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Building organisational capacity through 
a principals’ community of practice
Janis Wylie and Patti Silbert

The development of effective school leadership and management is a critical 
component of whole-school development (Fullan 1992; Harris 2002; Hopkins & 
Harris 1997; Hopkins 2001; Li 2017) and a key objective of the Schools Improvement 
Initiative’s (SII) university–school partnership. Strengthening capacity at a leadership 
and organisational level implies that ‘individuals feel confident in their own capacity, 
in the capacity of their colleagues and in the capacity of the school to promote 
professional development’ (Mitchell & Sackney 2000: 78). Building leadership 
and organisational expertise enables the development of effective structures of 
accountability, collaboration and management to enhance organisational processes, 
curriculum management and delivery.

This chapter reports on an ongoing study initiated in mid-2015, which focuses on 
a principals’ community of practice that supports school leaders in implementing, 
sustaining and enhancing their planned school improvement interventions.  
At the time of writing, the principals of the SII partner schools in Khayelitsha continue 
to be voluntary members of this community of practice. This forum represents all 
five SII partner schools (three primary and two secondary schools) as well as a 
facilitator from the SII with a professional background in education leadership  
and management. 

The SII’s objective to develop leadership and organisational capacity alongside  
teacher professional development was identified in collaboration with the partner 
schools during the needs analysis conducted in the initial stage of engagement 
(Chapter 1, Silbert, Clark & Parker). As discussed in Chapter 1, the professional 
development support of teachers and principals in each of the partner schools  
differed according to their individual requirements. In addition to the SII  
offering a variety of interventions (as illustrated in this publication) in response to 
the specific needs of the partner schools, a collective strategy of professional peer 
group support across the partner schools was implemented in the form of a principals’ 
community of practice. The purpose of the community of practice was to provide a 
confidential and trusting forum for developing principals’ leadership capacity, and  
for empowering them to strengthen the organisational and management structures 
within their schools. This would be measured through each principal’s ability to 
implement and transfer into actions the recommendations that emerged through 
the community of practice and would need to be verified in the workplace. Through 
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mediation by a facilitator with school management expertise, it was intended that 
principals could share and reflect on individual professional achievements and 
challenges, while learning best practice from their peers from other schools in 
similar contexts. This underscores the principal’s role in initiating and driving school 
development (Li 2017).

In the study reported on in this chapter the notion of the community of practice 
is distinguished from that of a professional learning community. Both require a 
set of shared beliefs, values, goals and visions (Hord & Sommers 2008) and are 
premised on support, collaboration, reflection and critical engagement in a reflexive, 
dialogical space for the purpose of professional development. The professional 
learning community can be viewed as a subset of a community of practice. The 
distinguishing feature would be the professional learning collaboration of a group of 
peers, at a similar stage, or level, of professional development (Brodie & Borko 2016), 
and who engage in conversations focused on improved classroom teaching and a 
socially just classroom pedagogy (Fataar & Feldman 2016; Feldman & Fataar 2014). 
On the other hand, the community of practice established between the SII and its 
partner schools – as examined in this chapter – is contingent upon the simultaneous 
engagement of both facilitator1 and peers with varying levels of experience. It is 
the role of the external facilitator within the community of practice that delineates 
this model from that of a professional learning community. Here, while expertise 
and knowledge were imported into the community of practice and shared by  
the facilitator in the form of insights, experience and best practice (Li 2017;  
Probst & Borzillo 2008), the principals were acknowledged as co-contributors to the 
learning process (Hodgkinson-Williams et al. 2008).

Rationale for establishing the community of practice
The job of a school principal is demanding, busy and often lonely (Leithwood et al. 2009).  
School leaders must take full and often sole responsibility for all administrative and 
instructional imperatives of what are highly complex organisations (Cuban 1988), 
yet they often operate in isolation. Indeed, one of the factors most frequently cited 
regarding the difficulties of school principals relates to the lack of informal networks 
of communication with others in similar positions (Dussault & Thibodeau 1997). 
Experiences of stress, exhaustion and isolation have resulted in many principals 
considering the prospects of alternative employment (Whitaker 2003). While the 
literature on principal isolation is sparse (Bauer & Brazer 2013), a number of studies 
(Elmore 2000; Elmore & Burney 1999; Fink & Resnick 2001) suggest that principals’ 
disconnection from other school leaders, and from the core activities of teaching and 
learning, is one of the key causes of the lack of sustained instructional improvement in 
schools (Gerard et al. 2010). 

Kelchtermans et al. (2011: 101) highlight the structural loneliness (original emphasis) 
of school principals: the principal-as-principal does not have a peer group within the 
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school, nor does he/she have ‘real’ colleagues. This relates directly to the importance 
of belonging (Nias 1989), and conversely, to the negative impact of isolation for 
school leaders. Whereas the experience of collegial engagements and collaboration 
has been found to be of great value for teachers, structural loneliness makes this a 
fundamental challenge for many principals.

Nias (1989) and Kelchtermans and Ballet (2006) have examined responses by 
school principals to address their isolation. These authors observe that principals’ 
participation in in-service courses is frequently motivated by the incentive of 
meeting and interacting with peers from other schools as much as – or indeed more 
than – the content of the training itself. Kelchtermans et al. propose that the role and 
meaning of in-service training can be best captured by the image of a traffic island: 

As a participant, one is away from the immediate challenges and pressures 
of traffic (day-to-day demands of school life). One is safe to stand still, 
look back and around, meet with others on matters that have to do with 
the traffic. The reality of the traffic remains present nearby, and in the end, 
there is no escape from the need to get back on one’s (individual) route 
and slide into the traffic streams again. (Kelchtermans et al. 2011: 102)

The metaphor of the traffic island could be appropriately extended to the SII-initiated 
principals’ community of practice in as much as the forum afforded principals the 
opportunity to extricate themselves from the daily demands of managing their 
schools, and to reflect on their challenges with colleagues in a safe and trusting 
environment. In addition to the range of difficulties that are managed on a daily 
basis, the principals in the partner schools face additional challenges posed by the 
socioeconomic conditions of the communities they serve, such as those highlighted 
by Clark in Chapter 2 of this publication.

The rationale for establishing the community of practice is therefore based largely 
on the experience of professional isolation as expressed by the principals of the 
SII partner schools. Their decision to participate in a collaborative forum would, 
they felt, allow them to share leadership concerns, challenges and successes. They 
hoped that, through engaging with colleagues in a community of practice, they 
would develop their leadership and management capacity while benefitting from the 
support and collegiality with colleagues in similar school contexts. 

In July 2015 the principals agreed to form an ongoing community of practice as part 
of the SII university–school partnership. Hoadley and Kilner (cited in Hodgkinson-
Williams et al. 2008) refer to the importance of having a clear purpose in coming 
together in the community. This forms the platform on which the energy is created 
to produce results, without which knowledge building can flounder. The proposal 
put forward by the SII entailed meeting in a confidential forum every second month 
to discuss and share leadership and management concerns that would lead to actions 
directly relating to organisational change. It was further agreed that the starting 
point would emanate from principals’ issues of concern in the individual schools, 
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which they would raise for collective discussion. It was intended that the problem-
solving and decision-making approach would generate collective input and advice, 
but the onus would be on the individual principals to take forward guidance in the 
form of specific actions relevant to their school settings. This would be reported 
back and reflected on during subsequent meetings. Significantly, claims made by 
principals of shifts in practice were to be verified by evidence from the workplace, 
which was to be presented to the group at subsequent meetings.

The external facilitator’s role was to guide the principals in sharing challenges for 
collective problem solving. This form of mediation would allow for specific, context-
relevant questions to be raised, which directed discussion into issues of mutual 
concern. The facilitator would ensure that processes and procedures discussed were 
relevant to the school (and policy) domain, while allowing for the accommodation of 
different perspectives. As Li (2017) suggests, external support is crucial in leadership 
development, as instructional change typically involves new thinking and practices. 
The facilitator’s role was therefore to encourage deeper levels of insight and the 
application of new knowledge from the community of practice into the specific 
school settings. Moreover, the role of the facilitator was to disrupt and shift existing 
practices (Fataar & Feldman 2016; Gamble & Hoadley 2011) while providing ‘expert 
scaffolding’ (Holton & Clarke 2006). An acknowledgement of the strengths and 
growth areas of each principal without any loss of personal or professional integrity 
required a sensitivity and insight on the part of the facilitator in order to help build 
the developmental platform necessary for improvement in leadership practices. 

Over and above the regular community of practice meetings, the facilitator would 
provide individual site-based mentoring to the principals as and when required. 
Knowledge and information that emerged through the individual engagement with 
principals would create awareness of practices and insights across the five schools 
that could be introduced for collective discussion. School-based mentoring helped 
provide the facilitator with a contextualised understanding, which in turn enabled 
principals to be more open to evaluate their own practices (Walimbwa 2017),  
to elicit collaborative support, and to be challenged to develop new practices  
(Brodie & Borko 2016). This would help produce new ways of understanding 
(Kilpatrick et al. 2012; Guerrón Montero 2016). Moreover, it was anticipated that 
the principals’ active participation in a safe setting would provide opportunities for 
interaction with colleagues, and would facilitate the development of a sustainable 
professional and organisational support network (Li 2017).

Conceptual framework
In this chapter, as in Silbert and Bitso’s study in Chapter 9 of this publication, 
communities of practice are conceptualised as learning strategies and instruments of 
change (Lave & Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). Here we focus on situated professional 
learning (Glazer & Hannafin 2006) as an integral element of the community of 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   112 03/10/2018   06:38



BUILDING ORGANISATIONAL CAPACIT Y THROUGH A PRINCIPALS’ COMMUNIT Y OF PRACTICE

113

practice, which is presented as a mechanism of ‘scaffolding’ for the professional 
development of the individual principals (Bruner 1978; Wood et al. 1976).

Theorised by Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998), communities of 
practice represent networked structures of professional engagement through 
which individuals develop their capacity by learning from each other, and sharing 
best practice across organisational sites (Du Plessis 2008; Li 2017; McDermott 
1999). As well as conceptualising an approach to learning, the community of 
practice therefore presents a method of knowledge generation and dissemination 
(Amin & Roberts 2008; Buyesse et al. 2003) within the particular school context. 
Communities of practice are systems and processes that give structure and meaning 
to the professional work of the participants by strengthening collective values, and 
providing ‘a safe environment to stimulate lateral thinking and creativity’ (Wenger 
1998: 46). They are context-specific in that they are contingent upon a shared 
concern among a group of professional people who deepen their knowledge, skills 
or expertise through ongoing interaction (Amin & Roberts 2008; Du Plessis 2008; 
Wenger et al. 2002).

According to Wenger (2000: 229) communities of practice are bound together by 
a sense of joint enterprise, mutual engagement and shared repertoire of communal 
resources. These three elements in combination define a particular competence 
required to perform a practice, and it is this professional practice that informs 
the community of practice. For Wenger (2000) all knowledge is determined by 
competence and experience, which exist in various relations to each other, with 
each shaping the other. While the community of practice requires convergence 
between competence and experience in order for it to exist, an important aspect 
of learning requires divergence between the two. Learning therefore takes place 
when competence and experience are in close tension ‘and either starts pulling 
the other’ (Wenger 2000: 227). Wenger describes this as a ‘boundary interaction,’ 
which in this study is initiated through the role of the external facilitator – as well 
as the principals with their different levels of experience and expertise. Although 
informed by a particular set of norms, the community of practice is therefore 
dynamic and generative (Wenger 1998) in that it grows out of a ‘convergent interplay 
of competence and experience’ (Wenger 2000: 229). However, divergence between 
the two is necessary in order for learning to take place. In this sense learning is a 
‘dynamic, two-way relationship between people and the social learning systems in 
which they participate’ (Wenger 2000: 227). 

The learning that takes place through the community of practice has direct 
implications for the professional workplace (Hargreaves & Fullan 2009;  
Hargreaves & Shirley 2009). The capacity of the principals to critically reflect on  
their professional practice with each other, and to implement necessary changes 
within their particular schools, contributes towards the effectiveness of the 
community of practice.
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Experiential learning and reflective practice
In this study two key features of communities of practice are particularly significant: 
firstly, that all learning is situated in experience (Amin & Roberts 2008; Brown et 
al. 1989) and secondly, that experience is understood through critical reflection 
(Ayas & Zenuik 2001; Buyesse et al. 2003; DeFillippi 2001). The development 
of the school manager as a reflective practitioner (Saddington & Wylie 2014) 
highlights Schön’s theory of reflection-in-action, which involves the individual’s 
constructing understandings that inform action as the situation unfolds. Reflection-
on-action (Schön 1983) entails a more retrospective exploration of the underpinning 
motivation that informed practice. Sense making involves recruiting previous 
knowledge, stored in the individual’s repertoire of experiences (Schön 1983: 138), 
which is applied to the present situation. 

The significance of reflection within a community of practice signals the work of 
DeFillippi (2001: 6), who states that the process of converting ‘tacit experience 
into explicit knowledge’ with fellow participants ‘helps create the narrative through 
which experience can be shared and preserved for reference for future project work’. 
(see also Du Plessis 2008). However, as Fenwick (2001) suggests, learning does not 
take place from experience alone. Reflection is the necessary sense-making tool 
that links current experience to previous learning in order to shift or transform the 
individual’s understanding. We argue similarly that reflective practice on its own will 
not necessarily lead to transformative learning. As does Schön (1996), we believe 
that new learning requires reflection with peers coupled with scaffolded support by 
a specialist in the field.

Scaffolding as a developmental mechanism
The notion of scaffolding as used in this study is defined as the support provided 
by a more experienced person who mediates attempts by group members to take on 
new learning (Wood et al. 1976). Cazden (1983: 6) defines a scaffold as ‘a temporary 
framework for construction in progress,’ which suggests that the scaffolding 
provided by the facilitator does not change the nature or level of the task, but 
rather provides support that allows the recipient to successfully complete the task. 
Scaffolding, according to Wood et al. (1976: 89), refers to the relationship between 
a specialist and a learner in situations of problem solving – and it also constitutes 
instructional behaviours such as recruiting the learner’s interest, and keeping the 
focus and motivation towards achieving a goal. 

The types of scaffolding we use to frame the principals’ community of practice are 
contingent scaffolding, embedded scaffolding and reciprocal scaffolding. Contingent 
scaffolding, or soft scaffolding (Simons & Klein 2007), involves the utilisation of 
conversation as a tool. An example of this would be the facilitator posing questions 
in relation to a particular problem, and providing constructive feedback. Embedded 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   114 03/10/2018   06:38



BUILDING ORGANISATIONAL CAPACIT Y THROUGH A PRINCIPALS’ COMMUNIT Y OF PRACTICE

115

scaffolding, or hard scaffolding, in contrast, is planned in advance to help students 
with a task that is anticipated as being challenging or problematic (Saye & Brush 
2002). Hints or cues are supplied to help reach a higher level of thinking. In both 
types, expert support (Holton & Clarke 2006) takes the form of mediation by the 
facilitator. Reciprocal scaffolding is a method that involves a group of two or more 
who are working collaboratively, and who learn from each other’s experience, 
knowledge and best practice. The three types of scaffolding are interdependent and 
change constantly as the group works on different tasks. 

In each of these characterisations of scaffolding, the type and amount of support is 
dependent on the needs of the participants. The underlying theory is that higher-
level thinking skills are developed when scaffolding occurs with an expert and others 
who introduce different perspectives (Stone 1998; Li 2017). In the study described 
in this chapter, it is the boundary interaction precipitated both by principals and 
the facilitator that serves as the catalyst for new learning within the community of 
practice – signalling the divergence between competence and experience. This is 
illustrated in the community of practice when, for example, a principal shares an 
approach to a particular problem, on which the group (including the facilitator) 
critically reflects in order to produce new, more effective approaches based on the 
collective experience. It is this interplay between competence and experience that 
generates new learning.

Locating principals’ communities of practice in the literature
Hallinger (2003) has characterised the two dominant forms of leadership practice 
found in schools as being ‘instructional’ or ‘transformational’ (in relation to their 
orientation towards school improvement). Instructional leadership centres on the 
school leader as the driving force in ensuring curriculum delivery, and demonstrates 
increased autonomy in leadership practices (Hopkins et al. 2011; Raudenbush 2009).  
However, this cannot be guaranteed or sustained due to the lack of certainty or 
consistency in how leadership unfolds across different school contexts (Fullan 2006).  
Day (2005) argues that sustainability of sound leadership practice is found in schools 
that are effectively led into collaborative communities with a clear vision of the 
future. This view shifts instructional leadership towards a more transformative mode 
that incorporates distributed leadership practices. 

Transformative types of leadership, on the other hand, are contingent upon the leader 
becoming a culture and capacity builder in response to the ever-changing demands of 
both the school context and the broader education landscape (Hallinger 2003). 

In South Africa the drive to improve leadership practices in primary and secondary 
schools gained impetus following a number of large-scale evaluations conducted 
after 2004. Reports on poor schooling (Bush & Heystek 2006; Bush et al. 2010; 
HSRC 2005; Taylor 2006) in the media compelled the Department of Education2 to 
implement a course of action within the political and education contexts. This took 
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the form of policies and competency-based qualifications (DBE 2008, 2011). The 
imperative to improve leadership practices, which underpinned these reports, was 
based on the assumption that – if the leadership and management components in a 
school were strengthened – there would be an improvement in learner performance.

In the South African context, there is limited evidence of the implementation of 
principals’ community of practice models or initiatives that seek to strengthen 
leadership and management practices, but some work has been conducted in this 
area (Bridge 2011; La Vita et al. 2017).3 These examples aside, there remains little 
evidence of community of practice initiatives for principals, particularly in low 
socioeconomic status schools. 

With regard to the international literature, studies in the main illustrate community 
of practice engagement within organisations, as opposed to across contexts (Wenger 
et al. 2002). There are relatively few studies with a specific focus on communities 
of school principals. Leithwood et al.’s (2009) study on developing and sustaining 
school principals is an example of an initiative that sought to develop school 
leaders across contexts through modelling specific leadership styles. While Fullan’s 
(2015b) study in Ontario examines a district-wide intervention with school leaders, 
other researchers have focused on the effectiveness of networks across large school 
districts for the purpose of school improvement (Rincón-Gallardo & Fullan 2016). 
Similarly, Jackson and Temperley’s (2007) study in England on the Networked 
Learning Communities programme, which was conducted between 2002 and 2006, 
involved 137 networks and 1 500 schools. These studies suggest that more work is 
needed on interventions that focus directly on supporting principals.

On the whole there is little in the literature, locally and internationally, that 
specifically examines a principals’ community of practice and the reciprocal value 
derived from professional engagement of school leaders, particularly within a 
university–school partnership. Premised on this gap in the scholarship, the study 
seeks to address the following question: 

What are the implications of supportive mechanisms initiated in a community of 
practice for the personal and professional growth of school principals involved in a 
university–school partnership?

In order to explore this question we decided to focus on two of our partner schools: 
one primary and one secondary school. The two principals are referred to by their 
pseudonyms: ‘Mr Masiki’ in the case of the primary school principal, and ‘Ms Gwele’ 
in the case of the secondary school principal. The chapter explores the value of the 
community of practice for the two principals and its implications for development 
in both school contexts. 

The reason for the selection of the two school principals was based on both having 
been involved in the community of practice since its inception in mid-2015, and 
both schools having been engaged in the SII partnership since its formation in 2013. 
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Furthermore the two partner schools are located in close proximity to each other, 
thus enabling a closer engagement and easier sharing of expertise between the two 
principals. They also share the same departmental circuit manager.4 These criteria 
were intended to equalise the principals’ participation and to minimise selection 
bias. Of the remaining three principals, one of the schools joined the SII (and the 
community of practice) in 2014, and the other two in 2015 and 2016 respectively. 
So the latter two had been involved in the university–school partnership and the 
community of practice for a shorter period of time. 

Setting up the community of practice in the SII partner schools
The community of practice research study proceeded in four stages:

Stage One: Surfacing key theories implicit in the community of practice to 
articulate how the model could be effectively implemented.

Stage Two: Organising the intervention activities reported in the community of 
practice that related to the two sample schools.

Stage Three: Conducting field work in the form of a site visit to each of the two 
schools by a researcher familiar to the principals, but not involved in 
the community of practice. Fieldwork took the form of interviewing 
of the two principals, and collecting school-based evidence to validate 
their input.

Stage Four: Analysing and interpreting the data from the interviews and 
documentation based on the theoretical aspects described above.

Methodology
The four stages outlined above informed this chapter, for which a case study approach 
was used. The ‘case’ comprised the two school principals involved in the study. Rule 
and John (2011: 4) define a case study as a ‘systematic and in-depth investigation 
of a particular instance in its context, in order to generate knowledge’ (original 
emphasis). These authors further distinguish between intrinsic and instrumental 
case studies. In an intrinsic case study, the case itself is of interest as a unique or 
innovative situation, and is worth examining in its own right rather than serving as 
an example of a broader issue. An instrumental case study, on the other hand, takes 
a particular issue as its focus and then selects cases that allow this issue to be studied 
in depth (Rule & John 2011). In as much as this study’s focus is the community of 
practice and the case of the two schools selected to describe it, the type of case study  
used is instrumental. 

Data was gathered from semi-structured interviews consisting of a number of 
open-ended questions. Principals’ perspectives offered a range of insights, which 
reminds us that our interest is ‘not only in the physical events and behavior that 
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are taking place, but also in how participants … make sense of this and how their 
understanding influences their behavior’ (Maxwell 1996: 17). The interviews 
were audiotaped, transcribed and thematically analysed. In conjunction with the 
interviews, evidence documenting change processes in each of the two schools was 
collected and analysed. 

During the two field visits (one in each school), the principals were presented with 
a list of the various activities they had identified at the community of practice as 
having been implemented in their respective schools as a result of the interaction 
and advice offered by peers and the external facilitator. 

Ethical considerations
Although the participants were in many ways ‘partners and collaborators’ (Angrosino 
2007: 88) they were fully informed of the study, and were aware that participation 
at all times was voluntary. Anonymity of the principals was maintained by the use 
of pseudonyms. Both principals who were involved in the study, the other three 
principals in the community of practice, and the external specialist checked the 
manuscript prior to publication.

Discussion
The discussion is organised according to the two key themes that emerged from the 
interview data:

• Personal growth resulting in increased capacity to initiate change.
• Professional and systemic growth resulting in organisational development 

within the schools.

The data is not organised separately into these two areas, as both of the above 
themes are closely interwoven. It was through the principals’ personal growth that 
organisational shifts were enabled, and similarly through professional growth, 
that personal development took place. In the extracts that follow, both principals 
reflect on their experiences of personal growth, which they link directly to their 
professional growth, and in turn to the systemic growth of the school organisation. 
Mr Masiki associates his ‘growth as a person’ with increased ‘emotional intelligence’.5 

She [external facilitator] taught me to use more of my emotional 
intelligence … I must try not to raise my voice to raise the argument. 
It helped me a lot with the teachers who blatantly show they disregard 
me. So by me just shutting up and do[ing] what’s right it helps me a lot. 
Most teachers come into my office and say ‘Principal, thank you for not 
responding to that.’ It helps me. I’m growing as a person.

The role of the external facilitator referred to above highlights the ‘insider/outsider 
collaboration’ (Ayas & Zenuik 2001: 74), suggesting that the outsider brings a 
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broader perspective that might enable the members of the community of practice to 
view the problem differently, enabling the shift from action to reflection. 

Ms Gwele shares her personal reflections, which she links to shifts in action:

My personality is to be very accommodating and to understand the other 
person’s position. I’m just made like that, but being part of the COP and 
learning how people handle their staff when there are misdemeanours, 
and when they are not really adhering to what they are supposed to 
be doing, that also shifted my thinking, because while you can be an 
accommodating person, while you can be an understanding person … 
there is a job description, there’s something they have to do. They are 
earning a salary so they have to be accountable for that, and should they 
not follow through on what they are accountable for, it is then my  
job description to keep them to account. And that is something that  
I have developed …

Both principals (above) reflect on the effect of their personal development on 
relationships with their staff: in the first example through being less reactive  
and confrontational, and in the second through being less ‘accommodating’  
and more assertive.6

In both extracts, the principals reflect on personal growth areas facilitated through 
the community of practice as a result of input from both the facilitator and fellow 
principals. According to Barab and Duffy (2000: 35) it is the ‘development of self 
through participation in the community’ that distinguishes communities of practice 
from other forms of professional learning communities. The latter focuses on practice 
fields as settings in which learners apply new knowledge (Barab & Duffy 2000),  
but the community of practice in this study offered opportunities for ongoing 
reflection and dialogue about experiences that emerged from the field-based 
settings. For Mitchell and Sackney (2000: 41) ‘building people’ should be a central 
concern in schools in that personal capacity is extended from self to others. For these 
authors building people ‘begins with the person and extends outward in a natural 
expansion of their commitment to growth.’ Underpinning both of the principals’ 
extracts (above) is the focus on reflection, which is crucial to learning ‘in order to 
convert tacit experience into explicit knowledge’ (DeFillippi 2001: 6).

The interpersonal dimension of leadership and the influence of the leader on the 
school community are underscored in the above extracts. Both principals showed 
elements of transformational leadership. Hallinger and Heck (1996) as well as 
Duignan & Macpherson (1992) regard this form of leadership as having the potential 
to shift the cultural context of the school by causing leaders to focusing on values, 
morals and ethos. Transformational leadership, in conjunction with organisational 
leadership, underpins the work of the community of practice, interlacing the two 
main learning areas identified by the principals, namely personal and professional 
development.
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It is the linkage between transformational and organisational leadership that 
emerged strongly through the data – and the realisation by the principals that, in 
order to bring about changes in the organisation, personal development would 
need to take place. One of the significant changes introduced by Mr Masiki was the 
implementation of more effective management systems:

We managed from this short period of time to put our systems in place. 
That means the work relations now between myself and deputies and 
HODs … We know now exactly who is dealing with what, when and how. 
So that is the first thing, we have put our systems in place.

When probed on the types of systems that had been introduced, he responded:

Okay, the systems first, if a teacher is leaving he/she knows exactly that 
she needs to report to the HOD first. So that there can be an arrangement 
for retrieval and then that teacher needs to ask permission from the 
principal. Those were the things that were not happening. Also the 
meetings … we know now exactly the grade meetings will give input 
to the phase meeting, which will give input to the staff meeting and 
eventually that will lead to … the SMT meeting, which is influenced by 
the senior management meeting. So every morning we [the deputies and 
I] sit and we strategise on how we are going to speak to our SMT during 
our SMT [meeting] which takes place every fortnight … so it’s difficult 
for anyone to bridge, or to create a gap for the system.

Evidence of the above systems was presented at the time of the interview in the form of 
quarterly plans documenting grade meetings, phase meetings, staff meetings and school 
management team (SMT) meetings. Similarly, daily briefings involving the principal 
and two deputies had also been structured into the schedule, with the aim of improving 
professional interaction. In his recent study, Li (2017) identified organisational redesign 
– for example, changing the school timetable, creating new roles and routines, and 
introducing grade-level meetings – as a critical lever in school improvement.

With regard to implementing more effective systems, Ms Gwele expressed the 
challenge she had faced prior to joining the community of practice regarding 
delegation of duties to her staff and management team. She believed that the job 
would not be properly undertaken unless she did it herself, or delegated it to one of 
a small group of staff members on whom she could rely to do it to her satisfaction. 
Ms Gwele acknowledged that, in order to delegate more, she needed to consult with 
the teachers to ensure that they had a clearer understanding of their job descriptions. 
This she described as a ‘negotiated document’. Her increased assertiveness was 
demonstrated in her decision to scope each teacher’s job description. In so doing 
the principal was able to openly engage with the teachers about their professional 
commitments for the year, and discuss the allocation of additional responsibilities:

[Previously] I didn’t engage with the person about their job description 
… so I’ve started doing that now, where I’ve plotted out a job description 
based on what they are doing for this year and at the same time I have a 
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discussion of what they intend to do next year. And what I have realised 
is that such a lot of teachers are just doing teaching and not doing extra. 
They do extramural and they do teaching but there’s nothing else that 
they are doing … that it’s an opportunity for me to delegate some of the 
responsibilities because what I am finding, and I suppose in any other 
organisation as well, you find that the people who are your hardest 
workers you give them more jobs because you know they are going to get 
the thing done. Then there are other people who are not carrying part of 
the burden at all because they just teach and go and teach and go.

The value of understanding what individuals in an organisation do constitutes the 
most important ‘rule’ for Morieux and Tollman (2014) in their analysis of effective 
organisations – a process that Ms Gwele had already begun at the time of the 
interview (September) in preparation for the following year. She indicated that she 
had conducted similar job description processes with her deputy principal and 
members of the SMT and school governing body (SGB). When asked whether this 
development could be directly attributed to the community of practice, she responded 
that she had been meaning to implement this prior to the start of the community 
of practice initiative but had not managed to do so due to time constraints. In her 
opinion, the community of practice served as a ‘trigger’, highlighting those areas in 
which changes need to be made:

When we listen to how other people do their things and then you realise, 
but I don’t have that in place yet … It just triggers some other things that 
you know you still have to work on.

We are reminded in the above extract that competence is socially defined and, as 
Wenger (2000: 226) states, is always in ‘interplay with our experience’. It is ‘in this 
interplay that learning takes place.’ 

In the following extract, Ms Gwele (the longer serving of the two principals) 
comments on the value she gained from offering input and advice to Mr Masiki, 
who had been appointed as principal six months prior to the start of the  
community of practice: 

[Mr Masiki] always brings new problems. Because he’s a new principal, he 
brings problem situations to the meeting and I think that all of us chip in 
to give advice as to how we would have handled it, and I think that is also 
a learning space for all. Just in general, you have experience and you share 
how you deal with issues and that is the learning space for principals.

According to Ms Gwele, it was not only Mr Masiki who benefitted as a new principal. 
Those who were more experienced also derived value from sharing professional 
input. From Mr Masiki’s perspective:

I’ve grown in leaps and bounds from advice that I got from COP. Now 
I am able to stand tall and firm and able to manage the school as a 
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principal… So I’ve grown now, I have started with the school’s finances. 
We had lot of problems with finances, then I got involved and I started 
EFTs [Electronic Finance Transfers] at the school … As a result we 
manage to pick up discrepancies and irregularities in terms of school 
finances, the mismanagement of funds by teachers … so I’m growing as a 
person to be able to say that this is not right … let’s go this way.

An additional area of growth for Mr Masiki, emanating from the community of 
practice, was the need, as advised by his fellow principals, for increased visibility. 
Following these discussions, he describes the new practices he introduced in an 
effort to strengthen his and his deputies’ visibility. 

Every morning we meet. We make the presence of the principal and 
deputies [known] by walking around. That is what we are doing … we 
will know exactly which teacher is absent and which teacher is not here.

City et al. (2009) note that rotations, as referred to by Mr Masiki above, can exert a 
positive impact on classroom practice as senior management is able to observe what 
actually occurs in classrooms.

While Mr Masiki acknowledged how much he had developed through the 
community of practice, he was simultaneously able to reflect on how he had 
contributed to supporting his peers. In addition to the example of school finances 
offered in the previous extract, a further contribution related to the school timetable. 
During discussions in the community of practice it was apparent that one of the 
more experienced principals required support with restructuring the timetabling 
due to certain organisational changes that were needed at his school. Mr Masiki 
reflects during the interview on his role in supporting the more experienced 
principal in this area:

With regard to the timetable, I am the specialist in that regard, (with) the 
allocations of times. I’ve seen their timetable … I’ve been telling  
Mr Taliwa7 that if he needs help with the timetable I can assist him …

We are reminded here that knowledge is generated and shared within a social  
and cultural context (Buyesse et al. 2003). Underscoring the use of communities  
of practice as a framework for supporting professional development  
(McLaughlin & Mitra 2001; Pugach 1999; Wenger 1998), learning takes place as a 
social enterprise ‘across levels of expertise rather than within them’ (Pugach 1999: 270).  
Pugach (1999) suggests that this notion of community of practice challenges the one-
sided view of learning in which the expert is perceived as the ‘knowledge generator’. 
Instead, learning is regarded as bidirectional, with all members benefitting from, and 
contributing to the ‘knowledge base’ (Buyesse et al. 2003) in a variety of ways. 

In the case of Ms Gwele, although she was one of the two most experienced 
principals in the community of practice she indicated during the interview that she 
had always struggled with time management. After reflecting on this with her peers, 
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she enlisted the help of her administrative staff to put an end to ad hoc meetings, and 
to make regular use of her diary (which was presented as evidence at the time of the 
interview) through which to formalise meetings:

The ad hoc meetings [were] a major problem. She [the secretary] takes 
my diary and writes in it … she comes to fetch my diary and transfers it 
and it is such a relief for me because then I know exactly who’s going to 
come in. At one stage people would come in and then say, ‘Can I  
just have a second?’ So now I say ‘Please make an appointment with  
me.’ They didn’t like it but they learnt that next time that they must  
make an appointment.

Both principals reflect on the elements of the community of practice that enabled 
personal and professional growth, as a result of the positive shifts in practice they 
had managed to introduce in their schools. 

Mr Masiki expresses how the COP has decreased his stress:

The experience and the good practice we are sharing really I can be 
able to go and sleep at home every night, because of the support, you 
know every time I am having sleepless nights I will just go and blow my 
heart out at COP … So that place, it’s a sacred place. It’s a sacred space 
that sharing with other people, being capacitated because most of the 
problems I encountered during the course of the year I managed to share 
and got solutions for some of them, although I’m still working [on it], its a 
work in progress …

Ms Gwele says how much she appreciates the space and the support:

It is just such a wonderful space to share and to relax and to know that 
there’s no judgement, there’s no people that’s going to say you’re a bad 
principal. So you don’t have to pretend there, you don’t have to pretend 
that everything is fine, because that’s a space where you actually can 
expose … uhm your fears and your ignorance in a way, what you don’t 
know, not ignorance in a bad way, but what you don’t know. 

In an environment in which principals have expressed their experience of working in 
isolation, the idea of the community of practice as a ‘risk-free’ (Leithwood et al. 2009;  
Probst & Borzillo 2008: 342) sounding board is significant. This suggests that, 
through this forum, information, insight and advice could be safely shared and 
ultimately translated into knowledge (Du Plessis 2008). Through the sharing 
of personal experiences and challenges with professional peers in a trusting  
setting, integrity, honesty and transparency were engendered. This highlights the 
importance of psychological safety and ‘relational trust’ (Bryk & Schneider 2002; 
Leithwood et al. 2009) in building confidentiality and creating a space ‘where  
people feel comfortable practicing learning without the fear of failure, a space 
where they can raise difficult issues; a space where they do not resort to defensive 

CA57_HSRC_PARTNERSHIPS IN ACTION_JB_final print ready.indb   123 03/10/2018   06:38



PA R T N E R S H I P S  I N  A C T I O N

124

behavior’ (Ayas & Zenuik 2001: 72). Ultimately, it is the sharing of a ‘joint enterprise’ 
(Wenger 2000: 229) that galvanises the members, informing their participation and 
engagement. As Wenger (2000: 229) suggests, ‘[to] be competent is to understand the 
enterprise well enough to be able to contribute to it.’

Conclusion 
Fullan (2015a: 6) states that ‘collaboration with peers to do something of value’  
is one of the key intrinsic motivational factors for leaders. For Fullan, feedback 
is essential for personal and professional growth, and it is through collaborative 
structures such as the principals’ community of practice that effective feedback  
can take place. As illustrated in the data, the community of practice provided 
a forum for candid feedback, support and problem solving through offering  
advice, and sharing best practice. Underpinning the community of practice was 
the shared sense that the principals were doing ‘something of value’. Ms Gwele  
shares this sentiment: ‘Basically I can see the progress. I can see where I am taking  
the school to…’

It is through active and supportive participation that members were bound 
together and that relationships of trust were created. As Wenger (1998: 4) advises, 
participation ‘refers not just to local events of engagement in certain activities  
with certain people, but to a more encompassing process of being active participants 
in the practices of social communities, and constructing identities in relation  
to these communities.’

As illustrated in the data, communities of practice, by their very nature, are not 
homogenous spaces but operate within broader socio-cultural contexts, generating a 
fluidity and heterogeneity (Handley et al. 2006). Quoting Wenger, DeFillippi (2001: 6)  
argues that, irrespective of individual members’ experience in the community of 
practice, ‘learning occurs naturally through people’s participation in the practices of 
social communities and through their construction of identities in relation to these 
communities’. The data also suggests that mutual engagement and interaction is a 
defining feature of a community of practice, and that competence implies being able 
to engage with the community as a partner, rather than the degree of experience a 
member may possess. This reciprocal interaction allows community members to 
affect one another and the group as a whole. This is because changes propagate easily 
where ideas and knowledge are distributed and developed through a productive and 
creative process of collaboration (Kilpatrick et al. 2012). 

The learning that took place in the community of practice was interactive and 
multidirectional. This related to the reflection, sharing and support offered through 
the community of practice (Wenger 1998) resulting in the translation of learning 
into the workplace. Support in the form of reciprocal scaffolding (Holton & Clarke 
2006) emanated from members’ particular areas of strength, and their willingness 
to offer advice based on their expertise. The levelling out and sharing of support 
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resulted in principals experiencing a sense of value both in contributing to – and 
receiving support from – the group.

In this study, the mechanism of support offered through the community of practice, 
and operationalised at the level of both facilitator and peer group engagement, was 
translated into agency that is relevant to the principals’ individual school contexts. This 
suggests that the model presented in this study can be used for professional peer-based 
support as well as for programmes offered by education districts for supporting school 
principals in a collaborative forum. This is in line with the socio-cultural approach 
advocated by the Department of Basic Education for the professional development of 
South African school principals, in which it is envisaged that

communities of practice will encourage cooperation, collaboration and 
shared learning, whilst respecting the need for individual independence 
and autonomy. It is hoped these communities will … branch out to a 
more inclusive engagement with other role players such as unions, district 
officials, parents and community members. (DBE 2015: 7)

Beyond principal support initiatives, the community of practice model can also be 
implemented within and between schools to support others in leadership positions 
such as departmental heads and deputy principals. In each of these cases, instruments 
to monitor evidence of organisational change would need to be integrated into the 
support programme. 

The principals’ community of practice highlights the extent to which learning is the 
result of collaboration and interaction, of ‘social processes that require negotiation 
and problem solving with others’ (Buyesse et al. 2003: 267). Ultimately the intention 
of the collaborative engagement offered through the community of practice was 
the professional development of the school principals, a key determining factor 
in successful school improvement. As Li (2017: 307) reminds us, the ‘necessary 
synergy’ for driving school development is school leadership, external support, and 
organisation redesign – three elements that emerged in this study. In the long term, 
improving the quality of school leadership has direct implications for enhancing the 
quality of education. In the shorter term, the value of the principals’ community 
of practice has contributed to enhancing school leadership in the SII schools and, 
simultaneously, to bolstering the work of the SII by embedding into the initiative a 
commitment to partnership, reciprocity and collaboration. 

Notes
1 In this study the facilitator of the community of practice had worked with the principals over 

a period of two years in a mentoring capacity, and is the first author of this chapter.

2 The Department of Basic Education (DBE) oversees primary and high school education 
(Grade R-12) in South Africa. The DBE was created in 2009 when the former Department of 
Education (DoE) was divided into DBE and Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET). The reference to DoE was therefore cited prior to that change.
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3 Bridge supports and capacitates school principals as instructional leaders in order to improve 
school functionality by ensuring that effective management systems are in place. Leap 
focuses on communities of practice as effective mechanisms for teacher development and 
teaching practice transformation.

4 Schools in the Western Cape are arranged into circuits (comprising about 20 primary and 
secondary schools per circuit), and are supported by a district official known as a circuit 
manager.

5 Weisinger (1998) defines emotional intelligence as the intelligent and intentional use of one’s 
emotions in order to guide behaviour and thinking in ways that enhance the ability to satisfy 
basic needs and obtain results.

6 In both instances evidence of these shifts was presented to the interviewer at the time of the 
interviews, as highlighted in the data in later sections.

7 This is a pseudonym.
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