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ABSTRACT

This phenomenological study was conducted among six circuit managers in schools that are
located in challenging contexts. While circuit managers are not directly involved in the day-
to-day management and leadership of schools, there is however compelling literature evidence
that suggests that their leadership role has a great impact on the improvement of learner
attainment. With so many of our schools being in areas that are very challenging, which makes
teaching and learning difficult, circuit managers’ support becomes more critical. Circuit
managers, like all other Department of Education personnel, are expected to ensure that our

education system functions properly.

The study draws from instructional leadership theory and context-responsive theory as critical
lenses that constitute the theoretical framework used in the study. The study is underpinned by
the interpretivist paradigm, with phenomenology used as the research design. Semi-structured
interviews and document reviews were used to generate the data, which was analysed using
phenomenological data analysis. The findings indicate that circuit managers perform many
tasks that are beyond the scope of their job descriptions. They do this because of an
overwhelming need for support as a result of the plethora of challenges that the schools that
they support have to deal with. These challenges tend to distract their attention from issues that
directly link to learner attainment. Human resources management seems to be the most
important task that circuit managers undertake, from assisting the schools to get their requisite
staff establishment to the development of staff, particularly of principals’ leadership capacities.
Circuit managers have developed key strategies to deal with the context as they work with

schools.
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CHAPTER 1
ORIENTATION TO THE STUDY
1.1 Introduction

This study is about exploring the role that circuit managers play in supporting teaching and
learning in challenging circuit contexts of South Africa. From the outset of this doctoral project,
I have worked on the assumption that context matters (Bredeson, Klar & Johansson, 2011;
Copeland, 2013; Langa, 2013; Tekniepe, 2005) in influencing teaching and learning. In
addition, there is increasing evidence that circuit managers may play a critical role in
supporting teaching and learning (Crankshaw, 2011; Furman, 2013; Mason, 2013; Mthembu,
2014; Ngubane, 2006; Waters & Marzano, 2016). This chapter introduces the study, by
providing a background to and the focus of the study, and then explains the rationale of the
study, the key concepts as well as the significance of the study. It further briefly presents the
problem statement, the research questions, the significance of the study as well as the
theoretical frameworks underpinning thinking in the study. It concludes by presenting the

overview of the thesis and the summary of the chapter.
1.2 Background and focus

This study explores the leadership role of circuit managers in supporting teaching and learning
in challenging contexts. According to Bredeson and Kose (2007), circuit managers may have
similar tasks and functions, however their performance of these tasks and functions is greatly
influenced by the unique factors that are found in their contexts. South African circuit managers
are not immune to this reality. When describing South Africa’s education contexts, Chikoko,
Naicker and Mthiyane (2015) state that South African education landscape has a sad mixture
of first and third world institutions. Chikoko et al. (2015) continue and state that at one end of
the continuum there are top schools that can compete with the best in the first world in terms
of learner’s attainment and teaching learning resources. Chikoko et al. (2015) further add
though that there are also schools that are dysfunctional, where effective teaching and learning
is non-existing. There are also a few schools that, despite being comparable to third world
institutions, are sustainable and resilient, and perform at levels comparable to first class schools
in terms of learner attainment (Chikoko et al., 2015). Consistent with Chikoko et al. (2015)’s

analogy, there is sufficient empirical evidence to suggests that most schools that have poor



learner achievement are in challenging contexts (Chapman & Harris, 2004; Crichton, 2014;
Harris, 2002; Westraad, 2011) or in multiply deprived communities (Lamby, 2015; Maringe &
Moletsane, 2015).

Of interest to this study are the challenges caused by poverty, the highly unionised school
environment and the lack of human and physical resources. Although the focus of this study is
not on rural or township contexts, it is worth noting that these challenges in South Africa are
experienced mainly in rural and township schools (Bhengu & Myende, 2015; Chikoko, Naicker
& Mthiyane, 2015). As demonstrated below, poverty related challenges, unionisation, poor
physical and human resources may influence the quality of education and the role of circuit
managers in supporting teaching and learning in particular. Ylimaki, Jacobson and Drysdale
(2007) argue that high levels of poverty can interfere with a school’s ability to successfully
improve student achievement. Further, Bhengu, Naicker and Mthiyane (2014) argue that
schools that are situated in highly unionised contexts experience major leadership problems
that interfere with teaching and learning. This view is supported by Lawton, Bedard, MacLellan
and Xiabin (2000), who state that unions have a negative effect on education as they pursue
narrow self-interests on behalf of members. In addition to the unionisation of teachers, it is a
well-established fact that South Africa suffers from long standing major school infrastructure
backlogs as a result of the apartheid system of education. This is confirmed by the findings of
the study conducted by Bhengu, Naicker and Mthiyane (2014, p. 210) when they conclude that
“the challenge of poverty of resources in many South African schools ranges from physical,
financial, to human resources. They report that some schools still struggle with classroom
teaching resources as well as over-crowded classes as a result of educator shortages, especially
in Mathematics and Science.”” According to the World Bank (2001), rural areas have features
that are challenging to the provision of quality education; these include teachers who do not
want to serve in these areas, schools that are far apart, difficult communication between schools
and circuit offices, long distances from homes, poor roads and, finally, a curriculum that may

not be compatible with the community’s needs.

Generally, the duties of the circuit manager include liaising with communities and the School
Governing Bodies in giving effect to the South African Schools Act, organising and presenting
induction programmes, seminars and workshops for principals and other school management
staff, resolution of conflicts and maintaining good employee relations (Education Labour

Relations Council, 2008). Furthermore, the Policy on Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities



of Education Districts clearly states that the circuit office is the closest point of contact between
the school and the Provincial Education Department (PED), therefore principals depend on the
circuit manager for information, administrative services and professional support (Department

of Basic Education, 2013).

Particularly relevant for this study, about circuit managers’ role in supporting teaching and
learning in schools that are in challenging contexts, is the fact that circuit managers are
mandated to provide instructional leadership to educational institutions (Department of Basic
Education, 2013). Circuit managers are further mandated by the Quality Learning and Teaching
Campaign (QLTC) document to take a lead in ensuring that all schools receive sufficient and
relevant learning and teaching materials on time (Department of Education, 2008). The QLTC
document also spells out that a circuit manager should improve the quality of teaching and
learning provided for all the children, with special focus given to learners from low socio-
economic backgrounds, and that this should be evidenced by better learner achievements

(Department of Basic Education, 2008).

Evident in this foregoing discussion is the view that circuit managers face a daunting list of
tasks every day (Antonucci, 2012; Mason, 2013; Roegman & Hatch, 2012). In recent years the
list has grown even longer as the emphasis in educational leadership has expanded from a focus
on organisation and management to a focus on instructional leadership (Roegman & Hatch,
2012). As instructional leaders, according to Roegman and Hatch (2012), circuit managers are
expected to engage directly in their circuits’ efforts to strengthen the instructional core. This
they are expected to execute by, among other things, guiding and supporting teachers, school
principal and School Governing Bodies (SGBs) so that schools can deliver on their core
function, which is teaching and learning (Mthembu, 2014). According to Spillane, Halverson,
and Diamond (2000), the key players in school instructional leadership are the superintendents

and curriculum coordinators, principal and assistant principal as well as instructional coaches.

Furthermore, circuit managers have a responsibility to build capacity and support principals to
focus on and be effective at improving instruction (Saphier & Durkin, 2013). Circuit managers
must ensure a good working relationship with their school principals because their leadership
responsibilities are overlapping (Crankshaw, 2011). Crankshaw (2011) further states that
circuit managers are expected to assist principals in creating school conditions that improve
curricular instruction and that enable assessment practices that foster improved student learning

and outcomes. In the view of Bottoms and Schmidt-Davis (2010), highly supportive
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superintendents understand the challenging work principals must do and, in many cases, have
been successful school principals themselves. Circuit managers have to deal with increased
pressure to find solutions for stubborn and persistent differences in education access and
outcomes for learners from diverse socio-cultural backgrounds and contexts (Alberta Teachers’
Association, 2016; Roegman & Hatch, 2012). These demands call for circuit managers to
understand the contexts they work in and their inherent challenges if they are to provide
effective leadership. Without their understanding of the context, it may be difficult to respond

to the needs of the schools in these contexts.

Bush (2008) states that there is a direct relationship between leadership effectiveness and the
success of the organisation, thus the success of the school in challenging contexts largely
depends on the effectiveness of circuit managers’ abilities to navigate the turbulence of the
contexts they work under. Bhengu, Naicker and Mthiyane (2014), Fullan (2007) and Bush and
Jackson (2002) commonly agree that effective leadership is an important prerequisite for high
quality education. Effective leadership is known to have a significant impact on student
learning and is second only to the quality of the teachers’ instruction in the classroom (Chikoko
etal., 2015). Accordingly, this phenomenological study focuses on the leadership role of circuit
managers in supporting teaching and learning in schools that are in challenging contexts. The
purpose of this study was also to find out how the school contexts have the potential to dictate
the leadership practices of circuit managers including how they navigate the dynamics of

supporting teaching and learning in challenging contexts.
1.3 Rationale for the study

The rationale for undertaking this study is partly my experience as a teacher, a member of the
School Governing Body, Head of Department (HOD), Deputy Principal, Acting Principal and
currently school Principal in different schools that are placed in challenging contexts. As a
teacher, I started my teaching career in a rural area. In that school I always wondered why the
circuit manager was not assisting the school to overcome the many challenges that it was going
through. The school experienced a plethora of challenges that were consistent with its location
in a rural area in South Africa. With more experience, I got to know that circuit managers were
viewed by fellow teachers as glorified clerks whose task was reduced to passing circulars from

circuit to schools.



After securing a promotion to the position of Head of Department (HOD), I was afforded an
opportunity to be part of the member of the School Management Team (SMT), which was
tasked with the role of finding solutions to challenges the school was facing. There were very
few classrooms compared to the number of learners, multi-grade classes, no electricity and no
running water, while poverty was rife in the school community, which made fund raising very
difficult. The School Governing Body’s (SGB) parent component were hardly available
because they worked long hours, and the ones who were available because they were
unemployed could not make any contribution and looked up to the principal for direction. This
forced the principal to run around chasing departmental officials about improving school
infrastructure and looking for private funders. All these challenges compromised the

principal’s role as an instructional leader.

My recent experience as deputy principal, as acting principal and currently school principal in
different schools serving learners from informal settlement near the city of Durban has
influenced my great interest in this topic. In all public schools, the Annual National Assessment
(ANA) and matric results are used as the benchmark for school performance in primary and
secondary schools respectively. Schools that are in challenging contexts like the one I worked
at tended to experience low learner achievement. This type of experience invites a plethora of
interventions from the National and Provincial Departments of Basic Education under the
auspices of the National Strategy for Learner Outcomes Programme (NSLOP) (Langa, 2013).
These ready-made interventions are brought to the school by officials who already have
assumptions about what makes the schools underperform. The people who are familiar with
the context, like the principal, the teachers and the circuit manager are not invited to share their
views regarding what makes the school underperforms and what do they think needs to happen
for the school to better perform. These programmes dictate that the duties of the principal will
now have to revolve around implementation of the guidelines of the programme, at the same
time overwhelmed by instructions from the Department of Basic Education (DBE) and
Provincial Education Department (PED) and the task of interpreting the external necessities
rather than determining aims and objectives on the basis of needs experienced by learners,

parents and teachers (Langa, 2013).

I hold a Master of Education (MEd) degree in Education Leadership, Management and Policy;
and I have been exposed to literature about school improvement. As a result, I have found that

the strategies that are encapsulated in the (NSLOP) are not appropriate for the problems they



seek to address. There is extensive literature that provides empirical tested evidence about the
ineffectiveness of such measures (Chisholm, 2004; Christie & Potterton, 1998; Fullan, 2004;
Jansen, 1996). I wish to briefly explain one such by Fullan. Fullan (2004) argues that such
interventions (referring to programmes like NSCO) may yield some results but they tend to
plateau at a particular point. This is caused by what he calls “lack of deep ownership”. He says
that, without local stakeholders’ engagement you do not get the ingenuity and creativity of
practitioners that is necessary for developing new, better and context-based solutions. He
therefore proposes that we need a solution that meets two criteria. These criteria are the
mobilisation of the ingenuity and the creative resources of the whole circuit system, a fostering
of a “we-we” or collective commitment and identifying with the system as a whole and how it
should be transformed (Fullan, 2004). It is my opinion that the person who should be
empowered and given the necessary support to facilitate any school improvement in his circuit,
through working with school-based stakeholders, is the circuit manager. The exclusion of the
circuit manager as the principal’s immediate senior left me with curiosity and with a desire to
illuminate the role of the circuit manager as the instructional leader. I strongly believe that, if
circuit managers can stand together with their principals, teachers, and SGB, learner
achievement can improve. Moore-Johnson (1996) states that the best circuit managers work
together with the principals, teachers and other staff to improve learner achievement. This will
help to develop context-based solutions. Programmes developed by stakeholders and led by
the circuit manager stand a better chance of being of being successful rather than the ready-
made solutions imposed by the external players, like the national and provincial offices, which

I find to be politically symbolic (Jansen, 2000), rather than meant for practical implementation.

This study is also a product of an extensive literature review that suggests that, while the roles
of teachers and school principals have been well documented in school improvement and
student achievement results (Crankshaw, 2011), little is known about the role of circuit
managers as immediate supervisors of school principals (Mthembu, 2014). This is particularly
so in South Africa, where we have the circuit office as an office below the district office and
closest to schools. This view is also echoed by Bjork (1993), who posits that, although the
principal’s role was initially emphasised, research indicates that superintendents use their
bureaucratic positions in the formal organisation to improve instruction through staff
recruitment, supervision of school principals, goal setting, monitoring financial planning and

consultative management practices.



1.4 Statement of the problem

Traditionally, decisions about instruction have been the domain of the individual teachers in
classrooms and principal in schools (Belden, Russonello & Stewart, 2005). The evolving of the
role of the circuit manager has meant that instructional leadership can longer be the domain of
teachers and school principals alone. The questions that many districts are facing is not whether
district leaders should have a leadership role on instruction but rather how this can be achieved
(Belden, Russonello & Stewart, 2005). The focus for this study is how the circuit managers’
instructional leadership can be achieved in challenging contexts. Davidson (2005) argues that
the instructional leadership practices of the circuit managers are expected to influence
instructional leadership practice and outcomes in a more remote and indirect manner than the
leadership provided by the curriculum administrator, staff developers and school principal. The
many small actions of the circuit manager, by which he brings attention and resources to
instructional problems, may have significant consequences for the school and the district
(Davidson, 2005). Bredeson and Klose (2007) also add that circuit managers have been
expected to create the working conditions in the district that will serve to improve teaching and
learning processes. This is true in schools that are placed in disadvantaged areas, given that
educational attainment and school quality is lower there (Lupton, 2004). The challenging
context and the constrained school responses exert a downward pressure on the educational
achievement of learners (Lupton, 2004). Thus, the supporting role of the circuit managers
becomes important in ensuring that such a situation improves through working together with

local stakeholders.

The leading and supporting role of circuit manager in challenging contexts is more critical in a
new South Africa, where education is a human right (Republic of South Africa, 1996). The
education system cannot afford to provide quality education for some sections of our country
and inferior education to the others (Salmon, 1992). Poverty, rurality, lack of physical and
human resources as well a highly unionised school environment make supporting teaching and
learning a challenge. Thus, it is important to expose how those who are tasked with the
responsibility of supporting teaching and learning in these contexts navigate all these
challenges and what leadership roles they employ in ensuring that teaching and learning are

supported.



Education, according to the South African Human Right Commission’s (2006) Report on the
Public Hearing on Right to Basic Education, is a component of human dignity, an
indispensable means of realising other human rights effectively in a free society. This report
further argues that education affects individuals ‘ability to exercise other human rights, to
develop the ability to make political choices and to be able to access other rights such as
economic and social rights (South African Human Rights Commission, 2006). Education
leaders have the responsibility to provide quality education to all South Africans irrespective

of the context.

There are few studies that look at the circuit manager’s role in supporting teaching and learning
(Bredeson, 1997; Davidson, 2005; Waters & Marzano, 2006; Wright & Harris, 2010). These
studies describe the generic role of superintendents and there is a knowledge gap about the role
of circuit managers in supporting teaching and learning in schools that are in challenging
contexts. There is literature evidence that suggests that some school leadership works well in
schools that are in challenging contexts (Kemper, 2008). It is therefore critical to know how
teaching and learning are supported in schools that are in challenging school contexts and what
kind of leadership works in the support provided to schools that are in challenging contexts by

those at circuit management level.

1.5 Research questions

e What role do circuit managers play in supporting teaching and learning in challenging
contexts?

e What are the challenges that affect circuit managers’ role of supporting teaching and
learning in challenging contexts?

e How do contextual challenges influence the leadership role of circuit managers?

1.6 Significance of the study

Education is a human right, according to the South African Constitution, Act No. 108 of 1996,
(Republic of South Africa [RSA]). It is therefore important that every endeavour is made to
provide quality education to all citizens. It is also important that the kind of education that is
provided develops citizens who will be able to make a meaningful contribution to the society,
country and the world. Educating all our children must be one of our urgent tasks, because we
know that education, more than anything else, improves our chances of a better life (Mandela,

2008). To this end, education officials have to work together with different stakeholders to



ensure that schools that are located in challenging contexts are not neglected and they are
supported so that they can provide quality education. It is a well-established theory that poverty
(Kemper, 2008), rurality Langa (2013), a highly unionised environment (Bhengu, Naicker &
Mthiyane, 2014) and lack of human and physical resources (Bhengu et al., 2014) make delivery
of quality education difficult. It is also argued that challenging contexts do not necessarily have
to mean poor education outcomes, because there are schools that are able to produce good
results despite being in challenging contexts. Thus, it is important that every attempt is made
to ensure that quality teaching and learning are supported so that learner achievement can

improve.

Challenges faced by school-based education officials occupy a large part of both public and
academic discourse and the media. There is mounting evidence that continues to be reported
that schools alone cannot sustain a culture of efficient schooling systems, or acquire resources
needed for the major improvement of student achievement without support from district leaders
and the state (Leon, 2008). The role of circuit managers is also to a certain extent documented,
however, the role of circuit managers in supporting schools in challenging contexts is less
known. By listening to circuit managers’ life stories about their enactment of instructional
leadership in challenging contexts, the study intended to give them a voice and to bring their
perspective and concerns to the forefront of education provision. Knowledge generated from
this study is intended to assist in understanding the schools in challenging contexts, the role
circuit managers are playing or not playing in performing their instructional leadership roles in
these schools and what can be done to improve this role. This study has the potential to identify
what education is needed to succeed in preparing school leaders and district leaders with the

knowledge, skills and disposition needed.
1.7 Overview of the theoretical framework

Instructional leadership and context-responsive leadership theory were used as the theoretical

lens to frame this study. These are discussed below.

1.7.1 Waters and Marzano’s (2006) model of instructional leadership

Waters and Marzano’s (2006) model is based on five pillars. The first pillar is collaborative
goal-setting. The second pillar is non-negotiable goals for achievement and instruction. The
third pillar is board alignment and support of district goals. This pillar is based on the

assumption that, in districts with higher levels of student achievement, the local board of



education is aligned with and is supportive of goals for achievement and instruction (Waters &
Marzano, 2006). Monitoring goals for achievement and instruction is the fourth pillar. The last
pillar is about the use of resources to support the achievement of instructional goals. Waters
and Marzano’s model is appropriate for framing this study because it links well with what are
the mandated duties and responsibilities of circuit managers, as advocated by different South
African legislation as well as with what is advocated by literature as the best practice. This
model will also assist me to theorise and analyse how circuit managers navigate their role of
supporting teaching and learning in challenging contexts. It is possible to use the pillars
proposed by this model to investigate how each pillar is executed in these challenging contexts
and how contextual factors may dictate the way in which circuit managers execute the tasks

proposed by each pillar.
1.7.2 Bredeson, Klar and Johanssons’ Context-Responsive Leadership (2008)

A theory of context-responsive leadership was developed by Bredeson, Klar and Johansson
(2008) after their examination of 12 superintendents’ interview responses about the contexts in
which their leadership was exercised. They define context-responsive leadership as practical
wisdom in action, which reveals a complex mix of knowledge, skills and disposition
appropriately deployed by effective leaders as they engage in fluid conversation with the
variables of dynamic situations. Context-responsive leadership is expressed through action, the
way the leader behaves, and not in any one predisposed style consisting of de-contextualized
qualities or leaders’ actions (Bredeson et al., 2008). They highlight five key variations in
contexts to illustrate context-responsive leadership in situ. These include the district size,
organisational culture, community contexts and geographic location, fiscal contexts and

political contexts.

The context-responsive leadership theory as proposed by Bredeson, Klar and Johansson (2008)
is appropriate for this study because this theory suggests that contexts have an influence on the
manner in which circuit managers support teaching and learning. This study sought to
understand how circuit managers navigate the challenges posed by contexts in schools they
support. In attempting to do this, the study tapped into circuit managers’ practical wisdom in
action and the mix of knowledge, skills and disposition they use to engage in fluid conversation

with the dynamic situation variables (Bredeson et al., 2008).
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From the foregoing discussion, the purpose of the study was to explore how circuit managers
enact their leadership to support teaching and learning in challenging contexts. The study
further aimed to provide relevant reasons behind the way the leadership of circuit managers in
challenging contexts is acted out and how contextual realities may affect the way circuit
managers enact their leadership. This study is underpinned by two related constructs that are
relevant to teaching and learning, instructional leadership and challenging context. The
triangulation of theoretical frameworks assisted me to have lenses to theorise about each of
these constructs and the relationship between them in terms of circuit managers’ experiences

of supporting teaching and learning.
1.8 Key concepts

The key concepts that undergird this study about the leadership role of circuit managers are
challenging context, education circuit, circuit manager and superintendent. These concepts are

discussed below.
1.8.1 Challenging context

An analysis of the literature about challenging contexts provides a diverse view about what
constitutes a challenging context. Some of the variables that are associated with challenging
contexts include free school meals, socio-economic status, parental education and occupation
(Chapman & Harris, 2004). Crichton and Onguko (2013) describe a challenging context as a
setting in which individuals do not have access to consistent and available and affordable
electricity, access to reliable, unfiltered and uncensored internet, access to transportation and
mobility and access to prior learning, clean water and sanitation, but are exposed to situations
linked to poverty (poor health, low fees, low wages, inappropriate clothing). Chapman and
Harris (2004) also state that changing demographics, increased accountability and

organisational reforms can be a challenge to schools.
1.8.2 Education district

An education district is a geographical area within a province that has been demarcated by the
provincial Member of the Executive Council (MEC) for Education for purposes of effective
education management and service delivery. The Department of Education (2013) states that

no education district should have fewer than 72 schools or more than 300 schools.
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1.8.3 Education circuit

According to the Department of Education (2013), an education circuit office must be

responsible for no less than 15 schools and not more than 30 schools.
1.8.4 Circuit manager

According to the Occupation Specific Dispensation (OSD), the circuit manager is the head of
the circuit office whose function is to support school, school principals, and school
management team, school governing bodies in the management, administration and

governance of the school (Education Labour Relations Council, 2008).
1.8.5 Superintendent

In the public education systems of the United States and Canada, the title of superintendent is
used when referring to the person who is responsible for supporting schools and the boards. In
the South African context this position is equivalent to that of the circuit manager. It is a

position just above that of the principal.

1.9 Demarcation of the study

Demarcation of the study refers to the setting of boundaries for the study (Cohen, Manion &
Morrison, 2011). When conducting a study, an early and careful demarcation of the domain
under study is essential (Swarborn, 2010). This study was conducted among six circuit
managers with schools located in the Umlazi, Pinetown and Ilembe Districts in the province of
KwaZulu-Natal. In the context of this study, the research focused on the instructional
leadership role of six circuit managers who had schools located in challenging contexts. Three
circuit managers with schools in the township context and three circuit managers with schools
in rural contexts were part of this study, hence it worth noting that they did not represent the

whole population of circuit managers.
1.10 Overview of the thesis

This thesis is divided into six chapters:
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the study

This chapter starts by orienting the reader to the study. This is done by discussing the
background to the study, rationale, and the problem statement. It also presents the research
questions, the significance of the study, a brief discussion of theoretical frameworks and the

key concepts.
Chapter 2: Review of related literature

This chapter presents a detailed literature review on circuit managers’ leadership practices. It

tackles this topic from both local and international perspectives.
Chapter 3: Theoretical framework

This chapter presents a detailed discussion of the two theories that constitute the theoretical
framework that underpin this study, the instructional leadership and the context-responsive

leadership theories.
Chapter 4: Research design and methodology

This chapter discusses the research design and methodology used in this study and also
provides reasons as to why it was used. The study is a phenomenological study exploring
supporting teaching and learning in challenging contexts through the lived experiences of

circuit managers. In this chapter the ethical issues observed are also discussed.

Chapters 5: Data presentation and analyisis

This chapter presents data on how circuit managers support teaching and learning in schools.
Chapter 6: Data presentation and analysis

This chapter is a continuation of data presentation and analysis. This chapters focuses on issues
of contexts and leadership practices of circuit managers. Specifically, it attempts to show how

the contexts influences leadership practices of circuit managers.
Chapter 7: Discussion of findings

This chapter discusses the findings that are reported in Chapters 5 and 6.
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Chapter 8: Conclusion and recommendations

In this last chapter of this thesis, the synthesis of the findings and the recommendations

conclude the thesis.
1.11 Chapter summary

Chapter 1 has provided an overview of the entire study about what is it like to be the circuit
manager of schools located in challenging contexts. The introduction presents what the study
sought to investigate, followed by the discussion of the background and focus of the study. The
rationale, which outlines my connection with the research problem, is also presented and is
followed by the problem statement, the significance of the study and the research questions.
Furthermore, the overview of the theoretical framework, which is the theoretical lenses used in
this study, the key concepts and the overview of the entire thesis are presented. The next chapter

(Chapter 2) presents the review of the related literature.
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CHAPTER 2
A REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
2.1 Introduction

Chapter 1 dealt with the orientation of the study, which included discussing the rationale, the
problem statement and significance of the study. The previous chapter also presented and
briefly introduced the theoretical framework underpinning this study, as well as the key
concepts. This chapter discusses important literature that relates to this study. This focuses on
the leadership role of circuit managers in supporting teaching and learning in challenging
contexts. This literature review provides a critical synthesis of available research into the role
of circuit managers in supporting teaching and learning in challenging contexts. Five broad
themes inform the discussion of the literature review relevant to this phenomenological study.
The first theme presents the evolution of this role within contexts in the United States of
America (USA), United Kingdom (UK) and South Africa (SA). This is followed by a theme
about the common roles of circuit managers in the 21 century. Under this theme, the common,
contextual as well as instructional roles of circuit managers will be discussed. The third theme
presents the job description of circuit managers in the South African context. This theme
discusses the legislative mandates that dictate the job of a circuit manager in South Africa. The
fourth theme presents the challenges facing circuit managers; this looks at the common,
contextual as well as personal challenges. The preparation of circuit managers constitutes the
final theme. While some of these themes do not directly relate to the teaching and learning role
of the circuit manager, they are closely related to how the circuit managers discharge their role
of supporting teaching and learning in challenging contexts. The literature used in this study
largely emanates from the USA and UK contexts, due to the very limited literature from the

South African contexts.
2.2 The changing role of Circuit managers: The historical perspective

To fully understand the current role of circuit managers, it important to trace its evolution. In
their recent comprehensive study about the role of circuit managers, Kowalski, McCord,
Petersen, Young and Ellerson (2010) argue that, to fully appreciate the circuit manager’s
position and its evolution over many years, one must understand how the roles and the
responsibilities have waxed and waned over years. Kowalski ef al. (2010) further add that

conceptualising the evolutionary role of the circuit manager is essential for understanding the
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complexity and skills of the position and the knowledge and skills required for effective
practice. Heeding such views of Kowalski et al. (2010), this section will provide a brief
historical perspective of the role of circuit managers from USA, UK and South African

contexts.
2.2.1 The evolution of the American circuit manager’s role

Drawing on the work of Kowalski et al. (2010), which highlights how the work of circuit
managers has evolved in the United Sates, the evolution of the role of circuit manager can be
traced back using five important roles that seem to characterise it. These roles are teacher-
scholar, scientist manager, democratic leader, applied scientist and communicator. According
to Kowalski et al. (2010), the role of circuit manager, from the time when it was created, can
be referred to as a teacher-scholar. Under this role, circuit managers were expected to
implement the state curriculum and supervise teachers. As teacher-scholar, circuit managers
authored professional journal articles about philosophy, history and pedagogy (Kowalski et al.,
2010). Cuban (1976), when writing about the teacher-scholar role of circuit manager, states
that circuit managers are supposed to train and inspire teachers with high ideals, to revise the
course of study when new light shows that improvement is possible, and to see that pupils and
teachers are supplied with the necessary equipment that would enable the best methods of

teaching people.

The teacher-scholar role of circuit manager was to change, driven by the American transition
from an agrarian to industrial society. Circuit managers were forced to become scientific
managers (Kowalski, 2010). The industrial society was borne out of new factors which sparked
a demographic chain reaction, firstly producing urbanisation and then large school systems. It
is this context that made school board members focus more directly on resource management
(Kowalski, 2010). Tyack and Hansot (1982) state that the circuit manager’s role during this
period focused on improving operations by concentrating on time and efficiency. The need for
the circuit managers to become scientific managers resulted in pressure being put on public
administrators to learn and apply the principles of scientific management, thus several
prominent universities had to offer courses and degrees in school management (Kowalski,
2011). As result of changes in the American context, educational provision was also guided by
these changes, to ensuring that it responds to the new goals. These goals were informed by the

education support and the development of industrial society. This then meant that circuit
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manager had a duty to ensure that schools they supervise are geared towards making a

contribution to the development of the industrial society.

During the 1930s, circuit managers assumed the role of democratic leaders (Kowalski, 2011).
This role was influenced by the 1930s, a period that was characterised by scarce fiscal resources
that forced school officials to engage more directly within political activity, especially in
lobbying state legislatures. This idea was not initially welcomed, as political circuit managers
were viewed as unprofessional. This view later changed as it became apparent that the public

schools had to compete with other government priorities to acquire funding.

Due to what Kowalski (2011) refers to as a mix of societal and professional forces, the role of
circuit manager as an applied scientist emerged. This mix of society and professional forces
was characterised by four main factors. These included the growing dissatisfaction with the
democratic leadership model after World War 2, the rapid growth of social sciences in the late
1940s and early 1950s, the support from the Kellogg Foundation and the resurgence of
criticisms of education in the 1950s. The role of circuit managers encouraged academics and
practitioners to emphasise empiricism, predictability and certainty in their research and
practice. Johnson and Fusarelli (2003) state that, as a result of these changes, by the 1970s the
behavioural sciences had become thoroughly integrated into school administration literature,
including primary textbooks. In addition to this view Kowalski (2011) adds that during the
1980s the emphasis on the behavioural lessened, while the research and theories from
constituent disciplines had already become embedded in the school administration’s base

knowledge.

According to Kowalski (2011), another role of circuit manager that is very important is that of
a communicator. This role came to prominence in the 1980s. This role was framed by the
relatively new expectations that had become apparent. These new expectations were mainly
driven by two new realities. The first one is the need for circuit managers to assume leadership
in the process of school restructuring and the need for them to improve schools’ culture as part
of the restructuring process (Kowalski, 2011). Guided by the discussion above, it is clear that
the evolution of the American circuit manager was influenced by what was happening in the
American context at particular times, particularly the changes in what society wanted to be the
goal of education. The evolution of the American circuit manager clearly demonstrates that
circuit managers, as with other people involved in education, had a responsibility to work

towards attainment of this goal and under a particular context. It also demonstrates that, if the
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goal and context were to change, it is imperative that the duties of the person who works under
that contexts should also be changed to reflect the new context and new goals. Teaching in
some of the schools in South Africa is difficult because of the local context (as demonstrated
in Chapter 1 and partly in this current section of discussion). Circuit managers should have the
capacity to understand what the goal for education in particular contexts should look like. With
this in mind, the work circuit managers could be more successful as they would be dealing with
issues informed by their local contexts. In South Africa, at national level, the government has
tried, as in the USA, to develop an education system for the new South Africa post 1994. These
reforms need to filter to as many local contexts as possible for it to be meaningful. The circuit
manager, as the link between the schools and the upper structures of the Department of
Education, is assigned the responsibility to support and promote the successful implementation

of these reforms (Department of Education, 2013).

What is also coming out from the evolution of the role of the American circuit manager is that
all these five roles are very important in the life of any circuit manager. They are important
because they highlight how the roles of circuit manager have altered for them to be able to
deliver particular outcomes in a particular context. For example, during the 1980s circuit
managers were expected to be communicators. This role, as mentioned above, was driven by
reforms. The adoption of this new role did not mean that circuit managers were not expected
to play other roles, for example of teacher-scholar, scientific leader, democratic leader or
applied scientists. In fact, this meant circuit manager were still expected to play other roles, but
the one of being a communicator was illuminated at a particular time. Furthermore, what is
demonstrated by the literature above is the dearth of literature discussing how such roles are

acted out in South African context.
2.2.2 The evolution of the British Inspector of Schools

Wilcox (2000) states that Inspection in the UK has been characterised by the Her Majesty’s
Inspectorate (HMI) and the Office of Standard in Education (OFSTED). School inspection in
England started during the 1800s; the first two school inspectors of schools were appointed in
1839 six years after government grants were made available to help establish elementary
schools (Wilcox & Grey, 1996). They were tasked with supporting schools, inspecting schools
already aided by grants and enquiring into the state of education in a particular district (Wilcox

& Grey, 1996). Elliot (2000) further adds that the HMI inspectors undertook full inspections
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with teams of up to 15 people, as well as short inspections on particular aspects of the schools.

The results of school inspections were published, from 1983 onwards (Elliot, 2000).

The role of the inspectors changed drastically, due to the passing of the Revised Code for
Inspectors in 1862, which saw inspectors getting involved in direct examinations.
Consequently, the HMI became unpopular with teachers as it paid grants to school using the
performance of learners in reading, writing and arithmetic as a guide. The manner in which
inspections were done by the HMI changed again in 1960. This was due to financial crises and
cut-backs in education, as well as the emergence of educational accountability, which created
a climate for HMI to re-establish a successful national role in which informal visits and short
visits were done (Wilcox & Gray, 1996). During the 1970s, fewer inspections were done and
the inspections were generally short, consisting of a one-day inspection and ending with a
discussion with the school head in which relevant issues were raised (Marshall, 2008). During
the period between 1986 and 1988, the England education system witnessed another change in
the manner in which the HMI worked. These changes resulted from the Education Acts of 1986
and 1988. As a result of these Acts, schools were given more freedom to manage their business
as long as they taught the National Curriculum and were accountable to stakeholders (Marshall,
2008). By the end of 1990, new innovations were introduced to HMI, which entailed shorter
and sharper inspections, together with self-evaluation as the starting point for future

inspections.

Following a period of sustained criticism of the English state of education, the Office of the
Standards in Education (OFSTED) was created. The new organisation was to be led by Her
Majesty’s Chief Inspectorate of Schools (HMCI), but there were to be fewer HMI inspectors;
these were left, at least, with a largely monitoring role (Elliot, 2000). According to Wilcox and
Gray (1996), inspections conducted under OFSTED were carried out by independent
inspection teams, each lead by a Registered Inspector, while each team had to include one lay

person who had no professional involvement in the provision or management of education.

OFSTED was initially welcomed, particularly by the school masters. Ferguson, Earley, Fidler
and Ouston (2000) report that the majority of school heads in Great Britain responded
positively towards an inspection process that would make provisions for inspection teams to
provide assistance and advice to school. In 2004 OFSTED published a paper on “The Future
of Inspection” wherein they proposed shorter but more frequent inspections, which would be

undertaken with minimal or no prior notice to school (MacBeath, 2006). This was however
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challenged by the Britain National Union of Teachers. As a result of this, a new policy was
introduced in 2005. This policy increased the emphasis on self-evaluation, with regular

feedback to stakeholders (Marshall, 2008).

The British role of superintendence is characterised by an emphasis on inspection. These
inspectors are viewed as a critical instrument to ensure that certain standards in education are
maintained. While there is no conclusive agreement among scholars about the effectiveness of
such a model, there is however agreement that inspectors play an important role in the
schooling system. This was confirmed by the study conducted by Rudd and Davies (2001) with
head teachers and teachers, which revealed that self-evaluation has been a positive experience

to both in diverse ways.
2.2.3 The evolution of the role of circuit manager in South Africa

When Lord Selborne was appointed the High Commissioner of South Africa in 1902, he
initiated the appointment of school boards in all schools, as well as the implementation of
advisory school boards for larger magisterial districts (Booyse, Le Roux, Seroto & Wolhuter,
2011). The school boards were tasked with supervising buildings and grounds, and to offer
advice on the appointment of teachers, but not their dismissal (Behr & MacMillan, 1971). They
were also responsible for the maintenance of furniture and equipment and the administration
of funds (Booyse et al., 2011). In addition to this, boards had a daunting task of receiving copies
of reports by inspectors of schools which then had to make written recommendations to
directors concerning such report or any other matter concerning the welfare of any institution

under the supervision of the board (Behr & MacMillan, 1971).

Raath (2012) observes that these tasks became too much for the board to handle, hence in 1982
Sir Thomas Muir was appointed as the Superintendent of Education. Muir brought changes,
which included the appointment of experienced principals and the teachers to the inspectorate
(Raath, 2012). During inspection visits, a group of inspectors visit a school for inspection.
These inspectors initially examined and promoted each individual child, but soon after 1920
this was abolished, as principals were given greater responsibility for the internal conduct of
the school. Later the work of the inspector changed, and it had to include two main functions,
namely guidance and administrative control (Behr & MacMillan, 1971) Inspectors during these
periods were overworked. Behr and MacMillan (1971) posit that there were 20 inspectors for

64 000 school children in 1937, 25 for 164 352 in 1955, just over 30 inspectors for nearly 281
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000 children and 40 inspectors for 331 000 pupils in 1962. In contrast, today, according to the
Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of Education Districts, circuit manager

may not have less than 15 and no more than 30 schools (Department of Education, 2013).

Professional supervision and inspection of schools during apartheid were initially carried out
by white inspectors of education, assisted when necessary by black supervisors of schools.
Jansen (2004) also notes that it was not until 1981 that the first black circuit inspector was
appointed, and then only under the supervision and tutelage of a white circuit inspector. It was
the responsibility of the circuit inspector to ensure teaching and learning conformed strictly to
the content specification of the apartheid syllabuses and had a task of ensuring compliance with
the apartheid system in all aspects of school functioning, from governance and administration

to curriculum and assessment (Jansen, 2004).

Education during apartheid was complex, reflecting a racially fragmented society with
differentiated systems of inspection, control and appraisal across the racially determined
departmental sectors (Morrow, 2007). Jansen (2004) adds that, since the mid-1970s, a system
of inspection was expanded with the goals of enforcing compliance in the face of growing
resentment against apartheid education policy, which culminated in the Soweto and later
national uprising. Contrary to what inspection was in Black African schools, the inspection
employed within the White and Indian departments, although not entirely unproblematic, was
largely more positive (Raath, 2012). The black schools bore the brunt of the negative
connotations associated with school supervision during this era. Circuit inspectors were largely
viewed as the extension of a system that was viewed in a negative light. Ngubane (2006) also
adds that circuit managers of the past created an image of fault finder, examiner and guardian

of standards, and they had no time for guidance and advice.

Soudien (2002) argues that, while the state inspection and examination systems were not water-
tight systems of surveillance, it was the circuit inspector who played a central role in subduing
teachers and holding them to account. According to Jansen (2004), the Soweto Uprising of
1976 led not only to a rejection of Afrikaans being expanded into black schools as a medium
of instruction, but also generated an antagonism among black students and teachers against the
entire state apparatus responsible for the administration of apartheid schooling. Chisholm
(1999) also adds that teachers’ action towards the end of 1980s became militant on a large
scale, as they focused on defiance of the symbols of authority and control by the White

department. Protest in 1990, the year of the unbanning of political organisation in South Africa,
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took the form of stayaways, chalk down marches to regional offices submission of lists of
grievances, sit-ins and prevention of departmental officials from visiting schools (Chisholm,

1999).

While prevention of the circuit managers who were viewed as an extension of an unjust system
to enter schools may have been justifiable, Jansen (2004) observes an unintended consequence
of this, when he states that this may have left a dearth of development inputs in the work of the
teacher. As a result of this, there were no systems in place to monitor the work done by schools,
as principals were also reluctant to stamp their authority, being viewed as part of what Jansen
(2004) refers to as the state apparatus responsible for the administration of apartheid education.
It is therefore not surprising that this may have had a very negative effects on schooling for
black children although the consequences of such behaviours were not studied. Jansen (2004)
further states that this also led the position of circuit inspector to be viewed with suspicion and
as an extension of an apartheid system, a legacy that would come to haunt this position long
after apartheid. A study conducted in Limpopo, South Africa by Sadiki (2003) reported that
the problems of educators in Limpopo started during the period of the collapse of apartheid
system. As a result of this, educators were reluctant to change from the state of defiance and
negativism, which was used during the fight against apartheid, to that of cooperation,
dedication and sacrifice (Sadiki, 2003). The study by Sadiki (2003) further reports that teachers
disliked being supervised and regarded class visits by school managers and high-ranking

officials of the Department of Education as interference with their work.

Another important point to consider when looking at the evolution of role of the South Africa
circuit manager is the influence of the British and the American systems of education. The
early South African circuit managers were referred to as Inspectors. Ngubane (2006) noted
that, in most countries that were colonised by the British, the present circuit manager is still
referred to as the inspector. This title is still used especially by IsiZulu speaking-people which
is Umhloli (meaning the inspector) even though the English name has been changed. The
working style of the early South African circuit manager was similar to that of British inspector,
not surprising considering that South Africa was a British colony. In what could be viewed as
an attempt to break away from its colonial, era circuit managers were referred to as the
Superintendent Education Management (SEM) after 1994 (Ngubane, 2006). This title seems to
have been influenced by the American system. The role of the modern circuit manager has

changed compared to the one they played pre- and during apartheid in South Africa. Though
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circuit managers still visit schools, that process is no longer referred to an inspection but as
monitoring and supporting (Education Labour Relations Council, 2008). The inspection task
has been taken over by the Integrated Quality Management System (IQMS) and Whole School
Evaluation (WSE). The IQMS is characterise by self-evaluation and peer evaluation in a school
whereas the WSE is done by external officials after the school has been selected for this
evaluation. Again, the British influence is observed, as the self-evaluation used in IQMS and

the process of external inspection used in WSE are elements of the British OFSTED system.

This illustration of the evolution of the role of the South African circuit manager does help us
to understand the negative perceptions that seem to continue to haunt this position more than
two decades after democratic government has been installed. This became apparent, according
to Mthembu (2014), when Mr Jacob Zuma, the President of South Africa suggested bringing
back the school inspectors. His view was strongly opposed by the teacher unions (SADTU and
NEHAWU) because of the role they played pre-1994 (Mthembu, 2014). This then means that
the 21 century South African circuit managers have the challenge of changing teachers’ and

other stakeholders’ perspective about them so that they can be viewed as partners.
2.3 Common roles and responsibilities of Circuit managers in the 21% Century

Circuit managers have common roles that they all seem to perform, irrespective of the context
in which they are. A review of related literature pertaining to leadership role of circuit managers
is replete with plethora of viewpoints as to what should be the common roles and
responsibilities of circuit managers in the 215 century. The list of these common roles and
responsibilities is growing in numbers and in complexity as are the complexities that
characterise modern education systems. This section presents and discusses some of these roles

and responsibilities.

2.3.1 Circuit managers as communicators

The role of circuit manager as a communicator is the most important. What, when, how, and
why he or she communicates is equally important. Circuit managers are expected to be great
communicators of information. Communication, according to Kindred, Bagin and Gallagher
(1984), is a cooperative enterprise of ideas and information, out of which understanding
develops and action is taken. Communication is involved in more than 90% of a
superintendent’s work time and takes place while on the phone, at meetings and appointments,

while writing letters and reports (Stronge & Xu, 2012). It is therefore not surprising that there
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is mounting evidence that the communication behaviour used by circuit managers has a great
influence on both the culture and the productivity of the circuit (Kowalski, 2005). However,
there is no published information that gives reference to the South African context; hence, the
need for the study with the current focus on how this phenomenon plays out in the South
African education system. This is more so if one considers the expectations which society has
of the circuit manager. These expectations include that circuit managers are expected to engage
others in open dialogue, facilitate the creation of a shared vision, build a positive school district
image, gain community support for change and provide the essential framework for
information management (Kowalski, 2005). It is clear that the work of circuit managers greatly

relies on effective communication with the relevant stakeholders.

According to Kowalski (2005), the communication used by circuit managers during a reform
period is even more critical. Kowalski and Bjork (2005) further state that the communication
role of the circuit manager is shaped by two conditions: the need to restructure and the need to
use information in a timely manner to solve problems of practice. Witherspoon (1997) states
that communication is not the essential aspect of a change, but effective communication may
be seen as the foundation of modern organisation. South Africa has seen a fair share of
education reforms aimed at improving the quality of education. These include curriculum
related issues such as the recently implemented Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements
(CAPS), a plethora of circulars about labour that mandate changes that must be implemented
and governance issues, as well as other school related matters that should be communicated to
school effectively, as failure to do so could have negative effects on teaching and learning.
Clearly, communication strategies used by circuit mangers are very important in ensuring that
the current educational reforms aimed at improving the quality of education are a success. This
view was reported in a study conducted by Raath (2012), which concluded that principals were
convinced that the communication strategies such as regular interaction, increased visibility of
the circuit manager as well as timeous feedback to school have a big role in improving the role

of circuit managers.

Baker (2002) states that there are elements that make communication essential during the
period of organisational change. These factors are work is more complex and requires greater
coordination and interaction among workers; the pace of work is faster; workers are more

distributed, simultaneous; distributed work processes are more common.; knowledge and
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innovation are more critical to an organisation’s competitive advantage and communication

technology and work are increasingly essential to organisational structure and strategy.

For circuit managers to be able to effectively communicate, Conrad (1994) advises that they
need to employ a consistent form of symmetrical communication focused on engaging others
in identifying and solving problems. Kowalski (2005) adds that this form of communication
should be underpinned by mutual understanding, mutual influence, negotiation, openness,
credibility and trust. A circuit manager works with many different stakeholders like principals,
SGBs, teachers, unions, and community leaders. This therefore indicates that circuit managers
need to find an effective method to communicate with all these stakeholders, taking into
consideration who he or she is communicating with, for what purpose and the time circuit

managers have to do that task.

In this regard, Kowalski (2005) advises that circuit managers must utilise communication
technology because it can increase productivity through increased processing, speed, greater
memory capacity, decreased costs and increased ease of use. If circuit managers are to
contribute to the education of our youth for the uncertain future that we face, they must lead in
a different way than they have in the past (Bjork, 2000; Kowalski, 2003; Kowalski & Glass,
2002). Kowalski (2005) further adds that the old system has not failed us; it worked well for

the era in which it was created.

What is equally important for circuit managers to master with regard to effective
communication, in times of unremitting global competition and the availability of huge
amounts of information, are skills of accessing and processing information and making
decisions based on the information (Drucker, 1999). Communication technology may help
circuit managers save time when discharging all these responsibilities. Circuit managers are
responsible for ensuring that certain important circular and meeting notices reach schools on
time. Instead of them driving to schools to deliver these circulars, communication technology
in the form of fax and e-mail can be used to save time and money. While the benefits of using
communication technology are known, a study by Nyembe-Kganye (2005) about
superintendents’ role as a link between the district and the circuit laments circuit managers’
inability to use new forms of communications such as e-mail, websites on the internet and
electronic bulletins. Nyembe-Kganye’s (2005) findings are similar to Raath’s (2012) study,
which reports that there is poor communication between circuit managers and school principal,

thus recommending that circuit managers should create open channels of communication with
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schools as well as units at the district office. The study further found that practical
communication strategies by means of technology such as cellular phones, e-mail and fax were
underutilised although these would ensure circuit managers remain in contact with schools and

avoid a breakdown in communication.

Snowden and Gorton (2002) argue that the initial task for an education manager who wants to
communicate to a particular individual or group think carefully about the strategy. They further
add that strategy is vital in preparation for communication. An effective strategy involves
tactical decisions that will help achieve a desired goal. The effective communication strategy,
according to Snowden and Gorton (2000,) should be based on the acronym TEAMM. “T”
stands for timing, of issues like urgency, time of the day, day of the week and the length of
interaction. “E” stands for environment, for locations, formal or informal, setting, noise and
privacy. “A’ stands for approach style, tone, language organisation of ideas and amount of
details. The first “M” stands for one-to-one group meetings, presentations, telephone and
written material. The final letter, ‘M’ is about message content, exactly what the manager says

to make the acceptable impact.

As indicated earlier (Chapter 1) some of the schools are challenged by a lack of resources,
which means they cannot access some of the modern communication technology. From the
discussion above it is clear that circuit managers who support schools that are in challenging
contexts will find it difficult to communicate with their schools. In many cases the circuit
managers of these schools battle with resources, as some of these schools do not even have a
telephone line and ADSL line for internet. The advent of technology in terms of wireless
connections like mobile phones and internet might assist but they cost money, something some

of these schools do not have.
2.3.2 Role of circuit manager as politician

There seems to consensus in the literature that the 21 century circuit manager should be a
politician (Antonucci, 2012; Bjork, 2001; Dominguez, Ivory & McClellan, 2005; Glass, Bjork
& Brunner, 2000; Johnson, 1996). Bjork and Keedy (2011) state that public education remains
a political arena in which competing interests are hotly contested. According to Dominguez et
al. (2005), the political role of circuit manager emerged in the 20" century due to scarce
resources, when circuit managers needed to be skilled in political tactics to gain support for

education. Within this role, circuit managers are expected to negotiate with diverse interest
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groups to reach agreement about circuit priorities, policies and resource allocation (Johnson,
1996). It is clear that circuit managers of schools in challenging contexts need exceptional
political skills to find ways of dealing with the limited resources that are in their schools. This
may entail holding discussions and persuading certain sub-directorates like the Infrastructure
Sub-directorate to prioritise their circuits for certain buildings that are needed or the Human
Resources Sub-directorate regarding staff shortages. While this role may have been discussed
as part of the evolution of the role of circuit managers in the 20" century, even the 21 century
circuit manager needs to fulfil it. This is due to the presence of the same conditions persisting

today, in other words, the contestation for resources that necessitated this role in the first place.

Cuban (1985) further adds that circuit managers assume a political role to secure cooperation
from various social groups, with the goal of creating conditions conducive to successful
management. The political role of circuit manager has been re-illuminated by the findings of
the recent study done by Antonucci (2012) about the 215 century superintendent, which found
that politics continues to be a significant part of the job. It further found that political leadership
is exercised by circuit managers for several reasons and they act politically when dealing with
various constituencies including staff, school board members, parent, union leaders and local
officials. The findings made by Cuban (1988) and Antonucci (2012) are congruent with regard
to the duties of circuit manager, as they both conclude that circuit managers are expected to
deal with these stakeholders. Furthermore, these findings also highlight that circuit managers
have to deal with unions as one of the stakeholders. In this study it has been mentioned earlier
(Chapter 1) that while unions have a role to play in ensuring the culture of teaching and learning
there is also evidence in the literature that they have a negative effect on the culture of teaching
and learning. This places circuit managers at the position where he or she needs to continually

engage the unions so that organizational goals of the circuit are attained.

However, while there is some consensus in the literature that suggests that the duties of a circuit
manager entail a political role, findings of a study about American school superintendents
conducted by Glass, Bjork and Brunner (2000) provide interesting views about the feelings of
superintendents in relation to their political role. Their study found that, despite research that
suggests that politics in education has intensified over the past 30 years, superintendents prefer
to enact their role as professional advisors to the board of education, initiating action like doing
administration and delivery of policy. Though circuit managers, as Glass et al. (2000)

concluded in their study of American superintendents, are not fond of their political role, it is
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a role that they are not going to escape as it is part and parcel of circuit management. This view
is confirmed by Antonucci (2013), whose study confirmed that dealing with politics and
conflict are key elements of leadership effectiveness and simply part of the job. It therefore
clear that politics will always remain part of the work of circuit managers and circuit managers

must find ways deal with it.
2.3.3 Role of circuit managers in ensuring effective school governance

The important role of circuit managers in governing boards is clearly articulated by the findings
of the study conducted by the IOWA Association of School Boards (2000) about the
relationship between school boards and superintendents in high achieving and low achieving
districts. According to the IOWA Association of School Boards (2000), both high and low
achieving districts maintained a good relationship with superintendents and governing bodies.
The study by the IOWA Association of School Boards also found that high achieving district
members and their superintendents constantly said that their job was to release each student’s
potential and they were seeking ways to improve their district and viewed social and economic
problems as a challenge. On the other hand, the members of the boards and their
superintendents in low achieving district accepted the shortcomings in students or in the
district. Their emphasis is on managing the district rather than to change and improve it. The
findings of these study suggest that the circuit managers of low achieving schools are not

prepared to work hard to change and improve on their performance.

Vickers, Pate, Brockmeir, Green and Tsemunhu (2014) conducted a non-experimental survey
about whether enrolment, location, expenditure, the percentage of free and reduced lunch and
percentage of minority students influenced the satisfaction of superintendents and school board
chairpersons. This study also investigated whether respondents’ satisfaction could predict
student achievement. The findings of this study reveal that board chairpersons with a higher
percentage of minority students receiving free and reduced lunches were significantly less
satisfied with their superintendent than board chairpersons with lower percentages of students

receiving free and reduced lunches.

More importantly, the study by Vickers et al. (2014) found that board chairpersons’ satisfaction
with superintendents significantly predicted student achievement and graduation rates. This
finding was also confirmed by Marzano and Waters’s (2009) study about good relationships

between the board and superintendent and the positive outcome for student achievement. The
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study by Petersen and Short (2001) about board members’ perceptions about superintendent
leadership found that a favourable board’s decision for superintendent-recommended action
items are closely related to the superintendent’s trustworthiness, expertise and social

attractiveness.

Drawing from the above-mentioned studies, it is therefore imperative that the circuit managers
and the SGB should work together to form a relationship where holding each other accountable
to the highest standard is acceptable and respected. The good relationship between the board,
the community and the superintendent does not only spell good results in terms of learner
attainment; it also plays important role in determining superintendent turnover. This is
confirmed by the findings of Sybrant’s (2012) study in the USA, which identified a supportive
school board and a supportive community as local conditions that promoted superintendent
longevity. However, these findings, though plausible, were conducted and established in a
context different from the South African educational context. This study questions the role of
the context in the findings that may emerge in the context of South Africa. Would the
community be as supportive as the community in the United States of America? In the South
African context, there seems to be no literature that looks at the relationship between the circuit
managers and the SGB. Circuit managers are expected to deal with SGBs as part of their school

governance duty.

The relationship between circuit managers and board or school governing bodies is at times
subject to conflict. If this conflict is left unresolved, it may not only have an adverse effect on
the governing board and circuit manager relations, but may also have a negative impact on
staff, students and community. This conflict is caused by misconception of the respective roles
and responsibilities (Castallo, 2003), shifts in the balance of power due to dynamics in the
relation between boards and superintendents (Castallo, 2003; Glass, 2000) and lack of clear
demarcation between roles of school boards and circuit managers, which results in overlapping
roles (Glass, 2000). In trying to get a deeper understanding of this conflict between
superintendents and school boards, Montenegro (2008) conducted a study in the State of Texas,
USA about strategies that superintendents use to prevent and solve conflict with school boards.
The study reported that issues of school finances were the most frequent causes of conflict.
This study also found that strategies used by superintendent to solve and prevent conflict
entailed discussing policy roles of school boards with school board members, having team

building activities and providing training for the boards.
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Numerous studies such as those presented above set out what should be attained in a positive
relationship between the SGB and the circuit manager. In the South African context, the
democratic dispensation brought about decentralisation of power to the local players through
the South African Schools Act of 1996. According to South African Schools Act of 1996, the
School Governing Body is tasked with school governance (Department of Education, 1996).
Many studies (Chaka, 2008; Kumalo, 2009; Manamela, 2014; Mthiyane, 2006; Ncwane, 2012;
Ndou, 2012; Sadiki, 2003; Xaba, 2011) continue to report that School Governing Bodies face
many challenges, particularly those in disadvantaged backgrounds (Kumalo, 2009). While the
international literature presented above paints a good picture about the good effects to learner
attainment that comes from the circuit manager and the SGB working together, and, on the
other hand, South African literature sets out the challenges facing SGBs, it is surely clear that
circuit managers in South Africa have a big responsibility in front of them. This study, in the
absence of South African literature that looks at the relationship between the SGBs and circuit
managers, will shed a light, at least from the circuit managers’ perspective, about what it is like
for the circuit manager to work with SGBs. I developed the current study with part of the

objective being to fill the literature dearth on this issue.
2.3.4 The role of the circuit manager as a manager

The role of the circuit manager as a manager, according to Cuban (1998), is underpinned by
the lists of responsibilities, including planning, collecting and disseminating information.
Brown-Ferringo and Glass (2005) list six major management tasks for superintendents. These
tasks are governmental regulation, district personnel, finance, and budget, contractual
negotiation for facilities and public relations. Kowalski (2005) states that when the
management role of the circuit manager is not performed by the circuit manager it becomes
apparent, as budgets are not balanced, school facilities are deemed not safe and personal
problems routinely result in litigation. As part of the management role of the circuit manager,
he or she has responsibility to ensure that schools are provided with the resources that they
need. These may be both physical and human. Kowalski (2005) argues that one of the main
important responsibilities of the circuit manager is to the appointment of good principals.
Research (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; Waters, 2003) continues to
affirm that principals have indirect influence on student achievement through several key
“avenues of influence”: people, purposes and goals of the school, structure of the school and

social networks, and organisational culture. As part of their curriculum delivery core
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responsibility, circuit managers, according to the Collective Agreement No. 1 of 2008
(Education Labour Relations Council, 2008), are mandated to assist with deployment of staff
and resources and they are mandated to facilitate and coordinate the supply and delivery of
equipment and resources to schools (Education Labour Relations Council, 2008). It is therefore
important that, when circuit managers sit in interview committees where principals are

recommended, they ensure that good leaders emerge from those processes.

Circuit managers are not expected to perform all these tasks themselves; some of these tasks
can be delegated to other officials. This view is echoed by Cranston and Jarzabkowski (2009),
when they state that the management role of superintendents has changed due to changes in
district and school contexts brought about by implementation of school-based management
reforms and decentralisation. According to their study (Cranston & Jarzabkowski, 2009),
superintendents no longer work directly and almost exclusively with principals but assume a
more corporate departmental responsibility. Cuban (1985) warns that, in delegating these tasks,
circuit managers are held accountable for efficient and productive operation. This tells us that
the supporting role of circuit manager is very important in the schooling system and particularly
to those schools that are in challenging contexts. It also tells us that circuit managers have to
work in a particular way to support teaching and learning as they cannot be able to undertake

everything themselves.
2.3.5 Instructional leadership role of circuit managers

The instructional leadership has been traditionally viewed as the responsibility of the teachers
in the classroom and the principal in schools. There is however a growing body of research
which suggests that 215 Century circuit managers must also assume the role of being
instructional leaders (Crankshaw, 2011; Furman, 2013; Glass, Bjork & Brumer, 2000; Hanks,
2010; Valentine & Neale, 2010). As indicated in the foregoing discussion, the position of
circuit manager has undergone a role change. These roles have changed in response to social
and political pressures and expectations of nations (Hanks, 2010). These pressures are clearly
reflected in the policies such as the Quality Learning and Teaching Campaign (QLTC)
document, which states that a circuit manager should improve the quality of teaching for all
the children, especially the poor, and this should be demonstrated through improved quality
and improved learners’ achievements (Department of Basic Education, 2008) (see Section 2.5
below). Furthermore, our National Development Plan (NDP), which is a South African blue

print that reflects our common expectations as a nation for different areas of our human
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development, including education, also puts pressure on schools and education leaders. In this
regard, the NDP regrets the wasting of significant human potential and harming of life chances
as a result of South Africa losing half of every cohort that enters the schooling system by the
end of the 12 year of schooling. This compared with secondary education completion rates of
77% in the United States, 87% in the United Kingdom and 93% in Japan (Planning
Commission, 2011). It therefore sets a target of 90% retention, of which 80% should
successfully pass the exit exam (Planning Commission, 2011). For circuit managers to have a
positive impact and put the country on a positive trajectory, thus meeting the targets outlined
by the NDP, it means a 21st Century circuit manager must have command of a diversity of
leadership and technological skills (Hanks, 2010). He or she must also facilitate the work of
groups of administrators, teachers, students and other stakeholder to build a collective vision

and to set and monitor circuit and school goals (Glass, Bjork & Brunner, 2000).

This transition of embracing instructional leadership seems to have been accepted by some
circuit managers in Canada. This is confirmed by a study conducted in Canada by the Ministry
of Education (2008) about how superintendents view their role in terms of supporting teaching
and learning. This study concluded that superintendents see themselves as instructional leaders
and they are more focused on instructional leadership than in the past. Another study conducted
in the USA, which confirmed the acceptance of the instructional leadership role as part of their
responsibility, was conducted three years later by Lewis, Rice and Rice (2011). In this study
Lewis et al. (2011) sought to establish superintendents’ beliefs and behaviours regarding
instructional leadership. These researchers found that superintendents believe that support for
teaching and learning is an important management standard for improving learner achievement.
The study by Furman (2013) indicates that superintendents have increased their involvement
with curriculum, instruction and assessment. According to the above-mentioned studies, circuit
managers have embraced their instructional leadership role. In South Africa, the instructional
leadership role has been infused into circuit managers’ duties. This has been done through
government policies like the Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of Districts
(Department of Education, 2013) and the Quality Learning and Teaching Campaign, which
place instructional leadership role right at the doorstep of the circuit managers (Department of

Education, 2008) (see Section 2.5 below).

32



While there is empirical evidence that suggests that some circuit managers have accepted their
instructional leadership role, there seems to be some challenges with their state of their
readiness. Dzikum’s (2015) study conducted in Ghana, about the professional skills of
superintendents in ensuring effective teaching and learning, reveals that superintendents have
knowledge in the field of education but are deficient in the technical and interpersonal skills
necessary for effective support of teaching and learning in schools. This study established that
superintendents generally lack the material resources necessary for effective support of
teaching and learning in schools. However, the study by Kolawole (2012), conducted in
Nigeria, about the instructional leadership role of principals and superintendent, reveals that
superintendents are alert to the possibilities for improvement in instruction. The study also
reveals that circuit managers possess the ability to work and actively engage in discharging
their duty in terms of instructional monitoring and evaluation. The aggregate of the findings of
researches above commonly confirm that instructional leadership will no longer be the realm

only of teachers and school principals and that circuit managers also have an important role to

play.

Circuit managers work with diverse stakeholders (teachers, parent, parent governors, and
unions) in discharging their responsibilities. Their success and failure as instructional leaders
lie to a certain extent in the manner by which they are perceived by these stakeholders. The
perceptions and expectations of stakeholders like teachers, principals and parent governors
have regarding the leadership of circuit managers are important. The importance of
stakeholders working together in supporting teaching and learning is highlighted by
Lewthwaite (2006)’s study about the role of superintendents in curriculum delivery in Canada.
The study found that the need for a circuit manager to develop a shared vision among leadership
reflecting the needs and concerns of stakeholders was one of the most important factors.
Findings from another study conducted by Lee, Ding and Song (2008) in China, about
superintendents’ role in school supervision and evaluation, emphasised the importance of
working with all stakeholders, of shared school governance and of promotion of a dynamic
contextual approach for addressing contextual differences, as well as better coherence among
educational reform, supervision and evaluation policy. From the findings above, it is clear that
there is a move towards emphasising the instructional leadership role of circuit managers and

importance of stakeholders.
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Teachers are among the most important stakeholders in the education system as they are the
ones who directly influence learners’ attainment. Petersen, Sayre and Kelly (2007) conducted
a study in the USA about teachers’ perceptions regarding superintendents’ influence on
instruction. Their findings established that superintendents were perceived as responsible for
resources that impacted classroom instruction and capacity. Further, they were seen as models
for professionalism in their work, which focused on student achievement, changing teachers’
assumptions and beliefs and practices through professional development. Crankshaw’s (2011)
study conducted in the United States found that there is a positive correlation between teachers’
belief that instructional leadership is an important role of superintendents and their willingness
to work constructively with superintendents who demonstrate constructive leadership
practices. Another study conducted in Tanzania by Matete (2009) aimed to explore teachers’
views about the extent to which school superintendents have an impact on teaching and
learning in the primary schools. That study found that, to a greater extent, school
superintendents succeeded in establishing a positive relationship with teachers, and thus were

successful in making a positive impact on the teaching and learning in the primary schools.

The studies presented above provide empirical evidence that confirms that teachers value the
role of circuit managers in supporting teaching and learning. However, there is empirical
evidence that seems to suggest that teachers have reservation about the circuit managers’
expertise as instructional leaders. Polat and Ugurlu’s (2008) study conducted in Turkey on
teacher expectations about the guidance role of supervisors and the realisation level of these
expectations testifies to this. Polat and Ugurlu’s (2008) study found that while teachers have
high expectations of guidance, superintendent have lower perceptions of their ability to realise
teacher expectations. It further found that while expectation of teachers centred mostly on
guidance for professional development and issues of the educational environment,
superintendents could not meet teachers’ expectations in all fields. Another study conducted
by Obilade (1992) in Nigeria, about teachers’ perceptions of school inspectors or
superintendents who visit schools for improvement of instruction in secondary schools, seems
to point to tensions between teachers and inspectors. The results of this study show that,
contrary to the widely-held belief among educational authorities, professional superintendent
practice is far from being a reality in Nigerian classrooms. This study further found that the
relationship between inspectors and teachers is far from being cordial, with trust and open
communication still lacking. These studies share important findings about relationship between

circuit managers and teachers in Turkey and Nigeria, and in doing so reveal the literature gap
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about the relationship between circuit managers and teachers of schools located in the

challenging context of South Africa.

On the other hand, principals and circuit managers need to work hand in hand to discharge their
responsibilities. It goes without saying that they should work together well. The perception and
expectation one has of the other will affect the manner in which they work and ultimately the
fulfilment of organisational goals. A study conducted by Raath (2012) shows that principals
reportedly viewed circuit managers as persons that can support the principal and empower him
or her through the sharing of knowledge. They further conclude that it is important for the
circuit manager to ensure development of leadership that would lead to transformation of
schools into learning organisations. This view is also echoed by the study conducted by Addi-
Raccah and Gavish (2014) in Israel, which highlights the importance of the influence
superintendents have on school principals. Their study suggests that principals’ willingness to
initiate assistance from superintendents and the Local Education Association (LEA) depends
on the influence they have on schools. It therefore clear that, for circuit managers to fulfil their
instructional leadership role, they must provide support to the school principal as the most
important leader in the school. However, there is no guidance on how principals in South Africa
are attitudinally positioned in relation to willingness to initiate assistance from the circuit

managers.

2.4 Contextual roles of circuit managers

Common roles that underpin the role of the circuit manager have been discussed above.
Leverett (2002) reminds us that circuit managers are also required to be equity warriors who
are expected to use their positional authority at the head of schools to break the links between
students’ background and their educational outcomes. This indicates that circuit managers have
responsibility to work with students that are in disadvantaged or challenging contexts. This
section will discuss the work circuit manager do in these situations. This approach will be done
to illuminate the role of circuit managers, taking into consideration variations in context. This
will be done because variation in contexts, like school district size, governance structure,
complexity, fiscal authority, community, demography, poverty, lack of resources, rurality,
local political realities and other contextual dimensions influence the way in which circuit
managers respond to, as an example, fiscal challenges and how they understand their role as

circuit leaders. The illumination of these roles in a particular context does not mean that circuit
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managers in these contexts may not have to play other roles. It means that these are the roles

that are important in their context.
2.4.1 Supporting teaching and learning in rural settings

Education in rural contexts has for considerable past received research attention in developed
world, especially in the USA. The same attention to education in rural settings is growing in
the less developed world, such as in South Africa. The need to focus on education in rural
settings is best described by Tekniep (2015), when he refers to rural school districts in the US.
Tekniep (2015) argues that rural districts do not only provide nearly one in four US children
with many skills, including those needed to enter college, but they also act as an economic and
stabilising force for communities that they serve. This study is about the leadership role of
circuit managers in challenging contexts, and challenging contexts in this study can be
characterised by a highly unionised environment, poverty and lack of physical and human
resources. Rural settings in this study have been found to possess some of these variables which
make for challenging contexts. It is therefore important that this study looks at some of the

work that has been done in rural contexts.

One of the important works that documents the role of circuit managers in rural settings was
done by Copeland (2013). In his study titled “One head-many hats: The expectations of the
rural superintendent”, Copeland came up with five major roles or hats that rural superintendents
perform. These roles are manager, planner, listener, communicator and community

involvement.

The first role is that of a manager. In this role or hat as a manager the circuit manager is
expected to be an organiser, decision maker and supervisor at school during school activities
(Copeland, 2013). This hat demands that the circuit managers perform menial tasks that may
not be generally regarded as management tasks like shovelling snow, driving a bus, emptying
trash and sweeping the floor. This view is also echoed by Sperry and Hill (2015), who also
echo that the shortage of staff means that rural circuit managers cannot delegate duties to
someone. This hat is worn most of the time, in addition to others, because it is related to almost

all the roles that emerged.

The second hat is that of a planner. In this role or hat the circuit manager is expected to plan
for all things necessary in a school district. This includes the budget, curriculum, scheduling

activities, remediation and financial among other. While the circuit managers’ role or hat of
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managing finances is important, planning for financial stability of the district is considered as
paramount. The ability to plan for the academic progress of student and teachers is also an
often-mentioned expectation. Circuit managers, while wearing the planner hat, are expected to
diagnose needs and plan staff development. The third hat or role of circuit managers, according
to Copeland (2013), is that of a listener. This role or hat covers a wide range of activities. It
includes the expectation that rural circuit managers must be accessible. Access to the circuit
managers is expected from boards (SGBs), the community, parents, teachers and students.
Within this hat or role an important trait emerges, flexibility. This role is very important, as the
different stakeholder the circuit manager works with from time to time will want to seek advice
from him. This listener role of the circuit manager also emerged in the findings of Raath’s
(2012) study conducted in South Africa. In this study, principal participants mentioned the
importance of the circuit manager being a good listener. Principals in this study also raised the
issue of being accessible, stating that for them to be able to pick up a phone and talk to their
circuit manager when the need arises is very important. For rural principals, when faced with
challenges that are common in rural settings, it is important to seek support to the person they

believe will have a listening hear and advice.

The fourth hat or role is that of a communicator. This hat or role is seen as especially vital. The
significance of this hat for rural circuit managers is that, if not worn, or not worn completely,
it would affect the success of that circuit manager. What seems to separate this role or hat of a
rural circuit manager and the common communication role is that the communication role of
rural circuit manager should be executed very carefully while taking local values into account.
This is very important if one considers that rural communities are closely-knit and a distrust of
outsiders often place barriers to collaboration between education personnel and the community
(Redding & Walberg, 2014). Circuit managers who work in rural areas have to work harder to
gain the trust of the rural community. They have to try to find ways to belong; otherwise they

may find it difficult to get the necessary co-operation.

The final hat or role is that of community involvement. Contrary to the pattern of stakeholders
in larger or urban district or circuit, which may not be able to identify their circuit manager,
rural communities know which church their circuit managers attend, how often they attend and
how they tithe. The findings of Copeland’s (2013 study demonstrate that the role of the rural
circuit manager is unique. Circuit managers who are working with rural schools face the

responsibility of understanding the dynamics of their contexts. Community involvement can
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go a long way in assisting a circuit manager to understand the community he or she is serving.
This role also implies that circuit managers’ behaviours whether on duty or not will always be

scrutinised by the community.
2.4.2 Supporting teaching and learning in urban settings

There is also literature that looks at the role of circuit managers in the urban context,
particularly from the USA (Cuban, 1976; Farmer, 2007; Fuller, Campbell, Celio, Harvey,
Immerwahr & Winger, 2003; Kolawaski, 1995). Urban schools in the USA have within them
challenges that are similar to those found in our township and city schools. Urban schools
operate in densely populated areas serving significantly more students, are frequently marked
by higher concentrations of poverty, greater racial and ethnic diversity, larger concentrations
of immigrant populations and linguistic diversity, and more frequent rates of student mobility
(Kincheloe, 2010). South African townships, according to Mampane and Bouwer (2011), are
residential areas in South Africa that originated as racially segregated low-cost housing
development for black labourers to remain closer to their places of employment within cities.
They further state that today life in the township is mostly associated with poverty, crime and

violence (Mampane & Bouwer, 2011).

When describing the role of the urban circuit manager, Sperry and Hill (2015) state that the
urban superintendent holds one of the most important jobs in the American education system.
They must break down barriers to reform and build capacity for learning in education and they
must unite parents, educators, school boards, and business and community leaders behind a
clear and coherent vision of instructional purpose. Sperry and Hill (2015) further add that,
amidst the highly politicised environments of big city school districts, superintendents must

serve as collaborators, visionaries, good communicators, and agents of change.

This they must do in contexts that Kowalski (1995), Kowalski and Brunner (2011) describe as
characterised by poverty, the dilemma of children rearing children and gang violence
symptoms, which are symptoms of deep-rooted social problems that are steadily worsening.
This environment is further characterised by changes for young people, brought about by ways
in which the entertainment industry, professional sport and other parts of pop culture have
supplanted the family as a source of values and belief. According to the Education Writers
Association (2012), for urban circuit managers to succeed in their environment they must

effectively manage change in a highly complex, politically charged and often contentious
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system. If they are to survive and thrive in their role as superintendents, they need to
understand, and be adept at, the politics of this job. The Education Writers Association (2012)
further adds that this can be done by adopting flexible and collaborative leadership, rather than
authoritative leadership, as confronting complex and often unanticipated problems calls for

flexible thinking, collaboration and shared decision-making.

Forgione, Houser, Lyons and Rips (2003), in their study conducted in the USA about urban
circuit managers’ perspective on enhancing quality in urban schools, found that to be able to
stay afloat of this rising tide of expectations requires the ability to have high-quality teaching
and learning in every classroom led by highly qualified teachers. They also found that, to
achieve quality teaching and learning in urban areas, a continuous teacher development
programme, guided by goals that the circuit has set for itself, remains the most important
strategy for success. Rigorous professional development is crucial because new state standards
place higher expectations on the level of performance to be achieved by students under the
state accountability system. South Africa has also had its fair amount of accountability
frameworks, being the Annual National Assessment, the National Senior Certificate and CAPS.
These policies have not affected the urban areas only. However, urban circuits have to find
ways to deal with these policies based on their context. Staff development, as advocated by
Forgione et al. (2003), can have a great impact. Organisations engaging staff in triple loop
learning (high quality professional development that alters beliefs and practices) undergo
profound change, transforming the organisation into an innovative, creative entity where

individuals own and understand their own learning (Peschl, 2007).
2.5 Job descriptions of circuit managers in South Africa

In South Africa, circuit managers are mandated and guided by a collective agreement between
labour and the employer, as well as different education department policies to support teaching
and learning in schools. Occupation Specific Dispensation for Educators School-Based and
Office-Based, Collective Agreement No. 1 of 2008 explicitly spells out the aim of the job and
core duties and responsibilities (Education Labour Relations Council, 2008). According to this
collective agreement, the aim of the job of the circuit manager is threefold. Firstly, it is to
support school principals, school management teams and school governing bodies in the
management, administration and governance of schools (Education Labour Relations Council,
2008). Secondly, it is to monitor the effective management, administration and governance of

the school. Lastly, it is to facilitate curriculum delivery through support and in various ways.
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The Collective Agreement No. 1 of 2008 further enumerates ten core duties and responsibilities
of the job, which are presented as leadership, communication, financial planning and
management, strategic planning and transformation, policy, research and development,
curriculum delivery, staff development, general or office administration, management and
support and, finally, providing an administration service to schools (Education Labour
Relations Council, 2008). Amongst these ten core duties, leadership, communication and
curriculum delivery are the most important core duties for this study as they directly link with

the instructional leadership role of circuit managers.

Leadership, as one of the ten core duties of circuit managers, is one of the most important roles.
Circuit managers are mandated to provide an environment that creates and fosters commitment
and confidence among colleagues and educators while promoting the value of fairness and
equity in the workplace (Education Labour Relations Council, 2008). As part of their leadership
responsibility, circuit managers are expected to create and maintain sound human relations
amongst colleagues and enhance the spirit of co-operation (Education Labour Relation
Council, 2008). According to Kowalski (2005), leadership, leadership strategy and leadership
styles all factor prominently in the success of a superintendent, specifically when one considers
how many stakeholders the position relates and reports to on a daily basis, including the school

board, the public, the parents, funders, and of course, the students themselves.

While a democratic leadership style is the one that seem to be ideal style of leadership, circuit
managers, as with all leadership positions, must apply a leadership strategy or style that it
suitable in a particular context or situation. Kowalski (2005) asserts that superintendents “have
been encouraged to be democratic, ethical and transformational” in their leadership approaches.
Gober (2012) adds that the democratic leadership style values the core tenets of democracy; as
such, the democratic leader understands that the relationships between a leader and the
organisation’s members are bound by collaborative efforts to achieve mutual goals. Within this
democratic style of leadership, the circuit managers’ role is well explained by Gober (2012)
when he describes leadership in reference to two core functions. One function is providing
direction; the other is exercising influence (Gober, 2012). Therefore, for circuit managers to
succeed, they need to have a great deal of influence and an ability to guide the multi

stakeholders that report to them towards the attainment of organisational goals.
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Communication is enlisted as the second core responsibility of circuit manager in the Collective
Agreement No I of 2008 document. Circuit managers are mandated to do a variety of tasks as
part of their communication role. This entails establishing clear channels of communication
with schools and other stakeholders. They are tasked with communicating effectively both
orally and in writing with principals, other staff, parents, School Governing Bodies (SGB),
external agencies and the Department as well as ensuring timeous feedback from institutions.
They are mandated to serve on recruitment, promotion, advisory and other committees as
required and to communicate decisions to different stakeholder (Education Labour Council,
2008). From the tasks presented above that are part of the circuit managers’ communication
role, it is clear that circuit managers’ work revolves around communication. For example, the
leadership role discussed above has to be demonstrated by effective communication. It is not
surprising that the finding of a study conducted in the USA by the American Association of
School Superintendents (2006) found that successful circuit managers demonstrate a valuable
and confident communication style; their people skills are well honed. Communication has
been found to be one of the important roles that has informed the evolution of the circuit
manager role in the USA up to the present. This role will be further discussed in the sections
that deal with the evolution of circuit managers’ role in the USA and the communication role

of the 215'Century circuit manager, below.

Fundamentally important for this study about the circuit managers’ role of supporting teaching
and learning, the Collective Agreement No. 1 of 2008 mandates circuit managers to facilitate
curriculum delivery through support in various ways (Education Labour Relations Council,
2008). In this study about the leadership role of circuit managers in supporting teaching and
learning, the core curriculum delivery duty is highlighted. As part of the fulfilment of this
responsibility, circuit managers are mandated to support quality education delivery and, in
particular, teaching and learning in educational sites for purposes of both accountability and
improved learner achievement (Education Labour Relations Council, 2008). This role puts
circuit managers’ position as one of the important tools to ensure quality teaching and learning
so that our learners’ achievement can improve. This role is articulated in a manner that
acknowledges that some of our learners’ achievement are not where they are supposed to be.
It then places a responsibility to circuit managers working with different stakeholders to effect

changes that will lead to our learners receiving quality education.
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Furthermore, the Policy on the Organisation, Roles and Responsibilities of Districts, while it
represents the adoption of The Collective Agreement No.l of 2008 as departmental policy,
states that the circuit office is the closest point of contact between schools and the PED
(Department of Basic Education, 2013), therefore principals depend on the circuit manager for
information, administrative services and professional support. This support includes the
provision of a channel of communication between the district office and schools, provision of
management and administrative support to schools, the facilitation of training of principals,

SMT and SGBs, and monitoring the functionality of schools.

The Quality Learning and Teaching Campaign (OLTC) document sets out a clear directive to
different school stakeholders to focus on teaching and learning (Department of Education,
2008). It mandates the circuit managers, as one of the important stakeholders, to take a lead in
ensuring that all schools receive all relevant learning and teaching material on time
(Department of Education, 2008). The QLTC document also spells out that a circuit manager
should improve the quality of teaching for all the children, especially the poor, and this should
be demonstrated through improved quality and improved learners’ achievements (Department
of Basic Education, 2008). The QLTC document acknowledges the importance of context. To
this end, it bestows on the circuit manager the responsibility of ensuring the quality of
education to all learners, including those who are poor. This is very important if one considers
that, according to the Amended National Norms and Standard for School Funding, schools are
organised in quintiles of 1-5, each quintile consisting of 20% of schools in South Africa.
Quintiles 1-3 are granted a No-Fee Status as they are considered poor schools (Department of
Education, 2016). It is therefore rational to conclude that 60% of South African schools are
poor schools (in a financial sense). The poor status of these school should not also mean poor

learner attainment.
2.6 Challenges facing circuit managers

The job of circuit managers has challenges like any other job. Challenges facing circuit
managers vary; there are those that appear to be universally common, while others are
contextual (Mason, 2013). This section will present the challenges that are common, contextual

as well personal.
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2.6.1 Common challenges facing circuit managers

The previous section looked at studies into the role of circuit managers. This section will now
look at the challenges faced by these circuit managers. Several researchers (Antonucci, 2012;
Bjork & Keedy, 2001; Mason, 2013) have investigated the challenges faced by superintendents
in fulfilling their instructional leadership role. These challenges include the high expectations
and high accountability (Antonucci, 2012; Bjork & Keedy, 2001; Mason, 2013), and the

complex nature of the work (Sutton, 2013). These will be discussed below.
2.6.1.1 Complex nature of the job

The work of the circuit manager is very complex. The complex nature of the circuit manager’s
job is well documented (Cuban, 1988; Glass et al., 2000; Sutton, 2013). Circuit managers,
according to Antonucci (2012), are expected to concurrently perform educational, managerial
and political roles. This view is echoed by Sutton (2013), when he argues that the work of
circuit managers is challenging as they are expected to lead the organisation of schools that
report to them, to ensure the educational success of all the students and to manage the myriad
of financial and business operations while serving as good stewards for tax payers. To further
illustrate this, Cuban (1988) states that the circuit manager’s job is written by the genetic code
of diverse and conflicting goals, such as addressing the illiteracy of citizens, preparing workers
for the marketplace and cultivating individual character. Cuban (1998) argues that these goals
are conflicting because public schools are limited in their human and financial resources, yet
they are expected to overcome the grim effects of family background, poverty and fragmented
communities. A circuit manager’s job is hard and difficult, as it demands careful balancing

between the managerial, educational and political responsibilities.

The challenging nature of the job of circuit managers has resulted in some scholars equating it
to that of the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) (Antonucci, 2012; Kowalski, 1995). Circuit
management is no longer limited to keeping the district running smoothly by providing
direction and insight (Houston & Eadie, 2000). Houston and Eadie (2000) further add that
circuit managers who are effective function as fully-fledged contemporary CEOs, seeing
themselves more fully as a leader, not just an administrator. As the CEO of the school district,
the circuit manager is responsible for ensuring that legislated mandates, policies and
regulations are implemented properly and for providing oversight and support to local schools

(Bjork, Kowalski & Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). In his study conducted in the USA about the role
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of the 21% century circuit manager, Antonucci (2012) found that participants saw themselves
as similar to private sector CEOs as they were tasked with managing the day to day business

of the circuit/ district, the product being learner education (Antonucci, 2012).

The complexity and the challenges surrounding the nature of the circuit manager’s job has been
in the recent past been exacerbated by the expectation that they must be instructional leaders
(Leverett, 2002). Roegman and Hatch (2012) state that, as instructional leaders, circuit
managers are now expected to engage directly their district to strengthen the instructional core,
which is the relationship between student, teachers and the content. The instructional leadership
role makes the circuit managers’ work difficult as they have many schools that they lead. For
them to be instructional leaders demands that they develop ways to fulfil this task. In terms of
Antonucci’s (2012) three main roles of circuit managers, this is part of the educational role,
while the other two, which are management and political, also need attention. What is also
important about these three roles is that you cannot neglect any role and be successful. All of

them need the circuit manager to work on them.
2.6.1.2 High expectations and high accountability

Governments all over the world are using education to fulfil or respond to social and economic
challenges that countries face (Glass et al., 2000). This has brought high expectations and
greater accountability for the school system to improve learner achievement. Circuit managers,
as some of the most senior officials in the education system, have not escaped this pressure.
Mason’s (2013) study, conducted in Calgary, Canada on challenges to instructional leadership
practices of superintendents, found that accountability requirements are the most significant
challenge. In this study (Mason, 2013), superintendents reported that the lack of time created
by meeting accountability requirements, paperwork, meetings, and emergent issues greatly
distracted them from focusing fully on managing the curriculum and instruction. This view is
echoed in the findings of a study conducted by Antonucci (2012), who argues that the wave of
state and federal reform has created a major challenge for superintendents. The study also found
that the pressure of high expectations and high accountability puts unreasonable demands on
superintendents, and that so many things are beyond their control. The Education Writers
Association (2010) argues that expectations and accountability impede the effective
implementation of the superintendents’ role. They argue that the accountability and resources

are mismatched, and also that accountability and authority are misaligned. They further state
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that the work of superintendent is conducted in an environment that over time has grown

increasingly political and often downright abusive.

Kelley (2016) further argues that accountability policies may result in superintendents who
lead districts already in sanction status to implement a quick fix to address the challenges of
accountability requirements. They might do so at the expense of a more proactive long-term
improvement strategy. The above studies indicate that circuit managers are unable to focus on
directly supporting teaching and learning in their school as a result of these requirements. The
accountability requirements seem to create a situation in which circuit managers become office
clerks who chase after paperwork. This has a negative effect on the instructional role of the

circuit manager, as he or she is unable to focus on his instructional goals for the circuit.
2.6.1.3. Political challenges

Research is in agreement that political pressures pose a serious challenge for circuit managers
to fulfil their role if it is not well managed (Antonucci, 2012; Bjork & Keedy, 2001; Glass,
2000). Unfortunately for superintendents, engaging in the political process is potentially
fraught with controversy and conflict (Antonucci, 2012). To survive and thrive in their role,
they need to understand, and adapt to, the politics of this job (Education Writers Association,
2010). Bjork and Keedy (2001), in their study about politics and superintendents, make an
observation that educators have been socialised throughout their career to eschew political
activities, whereas superintendents are continually drawn into contact with the elected public
officials, special interest groups and board of education members. These groupings have
specific contesting expectations that make the job of the superintendent very difficult. Glass et
al. (2000) assert that this affects the work of the superintendent when the broad-based political
actors exert pressure at the local level, pressing the superintendent and boards of education to
support their demands in the board. This view is also echoed by a study conducted by the
Education Writers Association (2010), which found that complexities associated with political
negotiation are part of the superintendent’s job and that superintendent leadership needs to be

effective within a political context.
2.6.1.4. Insufficient financial resources

Different scholars (Sutton, 2012; Trevino, Bradley & Slate, 2012) have reported that a
significant problem affecting the work of circuit managers is the lack of financial resources

allocated to education. The lack of financial resources also affects the provision of other
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resources, like physical and human resources. This inadequate financing of public education
compounds the already difficult work of circuit managers (Sutton, 2012). Trevino, Bradley and
Slate (2012) conducted a survey about challenges facing public superintendents. The analysis
of data collected through questionnaires indicated that circuit managers experienced many
challenges as a result of financial constraints. The participants in this study viewed obtaining
highly qualified teachers as being the greatest challenge due to funding constraints. Participants
in this study further viewed the lack of funding received by schools as a challenge that makes
it difficult for them fulfil their goals. This challenge of insufficient funding was also reported
in a study conducted in Nigeria by Nwakpa (2005) about challenges facing Nigerian inspectors.
The study found that, while cut-backs and underfunding of education in Nigeria has affected

education provision in general, they have specifically paralysed school inspection.

Different scholars have put on record that South Africa has spent a lot money in education
since 1994, hoping that such expenditure will enable schools to contribute in improving the
quality of life of its citizens (Chisholm, 2004; Bhengu & Mthembu, 2014; Naicker, Chikoko &
Mthiyane, 2013). Chisholm (2004) states that, while attempts to deal with intentions of the
state to address equity and social justice are laudable, there is a long way to go in achieving
good quality education, particularly for marginalised and disadvantaged schools. A number of
schools in poor rural and urban working-class communities still suffer the legacy of large
classes, deplorable physical conditions and the absence of learning resources, despite a major
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), the National School Building
Programme and many other projects paid for directly from provincial budgets (Chisholm,
2005). Circuit managers who work with schools in these contexts will have to work harder to
ensure the quality of teaching and learning under such conditions. It is therefore the aim of this

study to get the life stories of circuit managers who work under these conditions.
2.6.2 Contextual challenges affecting circuit managers

As with the role of circuit managers discussed above, challenges facing circuit managers can
also be contextual and personal. This section will look at contextual challenges in both rural
and urban settings, for example, gender. Rurality, as a setting in which circuit managers
conduct their work, appears to present a varied set of challenges compared to urban settings.
These challenges are well conceptualised by the work of Tekniepe (2005), Lamkin (2006),
Copeland (2010), Rey (2014) and Sperry and Hill (2015). According to Bredeson, Klar and

Johansson (2011), superintendents describe common primary priorities, challenges and
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contextual variations, the differences in district size, organisational culture, community
characteristics and geographic location as factors that significantly influence their work. In
their study about contextual influences on superintendents’ time usage, Jones and Howley
(2009) found contextual factors, especially enrolment and location of the district in a rural
region, as the most pronounced factors affecting the superintendents’ attention to management

tasks.

Lamkin (2006) also conducted a study that explored the challenges and changes faced by rural
superintendents. This study was conducted in rural contexts of New York, Pennsylvania and
Tennessee in the USA. Data generated from focus groups indicates that circuit managers who
work in rural settings face unique challenges. All circuit managers in this study described their
role as that of the “jack of all trades” as they are expected to perform many tasks which
ordinarily will not be expected to be done by a circuit manager, like cleaning the floor. This
finding is also confirmed by Copeland’s (2010) study, which refers to these tasks as “many
hats”. Participants in Lamkin’s (2006) study further indicated that circuit managers that work
in rural areas face obstacles that persist over time and that include isolation, limited resources
and community resistance to change (Lamkin, 2006). They further describe the insufficient
training and professional preparation skills and conclude that the challenges of rural

superintendents were distinct enough to warrant some specialised preparation.

Copeland (2010) found that there are differences in the expectations applied to rural
superintendents from those applied to superintendents serving urban or suburban areas. This
further found that training for circuit managers is a challenge if it does not take into
consideration the contextual realities of the work of circuit managers. Copeland’s (2010) study
recommends an administrator training programme at colleges and universities to prepare circuit
managers who serve those students in rural superintendent positions and who specialise in rural
school administration. While in South Africa there seem to be no literature that relates to circuit
managers’ preparation for working in the rural areas, there is some work that documents the
importance of rural principal training programmes. One such work is s study conducted by
Msila (2010) about rural school principals’ quest for effectiveness. The participants (principals)
from rural schools were registered in the new Advanced Certificate in Education, School
Management and Leadership (ACE-SML).The findings of the study suggest that participants
showed initiative and they attributed many of these to their involvement in the ACE-SML

programme, they also showed signs of being transformational leaders in the face of adversity,
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as principals who want to challenge the status quo for the benefit of the learners and the
community (Msila, 2010). Msila’s study (2010) also made important findings about the
relationship between schools and Higher Education institutions. In this regard, the study
reported that principals benefitted by working with the higher education institutions and they
all agreed that working with people with the expertise of university lecturers as facilitators in
their programme helped them to identify the challenges they are facing in their work
environment (Msila, 2010). The participants said they gained by the on-site visits by the
university staff to their schools as apart from their mentors; they received another view as to

how to face the challenges in their schools (Msila, 2010).

Circuit managers have something to learn from the findings of Msila’s study (2010). Firstly, if
training programme designed for rural school principals can help them became better leaders
in their contexts, surely rural circuit managers can also benefit from programmes designed for
them. Secondly, if South African universities can develop training programmes for rural
principals, it can also do the same for circuit managers. In fact, The Collective Agreement No.1
of 2008 mandates circuit managers to encourage and support research initiatives with
universities, colleges of education and other agencies (Education Labour Relation Council,

2008).

Sperry and Hill’s (2015) study, commissioned by The Council of Great Schools, a coalition of
65 school districts in the USA, also found that rural circuit managers face many challenges
including a shortage of human and physical resources, dropping numbers of learners, funding
challenges, isolation, aging facilities, political and leadership challenges as well as paper work.
There is conclusive agreement in the literature that rural circuit managers perform many
different roles, some of which as circuit managers they are not expected to perform (Copeland,
2013; Lamkin, 2006; Ramirez & Guzman, 1999; Sperry & Hill, 2015). Since some rural circuit
managers operate a central office with a staff of one, it becomes very hard for them to do all

these tasks well.

Financial problems are also a major source of difficulty for rural circuit superintendents.
Ramirez and Guzman’s (1999) study conducted in Colorado, USA found that financial
resources are a major problem for rural districts in comparison to urban districts. This, they
found, results in poor operating expenses, unsatisfactory distribution of funds, lack of resources
for technology and inadequate revenue to help students meet new academic standards. The

problem with the lack of financial resources is the ripple effect it has in terms of the other
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necessary resources. It is therefore not surprising that rural districts suffer from difficulties in
retaining and attracting quality personnel (Ramirez & Guzman, 1999; Tobin, 2006). The lack
of resources, as discussed in Chapter 1, is also a problem in South Africa. Some rural schools
seem experience this problem more than other areas (Brown, 2003). The findings of the study
conducted by Du Plessis (2014) in Mpumalanga, South Africa, established that, due to
conditions found in some rural areas, which include the lack of basic infrastructure for
sanitation, water, roads and other transport, electricity and information technology, rural

schools find it difficult to attract good and suitable teachers.

While urban circuit managers may experience challenges commonly experienced by circuit
managers in rural contexts, there are challenges that seem to be uniquely found in urban
circuits. Some of these challenges maybe the same but differ in their nature and complexity.
One such challenge is politics (Kowalski, 1995). A study conducted by Fuller, Campbell, Celio,
Harvey, Immerwahr and Winger (2003) in the USA found that politics, as a result of contesting
interests of unions, boards and the head office, is a major problem for circuit managers in the
USA. Most circuit managers (80%) who participated in the study cited local politics,
conflicting public demands, mandates from above and pressures related to accountability as a
moderate or major challenge. In another study conducted by Kowalski (1995), politics is a
central theme in virtually all discussions of the urban superintendence. Most members of the
reference group of urban circuit managers that participated in the study affirmed that they had
experienced tough, “hardball” approaches when dealing with unions and boards (Kowalski,
1995). What seems to be coming up from the literature presented above is that while political
challenges are also found in rural contexts, urban circuit managers’ experiences suggest that it

is a major challenge.

In their study conducted in the USA, Trevino, Bradley Brown and Slate (2012) found that urban
circuit managers face interconnected challenges related to the diverse population of learners in
the era of increased public accountability, for demonstrated student achievement outcomes.
This study further found this challenge is worsened by the diversity of race, ethnicity, native
language and socio-economic conditions among the student within the circuit (Trevino ef al.,

2008).
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2.6.3 Personal challenges

There is some development of gender related literature that looks at challenges facing female
circuit managers (Brunner & Kim, 2010; Glass et al., 2000; Kelsey, Allen, Coke & Ballard,
2014; Kelsey & Johnson, 2012; Shava & Sibanda, 2015; Sutton, 2012). These studies seem to
focus on three main themes: inhibitors to becoming a circuit manager, entry experience and
challenges facing women once employed. Circuit management has always been viewed as a
male dominated profession. This is despite the fact that there are more females in the education
system than males. This has triggered research aimed at understanding the dynamics
surrounding female circuit managers. Glass et al. (2000) posit that the reasons that there are
fewer female circuit managers include the fact that females enter education administration too
late. This he argues is as a result of women spending more years teaching in the classroom then
men. Derrington and Sharratt (2009) further add that the reason the position of circuit manger
continues to be male dominated includes discrimination, the fact that employers are not
educated regarding the qualifications of female candidates, the inability of candidates to

relocate and family responsibilities.

Another study conducted in Zimbabwe by Shava and Sibanda (2015) focused on challenges
faced by women in education leadership. It found that culture, as reflected in a set of beliefs,
norms, values and procedures in institutions and the local communities, negatively affected the
execution of women leadership. Women participants in this study reported they have
challenges, especially when the community associated the position of education leader with
men and especially when the school has been operating with male heads for a long time. The
findings of this study further indicate that female school heads experienced resistance from

their teachers, especially male teachers.

In the South African context, a study was conducted by Greyling and Steyn (2015) that also
paints a negative picture of women’s leadership in education. Their study focused on challenges
that face women aspiring for leadership position in education. It found gender discrimination,
the pressure of family responsibility and socio-cultural consideration to be the main factors.
Most importantly, Greyling and Steyn’s (2015) study shows that although the professional
profile of women in management posts differs from that of their male counterparts in schools,
women can also effectively lead and manage schools. The most prevalent challenges facing
newly appointed female circuit managers, according to Sutton (2012), are associated with

school finance, time and the personal costs associated with the role. The less prevalent are
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challenges associated with isolation, organisational deficit and personal administration. In their
study, Kelsey et al. (2014) looked at the leadership of female circuit managers and the
challenges they face. The findings of this study indicate that women circuit managers focus on
building relationships and participatory leadership. This study also found that women circuit

managers face struggles with gender stereotyping.

Johnson’s (2012) study, conducted in the American context, made findings similar to those of
the study discussed above. This research suggests that gender and ethnicity present a unique
challenge for circuit managers (Johnson, 2012). This is important in an environment where
female non-Whites are joining circuit management. One such study, by Johnson (2012) in the
USA, focused on resilient female African American superintendents. The data generated from
interviews of six circuit managers indicated that being a female African American
superintendent came with a different set of challenges, which were found to include abuse of
power and personal attack. This study also found that female African American circuit
managers worked very hard to earn respect from peers, to have a place at the table and to have

their voices heard.

The findings of all the studies presented above indicate that a lot needs to be done to level the
playing field so that female leaders can lead well. This is very important in our country,
particularly if we take Greyling and Steyn’s (2015) findings that indicate that women lead very
well. The role of circuit managers in supporting teaching and learning, irrespective of gender,
is important and also it is equally important to understand and document the role of female
circuit managers. This will help in learning how best the circuit manager roles can be enacted

by women, taking into consideration what we learn from the research about them.
2.7 Preparation and professional development

Circuit managers, like any other officials in the education system, must be well trained and
prepared so that they can discharge their responsibilities well. The importance of preparedness
for the role by circuit managers has been subject of several studies (Glass, Bjork & Brunner,
2000; Haar & Robicheau, 2008; Mwinyipembe & Orodho, 2014; Petersen, Furaselli &
Kowalski, 2009; Valentine & Neale, 2010). Preparation of superintendents is a critical
component, or essential element of systematic education reform (Petersen, Furaselli &
Kowalski, 2009). This is particularly important in this age of accountability, where learner

achievements have become a critical outcome more strongly expected from schooling systems
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than before. In keeping with the accountability reforms and the role of circuit manager in
ensuring learner attainment, Waters and Marzano (2006) conducted a meta-analysis study
about the effectiveness of circuit managers in relation to student achievement. The findings of
this research indicate that there is a strong correlation between effective superintendent
performance and student achievement. In other words, Waters and Marzano’s (2006) findings
suggest that when district leaders are carrying out their leadership responsibilities effectively,
student achievement across the district is positively affected. Mwinyipembe and Orodho’s
(2014) study conducted in Kenya about the effectiveness of superintendents’ role in enhancing
student academic performance in national examinations found that the training and experience
of superintendents have a direct impact on their ability to effectively ensure a high standard of

learning.

Several studies have been done about the preparedness of superintendents (Adewale, 2014;
Gober, 2012; Levine, 2005; Murphy, 2007). What seem to be common about most of these
studies is the finding that points to the general weaknesses in the programmes aimed at
developing superintendents. One such study was conducted by Glass, Bjork and Brunner
(2000) in the USA. This study laments the lack of hands-on application, inadequate technology
and the failure to link content to practice. Kowalski’s (2005) study found weaknesses relating
to preoccupation with management, insufficient attention to leadership, lack of curriculum
relevance, inadequate funding and staffing for professional education, inattention to gender
related issues and low admission and graduation standards. Levin’s (2005) study, conducted in
the USA, found that the lack of meaningful or field-based experience was a challenge in the
training programme. In Murphy’s (2007) study, also in the USA, he states that it is the
application of skills, not theory, that superintendents need. There should also be an emphasis
on the importance of making practice the centre of preparation. In the same vein, Gober’s
(2012) study, conducted in the USA about superintendent preparation, highlighted a clear lack
of cohesion between what superintendents learned in their university professional preparation

programmes and what they practise in their day to day activities.

All the studies presented above have a common thread, that there are insufficient training
programmes given to circuit manager in the USA, and that such programmes also have a range
of deficiencies. A phenomenological study conducted by Antonucci (2012) in Massachusetts,
USA, found that superintendents were generally satisfied about their level of preparation.

Though participants reported a level of satisfaction with their preparation, they also felt that
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they will be better served by programmes that incorporate more case studies, scenario-based
instructions and hands-on experience. This seems to suggest that circuit manager in that context
need assistance in terms of the training that will link with what they face in their daily lives.
Levin (2005) argues that, in a time of significant social and cultural change, superintendents
are faced with challenges that demand high levels of skill and knowledge in management and
leadership. He further states that these challenges include the demands relating to issues of
accountability, changing demographics, aging professionals, demanding publics and
challenging school board/superintendent relations; all while being expected to inspire a shared
vision. Further, in these studies the issue of context arises; they make the point that circuit
manager training should be informed by the context that circuit managers are likely to face in

their work.

From the African continent, a study was conducted by Adewale (2014) in Nigeria about the
effectiveness of superintendents in relation to student achievement in public secondary schools.
This study found that there is serious lack of understanding of the role of superintendents in
Nigeria and that there were poor training programmes for circuit manager to assist them to
effectively discharge their responsibilities (Adewale, 2014). Another study was conducted in
Kenya by Mwinyipembe and Ordho (2014) about the effectiveness of circuit managers in
influencing learner achievement. One of the main findings relates to the training level of circuit
managers. In this regard, the study established that the training level and experience of circuit
managers have a direct impact on their ability to effectively undertake quality and assurance
assessment. The results show that the circuit managers do have the necessary training and
experience that matches with the role and the expectations for their supervision of teachers and
head teachers. A South African study conducted by Van der Westhuizen, Mosoge and Van
Vuuren (2004), on capacity building provided by the Department of Education for educational
managers, found that circuit managers are satisfied with the quality and adequacy of their

training and agreed that the training was in the range of effective to very effective.

The findings of studies from Africa (Kenya and South Africa in particular) are surprising,
compared to those from the USA. It appears that circuit managers in the USA are not happy
with their level of work preparation in relation to the challenges that they meet on their daily
work based on the context (Antonucci, 2012; Gober, 2012). This is despite the fact that, in the
USA since the 1950s, state education agencies, universities, and professional associations have

collaborated in defining the requirements for licensing administrators (Kowalski, 2005).
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Looking at Kenya and South Africa, circuit managers seem to be pleased with their training
(Mwinyipembe & Ordho, 2014; Van der Westhiuzen, Mosoge & Van Vuuren, 2004). In our
country, South Africa, the requirements for becoming a circuit manager and the level of
training provided seem not to match the responsibilities of the job. In South Africa, the
Collective Agreement No. 1 of 2008 states that, to become a circuit manager, one needs to have
a basic four-year diploma/degree in education and 12 years’ experience in education, of which
three years should be in management (Education Labour Relation Council, 2008). The
Collective Agreement No. 1 of 2008 states that among the core duties of circuit managers is
that of undertaking research and development. This requires circuit manager to undertake small
scale as well as large scale research to improve delivery and policy (Education Labour Relation
Council. 2008). For circuit managers to conduct small- and large-scale research work they need
at least post-graduate qualifications. Otherwise, it becomes the responsibility of the employer

to develop these skills through professional development.

For circuit managers who are in challenging contexts, professional development seems very
important for them to be better prepared. Brandon et al. (2014) conducted a study in Canada
into an adaptive superintendent induction programme. This study found that the transition of
education leaders into new positions as superintendents is likely to be successful through access
to quality induction programmes that feature five components: standard based design,

orientation, trained mentorship, like group support and large group support.

Once circuit managers are appointed in their position, there should be an on-going professional
development. This is very important because, among other things, the field of education is
constantly changing. Stronge and Xu (2012) state that on-going professional development
options for superintendents are narrow because of the excessive responsibilities placed on them
as chief executive officers of schools and because of the isolation of their work and positions.
On-going professional development will help the superintendents to bridge the gap that exists
between them and the classroom where they are expected to influence learner-achievement.
Ongoing professional development will be successful when the tenets of adult learning are
followed, which should entail case studies, Socratic dialogue and critical inquiry (Stronge &
Xu, 2012). These scholars further state that the process of on-going professional development
should include four major phases (Stronge & Xu, 2012). These phases are need, create,
implement and evaluate. The first phase, the need, is about identifying the learning needed so

as to achieve the goals. The second is about creating a strategy and resources to achieve the
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learning goal. Implementation of the learning strategy and use of learning resources is the third
phase. The final phase is about assessing the attainment of the learning goal and the process of

reaching it.

Dominguez, Ivory, and McClellan (2005) argue that mentoring is another important tool that
should be part of superintendent development. They define mentoring as a continuous and daily
activity carried out through listening and collaboration, observation, networking and promoting
vision and encouragement to maintain the focus on education. Superintendents need a network
of mentors to provide support, empathy, encouragement, counselling and friendship (Hansford,
Tennent & Ehrich, 2002). The value of mentoring is, according to findings of a study by
Alsbury and Hackman (2006), the primary source of assistance in becoming a successful school
leader, as opposed to the assistance provided by coursework or teaching on educational
leadership. Mentoring for superintendents is particularly important because they participate in
unique activities that only other superintendents have experienced (Dominguez, Ivory, &
McClellan, 2005). Those who have been through the experience can share it with those who

have just joined the profession.

Regarding development of the instructional leadership role of circuit managers, Spanneut,
Tobin and Ayers’ (2011) study, conducted in the USA on the professional development needs
of school superintendents, found that superintendents indicated strong interest in their
development in relation directly to instructional leadership. Also in this regard, Russel’s (2012)
study, also in the USA, highlights the need for a clear instructional leadership development
plan based on the clear expectations, specific goals and areas of focus that can assist a new
superintendent in gathering critical information quickly about needs of students, staff and

community.

Several studies have also been conducted in the South African context of the role of circuit
manager. These include Nobin’s (2004) study about the leadership practices of circuit
managers. This study found that the leadership practices of many circuit managers are still
shaped by the ethos, system and procedures inherited from the apartheid past. Nyembe-
Kganye’s (2005) study about the superintendent’s role as a link between the district and the
circuit found that superintendents are not familiar with new forms of communications such as
e-mail, websites on the internet and electronic bulletins. Ngubane (2006) also conducted a
study about what principals think is an effective superintendent. His study found that feedback

regarding school performance was an important determinant of the effectiveness of
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superintendents. This was viewed as important information that could uplift the school. The
study also found that superintendents understand the importance of a healthy school climate
for effective teaching and learning. A phenomenological study done by Mthembu (2014)
focused on circuit managers’ instructional leadership role. It found that circuit managers are
performing this role by providing a safe and orderly academic environment, providing a
positive and supportive environment for student and staff, maintaining a district vision and
setting goals focused on high levels of student expectation that are visible and accessible to
staff and students, on decision making, on staff empowerment, and on the modelling of

instructional leadership.

Demonstrated in the literature above is that the role of the circuit manager has changed
significantly over the years (Petersen, 1999), resulting in gaps in scholarship. Dominating the
research, as is indicated above, is that an extensive body of literature is from the developed
world (Jones & Howley, 2009; Lewis et al., 2011; Valentine & Neale, 2010; Waters and
Marzano, 2006). In contrast there is little from the developing world, particularly from South
African contexts, that looks at circuit managers’ role in supporting schools. What is common
about these studies is that they document common elements in the work of the superintendents,
whilst what is less known is how superintendents’ leadership may be expressed very differently
given varying contexts (Bredeson, Johnson & Klar, 2008). Gronn and Robbins (1996) also
make a case for studies of contexts and leadership when they argue for the need for studies that
will use the context to theorise about leadership. Accordingly, this study intends to fill the gap
that exists in the literature about how circuit managers’ instructio