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ABSTRACT Since the advent of the new educational dispensation in 1994, the South African National Department
of education has embarked on a process of enhancing the improvement of pass-rates in secondary schools.
However, despite these efforts the process has not been very smooth as some schools have not improved or least
show signs of the improvement of their performances. This paper therefore explores factors contributing to
school improvement in secondary schools. During this generative qualitative study data was collected from
principals, SMT members, Teachers, and SGB member’s focus groups. Face to face interviews were held with
principals, focus group interviews were held with school management teams, teachers and school governing body
parents.  Documentary analysis from three highly improved schools (those that have seen dramatic improvement
in learner attainment and basic functionality over three years) and three less improved schools (those that have
not improved their learner attainment and basic functionality over three years) was also done. Data was then
analysed using constant comparative analysis within an inductive analytical framework. Among the findings of the
study is that management and leadership, effective curriculum management, effective school governance and an
effective support structures are at the heart of any school improvement success.

INTRODUCTION

School improvement as opposed to school
effectiveness is the process by which school
attempt to improve their effectiveness, which
means their learner attainment output and basic
functionality. School effectiveness on the other
hand is when the school can efficiently achieve
goals it has set for itself (Makoelle 2012). So
school effectiveness is largely a product of
school improvement process (Makoelle 2012).
School improvement in this study is understood
to mean an ongoing process by which the school
strives for high level of productivity and effec-
tiveness in terms of learner attainment. In the
past, school improvement in South Africa was
driven by NGO projects funded by corporate
and international donors. After 1994, a multiplic-
ity of projects were initiated and driven by the
government; hence, the current literature on
school improvement in South Africa is dominat-
ed by various projects that the Department of
Education has implemented to effect improve-
ment at schools (Taylor in Townsend 2007), for
example:  The Imbewu Project (1998–2001) in the
Eastern Cape at 523 rural schools. From 1994 -
2003, standards-based accountability was used
when matriculation results declined. Improve-

ment plans were designed to change the situa-
tion at dysfunctional schools (schools attain-
ing less than a 20% matriculation pass rate). Sev-
eral projects were also implemented to align cur-
riculum, teaching and assessment. These includ-
ed for example:  The District Development and
Support Project (DDSP) from 2000–2002 at 453
primary schools (in rural areas) focused on im-
proving the functionality of districts and
schools.

Furthermore, COLTS (Culture of Learning and
Teaching Services) campaign was instituted by
the South African Government to resuscitate the
schools from the breakdown of the culture of
teaching and learning as a result of the revolu-
tion against the Bantu Education Act (Rampa
2005). COLTS was a presidential project initiat-
ed in 1996. According to Rampa (2005), it was
integrated as an improvement strategy with two
other strategies, namely Total Quality Manage-
ment (TQM) and TIRISANO (the latter word
means ‘working together’), which sought to
transform the institutional cultures of schools
into those of collaboration and team building.
Rampa (2005) indicates that, despite the project,
school productivity remained low, which was a
sign that improvement as a result of the imple-
mentation of the project did not succeed.
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 Following COLTS, a number of projects were
initiated to improve the quality of teaching and
learning at schools; for example Kanjee (2005)
and Taylor and Prinsloo (2005) indicate that the
improvement intervention called the Quality
Learning Project (QLP) was initiated to improve
the conditions at secondary schools spread
across the nine provinces. This project was spon-
sored by the Business Trust and the National
Department of Education and was managed by
Jet Education Services with its interventions
predominantly managed by NGOs.

The QLP improvement strategy was based
on a systemic model, which involved interven-
tion at district, school and classroom level to
improve the conditions at schools with less ca-
pacity to promote effective teaching and learn-
ing. QLP activities were geared towards the im-
provement of the following:  teaching of mathe-
matics, reading and writing skills at 524 schools;
governance and management of schools and
management in 17 districts. In a similar vein, the
Dinaledi Project, which was intended to improve
the teaching of Physical Science and Mathe-
matics, was implemented at 102 schools. While
the outcome of the Dinaledi Project was slightly
better than that of the QLP, the overall improve-
ment was not significantly high (Taylor and Prin-
sloo 2005).

Coupled with these processes, there were
attempts to change management approaches to
improve schools (Madasi 2004); to capacitate
management and leadership (Hoadley et al. 2009)
and to conduct several studies on how schools
could be improved, for example the influence of
School-Based Management (SBM) which is a
system advocating a decentralisation of powers
to allow the school leader to take decisions that
could influence the improvement of their schools
(Botha 2002, 2004).

There have also been efforts to develop com-
prehensive improvement plans that can comple-
ment both systemic and management dimen-
sions; for example, the Eastern Cape Member of
the Executive Council (MEC) of Education has
adopted an improvement strategy called Master
Plan 2010 (DoBE 2010). This plan focuses on the
systemic, management and resource needs of
schools in that province for improvement to take
place, which reflects a holistic or comprehen-
sive approach to school improvement. Lately,
The Minister of Basic Education, Ms Angie
Motshekga, has announced that the recently

formed National Education Evaluation and De-
velopment Unit (NEEDU) which will monitor the
administration of tests on numeracy and litera-
cy to Grades 3, 6 and 9 (Govender 2010). This is
seen as a move to raise standards and enhance
improvement as far as the quality of teaching
and learning is concerned. However, this raising
of standards has become problematic. Further-
more, DoBE in 2008 and 2009 has launched the
QLTC, which is partly funded by the Education
and Labour Relations Council (ELRC). It has
secured a long-term commitment from different
stakeholders – including teachers’ unions,
school-governing-body organisations, and
learner organisations – to work together to im-
prove the quality of education (Davies 2010).
The current situation is that the QLTC has not
filtered through to the grassroots (that is many
schools have not yet understood and imple-
mented the campaign fully).  Jansen (2004) pos-
tulates that the improvement of the culture of
learning at schools is hampered by the deeply
held convictions and perceptions by teachers
that evaluation of their work could result in
victimisation.

While other improvement strategies such as
those discussed above focused on systemic
aspects of education to improve teaching and
learning, others targeted the development of
management and leadership to effect improve-
ment. The above initiatives were attempts to
enhance school improvement, meaning to in-
crease their learner attainment and basic func-
tionality. The analysis of the projects discussed
earlier shows that very little improvement was
actually registered at schools as some schools
continued to underperform. In 2009 matricula-
tion results recorded a decline of 2%. Since then,
in an attempt to rectify the situation, the Minis-
ter of Basic Education has made several state-
ments to the effect that education in schools
has to be improved as a matter of urgency
(Davies 2010). In 2012 the matriculation results
improved but other provinces registered a de-
cline in the pass rates. The observation is that
various projects that were put in place to im-
prove schools have not been necessarily suc-
cessful. Be that as it may, it can also be noted
that other schools within this improvement initi-
atives were able to improve their learner attain-
ment and basic functionality while other did not.
Therefore it is import to explore which factors
contribute to school improvement.
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Therefore the following research question
was posed:

Which factors contribute to improvement of
South African secondary schools?

Conceptualising School Improvement
and Change

Teddlie and Reynolds (2000: 146) define
school improvement as the ‘long-term goal of
moving towards the ideal type of the self-re-
newing school’. Schools improve as they em-
brace the spirit of change; and change from the
current to the future state depends on how well
change is managed at a school. Hopkins (1987:
57) defines school improvement as:

… a sustained effort aimed at change in
learning conditions and other related internal
conditions in one or more schools, with the ul-
timate aim of accomplishing educational goals
more effectively.

The preceding statement focuses attention
on school improvement as a process character-
ised by change. Therefore, there is an important
link between change and school improvement
(Lukacs and Galluzzo 2014). According to Hop-
kins (2001), change plays a pivotal role in school
improvement as schools adapt their internal con-
ditions in response to change, which may lead
to school improvement.

 School improvement seem to revolve around
the phenomenon of change as a prerequisite for
improvement.

Some schools fail to improve because the
process of change is not properly planned, initi-
ated, implemented and monitored. Harris et al.
(1997) compare a school to a system with com-
ponents that are dependent on one another for
the system to function. The authors indicate that
change initiated from the bottom up is more sus-
tainable than from the top down, because those
for whom change is intended are involved, a
position shared by Mills (1990) and echoed by
Lukacs and Galluzzo (2014). Macbeath and Mor-
timore (2001: 153–154) argue that change towards
school improvement may be realised if a profile
of change is developed to guide areas which
need improvement.

School improvement is determined by spe-
cific aspects stemming from management, cur-
riculum and school to social issues. Fullan (2004)
like Caputo and Rastelli (2014) argues that the
reason why most schools struggle to improve is

that change is often difficult to implement. Ful-
lan (1999, 2001) further points out that schools
are places characterised by diversity, power re-
lations and micro-politics, which often compli-
cates the transition from the current state of af-
fairs to the improved one.

Fullan (1999) furthermore states that change
should be a priority need for the school commu-
nity, with a clear set of objectives and goals,
monitored and carefully planned. Change is of-
ten disturbed when there is an autocratic leader-
ship style that prohibits free engagement by those
at whom change is directed (Engelbrecht and
Green 2001; Weber 2007). The relevance of
change as a contributory variable to school im-
provement seems to lie in how it is approached.
Change is a component of school management
and leadership; therefore, the way change is
approached may have a profound influence on
school improvement. However, the management
approaches, as well as the leadership and man-
agement philosophy at a school, seem to diverge
because of the varied contexts and prevailing
conditions.

Some Approaches to School Change and
Improvement

Change and improvement usually begin with
the process of initiation. Change is then imple-
mented and institutionalised to become part of
the school culture. Coppieters (2005) warns that
a school is a complex, unpredictable and dy-
namic institution. Improvement depends on how
well change is managed and how well the school
is transformed into an institution of learning.
School improvement is guided by the processes
of goal-setting, pressure and need to improve,
cyclical improvement processes, and school
autonomy (Scheerens and Demeuse 2005).

Change and improvement are core concepts
in all definitions of leadership. School improve-
ment is about capacitating school leaders to im-
prove on the service provided to learners. There
is a strong relationship between leadership and
change. School leaders need change to effect
improvement at their institutions. The quality of
change is often determined by the extent to
which it affects the improvement of the school.
The school leader is charged with the responsi-
bility of implementing change through various
approaches. While there are many theories of
change in the literature, the complexity and evo-
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lutionary change theory of Michael Fullan is rel-
evant and appropriate. Fullan (1999: 36) distin-
guishes between two approaches of education-
al change, namely the complexity approach and
the evolutionary approach. The complexity ap-
proach is a more interactive approach towards
change whereby stakeholders interact to bring
about a state of stability. By contrast, the evolu-
tionary approach assumes that change will hap-
pen over time.

The choice of either approach to change will
depend on the circumstances and the context
within which change takes place. The school
culture of management, learning, assessment and
routine can all have a profound effect on how
successfully change is implemented.  School
improvement signifies a change from the cur-
rent to the new state (Fullan 2004).

Writing in support of the complexity ap-
proach, Mittler (2000: 134) postulates that
change is an ongoing process, and that for
change to be successfully implemented, all those
involved should continually monitor and reflect
on the process (McCallion 1998; Loreman et al.
2005). Those involved in change should contin-
ually challenge their beliefs and notions about
the process of change (Goodson 2003). Similar-
ly, Richards et al. (2001), Haney et al. 2002) argue
that beliefs, attitudes, knowledge and under-
standing are pivotal points to be looked at close-
ly if any success is to be registered.

The complexity approach to change is con-
gruent with the notion of collaboration advanced
by Mohr et al. (2004), Richardson (1998), Somekh
(2006), and Ainscow et al. (2006). This notion is
crucial for the successful implementation of
change as those for whom change is intended
collaborate to bring about improvement to their
practice. To bring about the desired results, re-
flection is crucial for educational change, chal-
lenging the status quo and introducing new
ideas (Fullan and Hargreaves 2002; Briscow 1996;
McTaggard 1997; Hoban 2002).

Collaboration with the school community will
develop into what Fullan (2001) calls a profes-
sional learning community. The community af-
fords stakeholders the opportunity to learn to-
gether in what will be referred to as a community
of practice (Wenger 1998; Hargreaves 1997; Ful-
lan 2001). A community of practice should probe
its own practices with a view to improving them
(Reason and Bradbury 2006; Retallic et al. 1999).
The approaches to change and school improve-

ment often orientate and direct the type of the
strategy the school will adopt in enhancing im-
provement. The following section briefly looks
at some examples of such strategies.

Strategies of School Improvement

A number of strategies are applied in an at-
tempt to improve schools, but essentially there
are two main perspectives in this regard:  firstly,
there is the belief that the school can improve
when an outside body determines what stan-
dards the school should meet (for example, set-
ting targets and benchmarks); secondly, it is
believed that the school should continually re-
view its progress and performance for service to
improve – hence the notion of the learning
school. McGilchrist et al.  (1997), Senge et al.
(2000), and Sun et al. (2007) highlight the signif-
icance of a school’s continual learning process
about itself to bring about improved perfor-
mance. This learning process is embedded in
the school, clearly articulating its vision, em-
barking on continual staff development, good
leadership, fostering learning on behalf of the
school community, and enhancing community
networks.

The school learns through the process of
school-development planning. Hargreaves and
Hopkins (1991: 3, 1994) believe that a school
learns by continually planning its development.
They define school-development planning as
the process of planning the improvement and
then implementing the plans over a specified
period. School- development planning must en-
compass the performance indicators that will
make it easy for the progress to be monitored
(Hulpia and Valcke 2004).  The continual cyclic
procedure of school-development planning al-
lows the school continually to reflect on its im-
provement initiatives and plan for future im-
provement. This according to Hargreaves and
Hopkins (1991) include audit, construction, im-
plementation and evaluation. Hargreaves and
Hopkins (1991) indicate that school-develop-
ment planning is not linear but circular:  one
process leads to the next; for example, construc-
tion leads to implementation. School-develop-
ment planning is usually a collective effort on
the part of the stakeholders at the school. It is a
never-ending process aimed at achieving the
vision of the school.

Total Quality Management (TQM) is anoth-
er improvement strategy suggested by Harris et
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al. (1997: 263–268) and Motaboli (2009) who posit
that improvement takes place in a cyclical pro-
cess called TQM (Total Quality Management)
defined  as ‘continuously meeting agreed cus-
tomer requirements at lowest cost’. TQM is a
management approach geared towards devel-
oping an educational institution in totality and
achieving school improvement and effective-
ness. TQM groups employees together, identi-
fies opportunities for improvement, and engag-
es in problem-solving. It focuses on goal attain-
ment by the school and looks at how well the
school is adapted to its routine. It is important
that there is a clear focus on the internal condi-
tions of the school, clear decisions about devel-
opment and maintenance, and that external
change is adapted for internal purposes. Im-
provement should cut across all levels. Perfor-
mance data should be used to plan future devel-
opment, and change should be accepted to trans-
form school culture. TQM looks at the opera-
tion of the school in its wholeness, and it is
furthermore related to strategic management.

 Middlewood and Lumby (1998) reflect on
and single out strategic management within TQM
as the component that enhances the chances of
improving efficiency and effectiveness. The au-
thors believe that being proactive and planning
ahead strategically enhances the quality of plan-
ning and therefore results in quality work. The
authors define strategic management as an ap-
proach to managing with anticipation, and pro-
viding for the unexpected in the process of en-
hancing improvement. Strategic thinking is an
important step that all school managers should
embark on.

Strategic management has to develop a vi-
sion (image of what might be) and mission (how
to achieve the vision) and set clear objectives
(Knight 2014). This could take place in an or-
ganisational culture that is geared towards im-
provement. The phenomenon of strategic man-
agement is geared towards ensuring that the
school is self-managing. Schools come to be self-
managing when all activities are carefully planned
and carried out (Caldwell and Spinks (1998). The
concept self-managing school is closely linked
to the process articulating the decentralisation
of powers to schools, which is the notion of
School-Based Management (SBM) (Nenyod
2002).

The implication seems to be that, in relative
terms, self-managing schools strive to improve
their current state. While noting the impact of
school-development planning, TQM, SBM, and

strategic management on school improvement,
Visscher and Coe (2002) highlight on the one
hand, how the use of external feedback by per-
formance feedback systems can influence school
improvement. External evaluation is believed to
be providing a clearer understanding from a dis-
tance. Conversely, there are those who believe
that change and improvement can only come
about if schools work together. Waghid (2002:
2) uses the term deliberate schooling, implying
an emphasis on deliberation, aiming to deepen,
institutionalise, facilitate, consolidate and de-
velop cooperation and participation in all
schools. Such cooperation is necessary, espe-
cially between formerly advantaged and disad-
vantaged schools in South Africa. The notion
of Waghid’s deliberate schooling seems to get
close to the process of mentoring by definition.

 Love (1993) postulates that mentoring is one
of the systems known to enhance the improve-
ment of organisations such as the school. The
functions of the mentor are usually to provide
support to protégés through coaching and as-
signing tasks that will lead to the development
of the protégé. The mentor should act as a role
model of positive attitudes, beliefs and values.
The mentor should facilitate discussions about
the protégé’s work and dispel the protégé’s anx-
ieties and fears. Teachers at all levels of man-
agement at school could be mentored for the
enhancement of their performance and therefore
school performance.

Although school improvement is an ongo-
ing process, evaluating or measuring it is critical
as it relates to how effective change has been.
Two views of ensuring school improvement pre-
vail, namely, that of using learner attainment as
a yardstick and that of using whole-school eval-
uation with specific indicators of change or im-
provement. Scollay and Everson (1985) warn
against using student achievement as the sole
criterion to evaluate school improvement.  On
the other hand, Crowley and Hauser (2007),
while advocating the approach of whole-school
evaluation to measure school improvement, be-
lieve that the evaluating strategies need ongo-
ing conversations about the nature of evidence
and elements of the research practice.

METHODOLOGY

Qualitative research is intended principally
to interrogate both the research process and the
end-product of the research.  It differs from the
quantitative approach in that the process is not
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aimed at the generalisation of findings but fo-
cuses on achieving a deeper understanding of
the phenomenon being studied. The data col-
lected qualitatively are tacit (intuitive) and their
reliability and validity depend on what Lincoln
and Guba (1985) call ‘trustworthiness’ (Cress-
well 2003: 186). While some researchers often
regard qualitative and quantitative research ap-
proaches as competing paradigms, researchers
such as Cresswell (2003) view them as mutually
complementary to the research process. This
study, however, used a qualitative research ap-
proach because it allowed the study to be con-
ducted in natural settings, where the percep-
tions and experiences of the researcher and the
researched could be taken into consideration
for the purposes of understanding and describ-
ing the data (Motaboli 2009). In linking the case-
study method with qualitative research, Noor
(2008) describes the case-study method as a stra-
tegic qualitative method. The relationship be-
tween the qualitative research approach and
case study mostly stems from the need to gen-
erate a deeper understanding of the phenome-
non and to take the perceptions and experienc-
es of research subjects into consideration. The
goal of the case-study method is therefore to
generate meanings to understand the phenome-
non being studied (Noor 2008).

 The case-study method is in many instanc-
es used together with the qualitative research
approach, because the phenomenon is studied
in a real-life context. Case studies are mostly
concerned with why and how things happen,
clarifying the difference between the contexts
of what was planned and what actually happened
during an inquiry. This leads to an in-depth un-
derstanding of the phenomenon (Yin 2003; Noor
2008).

Population and Sampling

Population is defined by Neuman (2006: 224)
as the abstract idea of a large group of cases
from which a researcher draws a sample from
which results are generalised. Sapsford (2007)
adds that population means the entire set of
objects spoken about and about which general-
isations are made. The population in this study
therefore comprises all secondary schools in the
Free State Province, their principals, school man-
agement teams, teachers, and school governing
body parents.

Sample is defined by Neuman (2006: 218) as
a small set of cases a researcher selects from a
larger pool and generalises to the population.
For logistical reasons, such as resources and
time, only six secondary schools in a selected
district of the Free State Province were selected
to constitute a sample. The schools in the dis-
trict were selected purposefully, which means
that a sample was constituted according to the
availability of subjects rather than on the basis
of representativeness (Leedy 1993).

The sample comprised of three highly im-
proved schools and three less improved schools
in terms of learner achievement.  Leaner attain-
ment was the only indicator of improvement used
as it was easy to make comparisons over a three
year period. Documentary analyses of the six
schools were done. The sampling of schools
was done in a random manner, using a quota-
sampling technique. Neuman (2006: 220) de-
scribes quota sampling as:

getting a preset number of each of several
predetermined categories that will reflect the
diversity of the population using haphazard
method.

Stringer (2008) and Sapsford (2007) support
this definition of quota sampling. Three highly
improved schools and three less improved
schools were selected on the basis of their ma-
triculation results. Schools which improved their
learner attainment from 60% to more than 80%
pass rate were regarded as highly improved and
schools which consistently attained a less than
60% pass rate in three years as less improved
schools. The 60% and 80% bench-marks were
used as a distinguishing factor to highly im-
proved and less improved schools given the Free
State provincial average in pass-rates. While
these thresholds were used for determining the
level of improvement in the Free State Province,
caution should be exercised as 60% could be
regarded as highly improved in other provinces
or in other contexts. The results used were culled
from the years 2010, 2011 and 2012. The data
was received from the six schools are summa-
rized in Table 1.

Table 1:  Summary of participants

Participants Place   Number

Principals Schools 6
SGB focus group (Parents) Schools 6
School-management team Schools 6
 focus group
Teacher focus group Schools 6
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Data Collection

The semi-structured interview is a person-
to-person conversation with the objective of
exploring the research topic with the research
participant (Watts and Ebbutt 1987; Trochim
2001; Bryman 2001; Burton 2000; Yates 2004;
Cresswell 2003; Wengraf 2001). One-on-one in-
terviews with principals and school-based fo-
cus-group interviews were the first phase in the
qualitative phase. During this phase, six (6) semi-
structured interviews were conducted with each
of the six principals of the selected schools
(1x6=6).

According to Babbie (2004: 302), a focus
group is ‘a group of 12 to 15 people brought
together in a room to engage in a guided discus-
sion about some topic’. The same definition is
supported by Wong (2008), Krueger (1994), Laws
et al. (2003), Kelly (1998) and Wilson (1997). Fo-
cus-group interviews with three different focus
groups, also purposefully sampled, consisted
of six SMT members, six SGB members and six
teachers from each school followed.

Data Analysis

The analysis of qualitative data, according
to Blaikie (2000), therefore takes into consider-
ation the views of participants and the process
and context. According to Mouton and Marais
(1993), the aim of data analysis is to understand
the components of data and determine the rela-
tionship between variables, patterns and
themes. Data analysis results in interpretation,
which involves synthesising data into a coher-
ent whole.

The researcher attempted to make sense of
all the data collected qualitatively; that is, from
unstructured interviews, SGB focus-group in-
terviews, and documentary analysis. The re-
searcher used a systematic set of procedures to
develop and inductively derive theory about the
phenomenon, a principle borrowed from ground-
ed theory (Strauss and Corbin 1990: 24). The
developmental data analysis was characterised
by the following series of basic steps (Laws et
al. 2003: 395):

Step 1:  Reading and rereading all the col-
lected data

Reading the data ensured that the research-
er was familiar with the data, thus making the
process of analysis much easier and more man-
ageable.

Step 2:  Making a preliminary list of themes
arising from the data

The process of categorising data into themes,
referred to as ‘coding’, has been conceptual-
ised by Miles and Huberman (1994) as labels or
texts assigned to units of meaning of pieces of
data collected. Similarly, Neuman (1997) refers
to the process as organising raw data into con-
ceptual categories in order to create themes that
will be used to analyse the data. Consequently,
the data were categorised into themes.

Step 3:  Reading the data again to confirm
the themes

It is crucial that data be studied several times
to verify that the interpretations are correct and
valid. The data were read several times to con-
firm the themes.

Step 4:  Linking themes to quotations and
notes

The researcher then wrote themes next to
the quotations and notes while examining the
data.

Step 5:  Examining and interpreting the cat-
egories of themes

From the meaning attached to the interpreta-
tions of themes, logical conclusions were drawn.

FINDINGS

The analysis of data presented five themes
which seemed instrumental for school improve-
ment:

Theme:  Management, Leadership and
Administration

The analysis of data seems to suggest that
at in highly improved schools, improvement is
incorporated into the vision, mission and School
Development planning.  For example one of the
principals from highly improved schools had this
to say “our vision and mission strive for sus-
tainable improvement and maintaining and
improve our current levels of effectiveness”
While at less improved schools the above-men-
tioned aspects were not prioritised. There seems
also to be an indication that in highly improved
schools   performance of the school are reviewed
annually in relation to the targets set for partic-
ular academic year. For example one SMT mem-
ber of highly improved school postulated “ we
have annual performance targets so, we review
our  performances  frequently to determine whe-
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ther we have achieved what we have set for
ourselves” While at less performing school there
review of performance is infrequent and non
aligned to the overall improvement target of the
school.

There is an indication of visible leadership
and show of leadership’s willingness to improve
through actions enhances the drive to improve
performance in highly improved schools con-
versely the leadership in less improved school
seem invisible and take less action-based  initia-
tive about the improvement of performance, in
support of this it was clear in the following ex-
tract from the principal of a highly performing
school “ I apply management by wondering
about, I am not office bound, as principal if you
want improvement it has to start with you” High-
ly improved schools seem to prioritise the allo-
cation of resources, especially funds into pro-
grammes that enhance school improvement.  For
instance one of the principal has this to say “ it
is important to allocate resources to areas that
will impact highly on teaching and learning as
those are the core business of improvement and
performance” The indication in less improved
schools is that resources are not necessarily
prioritised for improvement but follow a normal
resource allocation process.

Theme:  Learner Related Factors

Highly improved schools seem to have a ro-
bust and clear programme of learner motivation
which seems learners highly motivated to per-
form. This was attested by one of the SMT mem-
bers who articulated “the improvement of learner
performance is influenced by our willingness
to keep all learners motivated, we invite key
motivational speakers and our previous suc-
cessful learners to share their success stories
with our current learners” On the other hand,
less improved schools do not regularly moti-
vate learners there is a attitude of finding excus-
es of non-performance by learners.  Clear sup-
port structures for learners with special educa-
tional needs seem well functioning in highly im-
proved schools while at less improved school
there inadequate support and poorly function-
ing support structures. For instance one princi-
pal from the highly improved school indicated
“we identify learners that are at risk of failure
early and we device intervention programmes
to support them” Highly improved schools re-

ward good performance, regular functions seem
to be organised to recognise good performance
which is not the case in less improved schools.
One of the principals from highly improved
schools indicated “we are a school were excel-
lent performance is recognised at our well done
functions and in class by teachers”

Theme:  Teacher and Teaching Related Factors

Teachers in highly improved schools exhibit
high levels of motivation as compared to the
counterparts in less improved schools. As evi-
dence the following quote is illustrative “our
teachers are in time, in class and teaching, they
are not to be watched or be told to do their
work, they have a sense of accountability and
are driven” There seem to be high level of plan-
ning and preparation for teaching in highly im-
proved schools which seem not to be the case
in less performing schools. For example one of
the SMT members indicated “teachers in my
department are always prepared for class and
their planning reflects lessons for the whole
academic year and there is quality in lesson
planning” Work is regularly monitored and con-
trolled in highly improved schools and appro-
priate interventions are done timely, such that
improvement is not hindered. To support this
one principal said “it is important that from time
to time you check the level of quality because
that will impact on the performance of the en-
tire school”

Theme:  School Governance Factors

School governing bodies of highly improved
schools seem to prioritise performance in a sense
that parents are regarded as partner so are urged
regularly to support their learners and be vigi-
lant of poor performance on part of learners and
report such to school authorities such that ap-
propriate measures are implemented to deal with
non performance, such does not happen in less
improved schools. For instance one SGB mem-
ber of one the highly improved school attested
“we have performance targets, which keep us
performance driven, for instance our parents
are encouraged to motivate their learners to
perform and excel in school work.” There seem
to be a strong emphasis on learner participation
in sport and other extra-curricular activities and
exercising is highly cherished, while in less im-
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proved schools, sport and other extra-curricular
activities, seemed as though they are not highly
prioritised. For instance the SGB member of high-
ly improved school alluded “we believe that
when children participate in sport their health
in kept intact therefore their academic perfor-
mances stay high”

Theme:  Support Structures Related Factors

The indication in highly improved schools is
that external support is outsourced if certain sub-
jects are not improving on pass-rates while in
less improved schools this is not common prac-
tice. Learners are subsidised to attend enrichment
programmes organised by both private and gov-
ernmental organisation with the aim to improve
performances. This was supported by the follow-
ing extract by the principal of highly improved
school “We hold camps during school holidays
and we get best teachers especially in science
subjects and this enrichment activities impacts
positively on performances of our learners.”

Theme:  Change Related Factors

The indication was that in high improved
school all stakeholders seemed to embrace the
fact that the current conditions of school per-
formance needs to change for the better. Stake-
holders were more willing to change and improve
the way thing are done which was not the case
in less improved schools which seem to be rigged
by conflict. For instance one of the SMT mem-
ber of the highly improved school said “our
school improve and do well because we all want
better performance for our school, it is a col-
laborative effort.” This statement also seemed
to suggest that an improvement initiative de-
rived from within the school has more impact
than the one initiated from outside the school as
stakeholders tend to own the process.

DISCUSSION

The study indicated that the school that has
visible and effective school management and
leadership create a fertile ground for school im-
provement (Macbeath and Mortimore 2001;
Yang 2014), this according to the study is that
improvement must be encapsulated into vision
and mission of the school and the management
and leadership of the school must embrace, im-

plement and monitor an improvement process
by reviewing performance regularly (Hopkins
1991; Hulpia and Valcke 2004; Makoelle 2012).
The study has shown that improving schools
invest their resources in their improvement ac-
tivities. It is also clear from the study that moti-
vation of learners, recognition of good perfor-
mance and clear learner support structures for
learners with special needs are pivotal for school
improvement (Makoelle 2012). Further vision-
ary governance geared towards parental in-
volvement in both curricular and extra-curricu-
lar activities is very instrumental and that a bal-
ance between extra-curricular activities with
teaching and learning was significant in creat-
ing a conducive atmosphere for school improve-
ment (Makoelle 2012). The study has indicated
that improvement of a school is enhanced by
motivated teachers, prepared for teaching task
and whom their work is regularly controlled (Ful-
lan 1991; Weber 2007; Hallinger et al. 2014). The
study has indicated that school improvement
was linked to how well leadership, teachers and
other stakeholders were willing to change from
the current state to the new state, thus improv-
ing the performance of the school  (Fullan 1999;
McGilchrist et al. (1997), Senge et al. (2000), and
Sun et al. (2007). This has also highlighted the
significance of collaboration among all stake-
holders in spearheading school improvement
(Reason and Bradbury 2006; Retallic et al. 1999).
It is important to realize that school improve-
ment initiative are likely to success when initiat-
ed internally by the school a notion contrary to
external intervention (Lukacs and Galluzzo 2014).

CONCLUSION

While it will be ambitious to claim that fac-
tors revealed in this study are the only ones
contributing to school improvement, it suffices
to argue that they are significant in enhancing
school improvement. The study therefore has
constituted a contribution into knowledge about
school improvement in South Africa or coun-
tries with similar contexts. The study makes valu-
able input into how school improvement could
be enhanced in South African schools.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is therefore recommended that school lead-
ership and management infuse the improvement
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objectives in the school development planning
and continuously monitor regularly progress
towards their targets. Schools should continu-
ously motivate both learners and teachers and
advocate in their activities the drive to improve
the performance of the school. It also suffices to
recommend that school governing bodies be
involved in setting improvement targets for the
school and that school put in place clear learner
support structures to deal with the need to in-
tervene when necessary. Schools must endeav-
our to motivate teachers and prepare them thor-
oughly for their improvement initiatives. Change
in schools is central to school improvement and
both leadership and stakeholders need to em-
brace the envisioned improvement targets.
Stakeholder collaboration needs to be facilitat-
ed as this provide for a coherent effort for school
improvement.
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