. Those who are coming
are the ones that, even if they do not come, you know they are going to pass, so

that is the problem. (DH1)

The data extracts indicate that SMTs utilise additional classes as a strategy to improve
learners’ Grade 12 examination performance. These classes are conducted before regular
school hours, after the normal school day, and during weekends. SMTs support teachers and
learners in participating in these supplementary lessons to strengthen learners’ understanding
of curriculum content and improve academic achievement. These findings are consistent with
those of Maluleke (2024) and Shava and Heystek (2018), who found that schools often respond
to declining learner performance through the implementation of extra classes. Similarly, the
findings align with Saraye (2025) that additional instructional time can enhance learners’
understanding of curriculum content beyond what is achievable during regular classroom

periods.
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Furthermore, these findings are consistent with the second dimension of Hallinger’s
(2018) instructional leadership model, which emphasises the role of school leaders in
managing teaching and learning processes to improve classroom instruction and achieve
academic goals (Bada et al., 2020; Hallinger et al., 2014). The instructional leadership practices
of SMTs in the selected schools extend beyond administrative responsibilities to include
deliberate actions aimed at maximising instructional time and supporting learner achievement.
While the Personnel Administrative Measures (PAM) (2022) require SMTs to ensure that
teaching and learning occur during regular school hours, effective instructional leadership may
require the implementation of supplementary interventions to address learners’ academic
needs. In responding to declining academic performance, SMTs recognised the importance of
providing learners with additional learning opportunities to strengthen curriculum
understanding and support the achievement of the schools’ academic goals.

Collaboration with district officials. The findings revealed that both internal and
external collaboration are taking place within the selected secondary schools. As internal
school leaders, SMTs collaborate with district officials, who serve as external stakeholders in
supporting teaching and learning. Through this collaborative engagement, departmental heads
receive assistance with curriculum-related matters, SMTs gain access to academic strategies
aimed at improving learner performance, and teachers benefit from professional development
opportunities designed to enhance their instructional practices. P2, a principal from School

Two, explained:

They (Referring to district officials) are helping us with how to tackle some of the
duties, especially curriculum-related issues. Facilitators always come here to
assist our teachers, like on how to prepare the learners, how to phrase the
assessments, and other stuff that is related to school academics... also, time and
again, they would come to school to check curriculum coverage and check which
topics are problematic and organise teacher development activities that will assist

teachers on certain topics. (P2)

On the same vein, DP1, a deputy principal from School One, expressed consistent
views. However, this participant’s account focused specifically on the support provided to

departmental heads through collaboration with district officials. DP1 stated:

The facilitator will come and maybe check performance in the department he is

visiting. If there are certain things, maybe there are gaps somewhere, the
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facilitator will show them how they can close those gaps, you know. So, if that
department encounters any problems related to a subject a facilitator is a
specialist in, they are there to assist. For example, if the departmental head tries
to help a teacher teach a particular aspect but still cannot grasp it, she will ask

for help from the facilitator to come and assist. (DP1)

DH3, a departmental head from School Three, indicated that the SMT at her school
receives support from district officials to enhance learner academic performance. The
participant highlighted the importance of this collaboration in assisting the school to address

academic challenges and improve learner outcomes. DH3 stated:

They support us enough (Referring to district officials)... they come and motivate
us and then help us to create the strategies of how to come out of the situation
(Referring to underperformance) we are now in, hey... sometimes we do a
strategic planning together with them, they give us support... even the circuit
manager comes to our school and we have talked to him about the situation
(Referring to underperformance) and he promised that he will work with us and

do something. (DH3)

The findings of this study indicate that SMTs collaborate with district officials to
improve learners’ NSC performance. This collaboration enables departmental heads to receive
support on curriculum-related matters, provides SMTs with academic strategies to enhance
learner achievement, and offers teachers professional development opportunities aimed at
improving instructional practices. These findings are consistent with the National Education
Policy Act No. 27 of 1996, which requires SMTs and district officials, including circuit
managers and subject specialists, to work collaboratively in implementing school improvement
and academic development strategies. However, the findings differ from those reported by
Schlebusch (2020), who found that district officials were not actively involved in supporting
the academic programmes of the schools under their supervision, thereby contributing to poor
learner performance. In contrast, the findings of this study suggest that district officials play
an active and supportive role in promoting academic improvement within schools.

The findings also reflect the principles of distributed leadership. Distributed leadership
emphasises teamwork, shared responsibility, and the collaborative execution of tasks to
achieve organisational goals (Harris, 2008). The collaboration between SMTs and district

officials observed in this enquiry demonstrates these principles in practice, as both groups work
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collectively to improve learner academic achievement. SMTs cannot effectively manage
teaching and learning in isolation; rather, the involvement of external stakeholders and the
sharing of expertise are essential in addressing declining academic performance. Leadership
practices that promote collaboration and capacity building are important to strengthen
collective instructional leadership between internal and external stakeholders and enhancing

learner achievement.

5. Conclusion

This study suggests that the decline in NSC performance is largely associated with
internal school challenges that undermine the effectiveness of instructional leadership. Poor
working relationships among SMT members and staff, together with the presence of educators
who disengage from their instructional responsibilities by resisting participation in academic
activities, neglecting classroom duties, and failing to support additional teaching initiatives,
negatively affect the collaborative efforts required to promote effective teaching and learning.
Although SMTs employ strategies such as conducting additional classes beyond regular
teaching hours and collaborating with district officials to address declining NSC performance,
the persistent internal school dysfunction and inconsistent teacher commitment remain
significant contributors to learner underperformance. Sustainable improvements in learner
achievement require not only strategic interventions but also strong professional working
relationships that foster collaborative instructional leadership, teacher commitment, and
accountability.

This study contributes to the growing body of literature by providing empirical and
theoretical insights into instructional leadership challenges in schools experiencing declining
academic performance despite a history of high achievement. Based on the findings, the study
recommends the establishment of structured platforms and regular engagement sessions
involving SMTs and teachers, with a particular focus on strengthening professional
relationships and promoting collaborative instructional leadership. Such initiatives should be
aligned with individual stakeholder commitment and performance accountability to support
measurable and sustained improvements in learner achievement.

As a small-scale qualitative study, the findings are limited to the perspectives of the

participating SMT members and cannot be generalised to all secondary schools. Consequently,
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further research involving a larger sample of schools is recommended to deepen understanding
of instructional leadership challenges and strategic responses in schools experiencing a

transition from high academic performance to declining learner outcomes.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding
This work was not supported by any funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement

This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical guidelines set by the University of
Johannesburg. As part of a doctoral thesis, the conduct of this study was approved by the
University of Johannesburg’s Faculty of Education ethics committee with an ethical clearance

number SEM 1-2024-078, dated May 2024.

Al Declaration

The authors declare the use of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in writing this paper. In particular,
the authors used Grammarly to eliminate grammatical and punctuation errors. Furthermore,
the authors used Copilot in searching for literature. The authors take full responsibility in

ensuring proper review and editing of contents generated using Al

ORCID
Phumlani Samuel Mnikathi — https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8103-8582
Parvathy Naidoo — https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6074-8721



https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8103-8582
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6074-8721

ISSN 2719-0633 (Print) 2719-0641 (Online) | 95

References

Bada, H. A., Tengku Ariffin, T. F., & Nordin, H. B. (2020). The effectiveness of teachers in
nigerian secondary schools: The role of instructional leadership of principals.
International ~ Journal — of  Leadership  in  Education, 27(1), 44-T71.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2020.1811899

Bayat, A., Louw, W., Rena, R. (2014). Investigating the confluence of factors impacting on
underperformance at selected secondary schools in the Western Cape, South Africa.
International Journal of Education Science, 7(1), 41-55.

Bayat, A., Louw, W., Rena, R. (2015). Typologies of underperforming schools: Evidence from
the Western Cape Province of South Africa. International Journal of Education
Economics and Development, 6(3), 183-208.
https://doi.org/10.1504/1JEED.2015.073156

Bhangu, S., Provost, F., & Caduff, C. (2023). Introduction to qualitative research methods— Part
L Perspectives in Clinical Research, 14(1), 39-42.
https://doi.org/10.4103/picr.picr 253 22

Cao, J., Huang, Y., Shao, X., & Zhong, Y. (2025). Driving innovation: Exploring the effect of
distributed leadership on collective teacher innovativeness in Chinese schools. The Asia
-Pacific Education Researcher, 34, 433-446. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-024-
00866-x

Chhourn, B. H. (2019). The development of an instructional leadership model for outcome-
based education at private higher education institutions in Cambodia [Doctorate thesis,
Assumption University of Thailand]. Assumption University of Thailand Institutional
Repository. https://repository.au.edu/handle/6623004553/22989

Crowe, M., Inder, M., & Porter, R. (2015). Conducting qualitative research in mental health:
Thematic and content analyses. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 1-8.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004867415582053

Daing, C. A., & Mustapha, L. C. (2023). School administrators’ instructional leadership skills
and teachers’ performance and efficacy in senior high schools in the national capital
region, Philippines. International Journal of Educational Policy Research and Review,
10(1), 1- 18. https://doi.org/10.15739/1IJEPRR.23.001

Denes, G. (2023). A case study of using Al for General Certificate of Secondary Education
(GCSE) grade prediction in a selective independent school in England. Computer and
Education: Artificial Intelligence, 4(100129), 1-10.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.caeai.2023.100129

Department of Basic Education. (2013). National education policy Act, 1996 (Act No 27of
1996): Policy on the organisation, roles and responsibilities of education districts.
South African Government.
https://www.education.gov.za/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=F4]E lwmNQeA%3D

Department of Basic Education. (2022). Personnel Administrative Measures (PAM). South
African Government.
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202209/46879gon2468.pdf

Department of Education. (2008). Understand school leadership & governance in the South
African context. Department of Education South.
https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Understand_school leadership_and governan
ce_in_the South Afr.pdf

Department of Basic Education. (2024). 2024 National Senior Certificate (NSC) school
performance report. Department of Basic Education.



https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2020.1811899
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJEED.2015.073156
https://doi.org/10.4103/picr.picr_253_22
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-024-00866-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40299-024-00866-x
https://repository.au.edu/handle/6623004553/22989
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004867415582053
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004867415582053
https://doi.org/10.15739/IJEPRR.23.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.caeai.2023.100129%09
https://www.education.gov.za/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=F4jE1wmNQeA%3D
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202209/46879gon2468.pdf
https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Understand_school_leadership_and_governance_in_the_South_Afr.pdf
https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Understand_school_leadership_and_governance_in_the_South_Afr.pdf

96 | International Journal of Educational Management and Development Studies, Volume 7 Issue 2

https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Documents/Reports/2024/2024%20NSC%20S
chool%20Performance%20Report.pdf

Dziak, M. (2025, n.d.). Secondary education in the United States. EBSCO.
https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/education/secondary-education-united-states

Etikan, 1., & Bala, K. (2017). Sampling and sampling methods. Biometrics & Biostatistics
International Journal, 5(6), 215-217. https://doi.org/10.15406/bbij.2017.05.00149

Gauteng Department of Education. (2025, January 13). Announcement of the 2024 Matric
examination results speech by Matome Chiloane, Gauteng Education MEC. Gauteng
Provincial Department.

Groenewald, D., Lavery, S., & O’Neill, M. (2025). Teams matter: Characteristics of senior
leadership  in.  Issues in  Educational  Research,  35(1), 181-198.
http://www.iier.org.au/iier35/groenewald.pdf

Guba, E. G. (1981). ERIC/ECTJ annual review paper: Criteria for assessing the trustworthiness
of naturalistic inquiries. Educational Communication and Technology Journal, 29(2),
75-91. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02766777

Hallinger, P. (2018). Principal instructional leadership: From prescription to theory to practice.
In G. E. Hall, L. F. Quinn, & D. M. Gollnick (Eds.), The Wiley handbook of teaching
and learning. Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118955901.ch21

Hallinger, P., Lee, M., & Ko, J. (2014). Exploring the impact of school principals on teacher
professional communities in Hong Kong. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 13(3), 229—
259. https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2014.901396

Harris, A. (2008). Distributed leadership: According to the evidence. Journal of Educattional
Administration, 46(2), 172-188. https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230810863253

Harris, A., & Jones, M. (2022). Leading underperforming schools. School Leadership &
Management, 42(1), 1-3. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2022.2035907

Heale, R., & Twycross, A. (2018). What is a case study? Evidence Based Nursing, 21(1), 7-8.
https://doi.org/10.1136/eb-2017-102845

Heystek, J., & Emekako, R. (2020). Leadership and motivation for improved academic
performance in schools in low socio-economic contexts. International Journal of
Educational Management, 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-10-2019-0378

Huaisheng, Z., Manu, B. D., Mensah, 1. A., Mingyue, F., Oduro, D. (2019). Exploring the effect
of school management functions on student’s academic performance: A dilemma from
public senior high schools in Ghana. Journal of Arts & Humanities, 8(6), 33-45.
http://dx.doi.org/10.18533/journal.v8i6.1665

Jane, S. M. (2015). An exploration of the challenges facing underperforming schools in the
Vhembe District, Limpopo Province, South Africa. Journal of Educational Studies, 53-
71. https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC187879

Knight, J. (2009). What can we do about teacher resistance? Phi Delta Kappan, 90(7), 508-513.
https://doi.org/10.1177/003172170909000711

Letsoalo, M. E. (2018). Grade 12’s overall performance in South Africa’s Western Cape
province: An analysis using mixed-effects model. Journal of Gender, Information and
Development in Africa (JGIDA), 7(2), 285-307. https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-
10cd881563

Lim, W. M. (2024). What is qualitative research? An overview and guidelines. Australasian
Marketing Journal, 1-31. https://doi.org/10.1177/14413582241264619

Makgato, M., & Mudzanani, N. N. (2019). Exploring school principals’ leadership styles and
learners’ educational performance: A perspective from high-and low-performing



https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Documents/Reports/2024/2024%20NSC%20School%20Performance%20Report.pdf
https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Documents/Reports/2024/2024%20NSC%20School%20Performance%20Report.pdf
https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/education/secondary-education-united-states
https://doi.org/10.15406/bbij.2017.05.00149
http://www.iier.org.au/iier35/groenewald.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02766777
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118955901.ch21
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2014.901396
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0957-8234
https://www.emerald.com/insight/publication/issn/0957-8234
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230810863253
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2022.2035907
https://doi.org/10.1136/eb-2017-102845
.%20https:/doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-10-2019-0378
http://dx.doi.org/10.18533/journal.v8i6.1665
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC187879
https://doi.org/10.1177/003172170909000711
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-10cd881563
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-10cd881563
https://doi.org/10.1177/14413582241264619

ISSN 2719-0633 (Print) 2719-0641 (Online) | 97

schools. Africa Education Review, 16(2), 90-108.
https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2017.1411201

Maluleke, M. R. (2024). Extra lessons good and have potential for turning the situation around
but needs all role players to be on board. International Journal of Multidisciplinary and
Current Educational Research, 6(2), 22-55.

Mbane, P. M., & Machaba, F. (2021). Roles of school management teams in curriculum
delivery and assessment in primary schools. In A. S. Mawela., M. M. van Wyk (Ed.),
Investigating the roles of School Management Teams in curriculum delivery (1%'ed., pp.
33-51). IGI Global.

Mkhize, P. (2023, March 16). Poor-performing schools summoned to account before MEC.
SundayWorld.  https://sundayworld.co.za/news/education/poor-performing-schools-
summoned-to- account-before-mec/

Mosoge, M. J., & Mataboge, S. K. C. (2021). Empowerment of the school management team
by secondary schools’ principals in Tshwane West District, South Africa. Education
Research and Reviews, 16(4), 93-103. https://doi.org/10.5897/ERR2020.4076

Motlalepula, M., Mokhampanyane, M., & Schlebusch, G. (2022, October 10-12). The role of
School Management Teams in the education of learners from disadvantaged
socioeconomic background in South Africa [Conference presentation]. 8 International
Conference on Advances in Education, Istanbul, Turkey.

Nguyen, H., Ahn, J., Belgrave, A., Lee, J., Cawelti, L., Kim, H. E., Prado, Y., Santagata, R., &
Villavicencio, A. (2021). Establishing trustworthiness through algorithmic approaches
to qualitative research. In R. Andrew & S. B. Lee (Ed.), Advances in quantitative
ethnography. Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on Quantitative
Ethnography, Malibu, United States (pp. 47—61). Springer Science and Business Media
Deutschland GmbH.

Nguyen, L., Magby, N., & Ojetunde, T. (2023). Reframing and understanding staff resistance
to advance positive school climates. WestEd.

Nwosu, L. ., Matashu, M., Buabeng, A. T. (2022). A call to strengthen instructional leadership
to support learner achievement during and post COVID-19: A systematic literature
review approach. [International Journal of Learning, Teaching and Educational
Research, 21(7), 219-240. https://doi.org/10.26803/ijlter.21.7.12

Nzimande, W. M. (2019). Sailing in turbulent conditions: Principals’ leadership experiences
about turning around underperforming schools in deprived contexts [ Doctorate thesis,
University of KwaZulu-Natal]. University of KwaZulu-Natal ResearchSpace.
https://researchspace.ukzn.ac.za/handle/10413/17358

Omodan, B. I. (2015). A model for selecting theoretical framework through epistemology of
research paradigms. African Journal of Inter/Multidisciplinary Studies, 4(1), 275-285.
https://doi.org/10.51415/ajims.v411.1022

Pan, H. L. W., Nyeu, F. Y., & Chen, J. S. (2015). Principal instructional leadership in Taiwan:
Lessons from two decades of research. Journal of Educational Administration, 53(4),
492- 511. https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-01-2014-0006

Ramalepe, M. L. (2023). ‘Reculture, don’t restructure’: propositions to improve learner
achievement in underperforming schools in Mopani West District. International Journal of
Humanities  Social  Sciences  and  Education  (IJHSSE), 10(5), 44-51.
https://doi.org/10.20431/2349-0381.1005006

Saraye, T. (2025). Influence of extra lessons on students’ self-efficacy in chemistry among
senior secondary school students in Ibadan. Panorama Journal of Education, 4(1), 144-
154. https://www.theinterscholar.org/journals/index.php/education



https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2017.1411201
https://sundayworld.co.za/news/education/poor-performing-schools-summoned-to-%09account-before-mec/
https://sundayworld.co.za/news/education/poor-performing-schools-summoned-to-%09account-before-mec/
https://doi.org/10.5897/ERR2020.4076
https://doi.org/10.26803/ijlter.21.7.12
https://researchspace.ukzn.ac.za/handle/10413/17358
https://doi.org/10.51415/ajims.v4i1.1022
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-01-2014-0006
https://doi.org/10.20431/2349-0381.1005006
https://www.theinterscholar.org/journals/index.php/education

98 | International Journal of Educational Management and Development Studies, Volume 7 Issue 2

Saunders, B., Sim, J., Kingstone, T., Baker, S., Waterfield, J., Bartlam, B., Burroughs, H., Jinks,
C. (2018). Saturation in qualitative research: Exploring its conceptualization and
operationalization. Qual Quant, 52, 1893—1907. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-
0574-8

Schlebusch, G. J. (2020). Collaborative leadership and sustained learner academic performance
in secondary schools: A blaming game? Africa Education Review, 17(3), 74-89.
https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2019.1635498

Schlebusch, G., & Schlebusch, L. (2022). Impact of School Management Teams on educator
job satisfaction. International Journal of Social Sciences & Educational Studies, 9(4),
24-40. https://doi.org/10.23918/ijsses.v9i4p24

Setlhodi, I. 1., & Lebeloane, L. L. (2014). The role of School Management Teams in
underperforming schools: A matter of values. Mediterranean Journal of Social
Sciences, 5(3), 475-483. https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2014.v5n3p475

Shava, G. N., & Heystek, J. (2018). Agency and structure: principals’ ability to bring about
sustainable improvement in underperforming schools in South Africa. Africa Education
Review, 1-19. https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-18a23cdlel

Spillane, J. P. (2004, n.d). Distributed leadership: What's all the hoopla? ResearchGate.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265990539 Distributed Leadership What%
27s_All_the Hoopla

Stahl, N. A., & King, J. R. (2020). Expanding approaches for research: Understanding and using
trustworthiness in qualitative research. Journal of Developmental Education, 44(1), 26-
28. https://www.jstor.org/stable/45381095

Subramoney, P. (2022). Exploring instructional leadership practices of School Management
Teams in underperforming secondary schools in the Umlazi District [Doctorate thesis,
University of South Africa]. University of South Africa Institutional Repository.
https://hdl.handle.net/10500/29406

Tenha, J., & Makamure, C. (2024). A contemporary examination of instructional leadership
activities and distributed leadership practices in elementary education. International
Journal of Educational Management and Development Studies, 5(3), 267-295.
https://doi.org/10.53378/ijemds.353105

Terry, G., Hayfield, N., Clarke, V., & Braun, V. (2017). Thematic Analysis. In C. Willig & W.
S. Rogers (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of qualitative research in psychology (2™ ed.,
pp- 17-37). SAGE.

Ugwu, C. N., & Eze, V. H. U. (2023). Qualitative research. International Digital Organization
for Scientific Research, 8(1), 20-35.

van de Grift, W. J. C. M., & A. Houtveen, A. A. M. (2006). Underperformance in primary
schools.  School  Effectiveness and School Improvement, 17(3), 255-273.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243450600697317

van de Grift, W., & Houtveen, T. (2007). Weaknesses in Underperforming Schools. Journal of
Education  for  Students Placed at Risk (JESPAR), 12(4), 383-403.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10824660701758942

Yang, X., & Chang, Y. (2024). The effects of perceived distributed leadership on teacher
professional development among primary school teachers: The mediating role of teacher

professional learning community. Journal of Pedagogical Research, 8(4), 163-
177. https://doi.org/10.33902/JPR.202429304



https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2019.1635498
https://doi.org/10.23918/ijsses.v9i4p24
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2014.v5n3p475
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-18a23cd1e1
https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-18a23cd1e1
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265990539_Distributed_Leadership_What%27s_All_the_Hoopla
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265990539_Distributed_Leadership_What%27s_All_the_Hoopla
https://www.jstor.org/stable/45381095
https://hdl.handle.net/10500/29406%09
https://doi.org/10.53378/ijemds.353105
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243450600697317
https://doi.org/10.1080/10824660701758942
https://doi.org/10.33902/JPR.202429304

