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Abstract 

In this study the researcher investigates what educators perceive the practices of 

mathematics HoDs to be in independent primary schools.  A literature review was 

conducted and it was determined that there is a need for further research into the 

practices of HoDs at independent primary schools. A qualitative research approach 

was decided on and two case studies were done at two independent primary schools 

in Johannesburg. The data collected was recorded, compared and analysed to provide 

further insight into the perceived practices of HoDs. The findings show that there is not 

one set of practices of a HoD but multiple and that the practices of the HoD depend 

on the institution. The vision, mission and the culture of the institution, as well as the 

approach by senior management, will play a major role in what the practices of the 

HoD at that institution will be. It also leads us to conclude that arguing that there are 

set practices for HoDs is incorrect, instead it is the school context that will determine 

the practices of HoDs. From the findings the researcher attempts to provide a better 

understanding of the topic and makes suggestions into possible future research that 

could be conducted. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background and context 

The South African education system is facing a very dire situation. South Africa is 

ranked as one of the worst performing countries in the world. According to the latest 

Trends in International Maths and Science Study (TIMSS) study, South Africa is 

ranked 56th out of 57 countries (Mullis et al., 2016).  This despite the fact that while 

most countries tested pupils in Grade 8, the South African version of the test was done 

by Grade 9 pupils. Many of the recent standardized assessments that South Africa 

participate in, including the Annual National Assessments (ANA); Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS); Southern and Eastern Africa 

Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ); and the matriculation 

examinations every year, all indicate the poor performance levels of our pupils in 

Mathematics. 

Globally, Mathematics has become the measuring stick of a nation’s health with regard 

to education and to a lesser extent development (Jansen, 2012). If this is the case 

then South Africa is currently facing an epidemic of note. 

Unfortunately, there is no panacea for the challenges that South Africa faces in 

Mathematics education.  However, we need to start somewhere on the journey to 

improvement.  We need to do better with our current valuable asset, our teachers. 

Prominent researchers believe that teachers are one of the most influential factors to 

improving education (Fullan, 2001; Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Sammons et al., 2008). 

The driving force behind the further development of our teachers will be school 

leadership, especially HoDs as they are at the coalface of monitoring teaching and 

learning within schools and therefore find themselves in the ideal position to have a 
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positive influence on learner achievement (Harris et al., 1995; Busher and Harris, 

1999; Harris et al., 2000). 

South African schools traditionally have a school leadership structure which is known 

as a school management team (SMT), which consists of the principal, deputy 

principals and the Heads of Department (HoDs). 1The HoDs are the leaders who work 

most closely with the teachers and thus have the most opportunity to help develop and 

manage effective teacher practices. Research has shown that HoDs are in critical 

positions within schools to influence school effectiveness and improvement (Harris et 

al., 1995; Busher and Harris, 1999; Harris et al., 2000). Burrows (2004) refer to HoDs 

as “a key element of leadership and management in primary schools” (p. 4). This 

highlights the important role that HoDs have within schools and the education system 

as a whole, therefore, they will be the focus of this study. 

Although HoDs have a crucial role to play within the education system, they are seldom 

prepared for the position or the responsibilities that come with it. In many cases, HoDs 

are unaware of what their roles and responsibilities are as these are not always clearly 

defined (Blanford, 1997). There is also a lack of specific research on the practices of 

HoDs, especially within primary schools (Hammersley-Fletcher and Kirkham 2005, 

2007).  

Many HoDs are appointed to the position because of their teaching experience and 

not because of their leadership and management abilities. Furthermore, in many cases 

little to no professional development is offered to HoDs (Adey, 2000). Most 

                                                           
1 In South Africa we use the term HoDs, but around the world they are known by different titles. In the United States of 

America, they are referred to as administrators and in the United Kingdom they are referred to as middle managers or middle 

leaders as well as curriculum coordinators. For the purpose of this study, I will use the term HoDs as it is used in a South 

African context, unless an alternative term is used in cited work. 
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professional development that is offered at schools is aimed at enhancing classroom 

practices. Seldom, if ever, are HoDs offered opportunities to attend professional 

development aimed at developing their leadership and management skills, or assisting 

them in developing best practices for their roles as HoDs.  

There are various roles and responsibilities that HoDs have including, monitoring and 

evaluating their subject areas; interpreting and implementing change initiated by 

senior management; managing teachers and resources; initiating professional 

development for teachers; and organizing intervention strategies for teachers and 

leaners where needed, to name but a few. In addition to the extra responsibilities 

bestowed upon HoDs, they are also expected to contribute to every aspect of school 

life as any other teacher would (Fleming & Amesbury, 2001). 

Currently, there are major developments taking place within the education system, 

such as the adoption of ‘no homework’ policies by many private schools. Some 

schools are also doing away with the traditional marks based system and are 

experimenting with the skills based system. HoDs are expected to implement these 

changes in the approach to teaching and learning and, in many cases, develop policies 

that guide the teaching and learning process. All of these factors contribute to the ever 

increasing workload of HoDs (Mercer and Ri, 2006). Not only is the workload of HoDs 

increasing, it is also becoming increasingly demanding and complex (Brown and 

Rutherford, 1998; Earley, 1998; Sammons et al., 1997). 

As indicated, there are a multitude of roles and responsibilities that HoDs have within 

primary schools, but these roles and responsibilities do not always relate to the 

practices. It would therefore be interesting to investigate what educators such as 

principals, deputy principals and HoDs perceive the practices of HoDs to be. 
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1.2. Problem statement 

The purpose of this study is to advance the understanding of the leadership work of 

mathematics HoDs in independent primary schools. The proposed study will establish 

what HoDs perceive their roles to be, what educators2 think about of the function of 

mathematics HoD, and what challenges HoDs face. 

1.3. Purpose statement 

The purpose of this qualitative research study is to examine the perspectives of 

educators, both teachers and HoDs, regarding the practices of mathematics HoDs in 

independent primary schools in Johannesburg. 

1.4. Research questions 

1.4.1 Main question 

What perspectives do educators hold about the practices of mathematics HoDs in 

primary schools? 

1.4.2 Sub questions 

• What do educators believe is the function of a mathematics HoD in primary 

schools?  

• What do mathematics HoDs regard as the biggest challenges they face? 

• What improvements do educators believe can be made to enhance the 

practices of mathematics HoDs? 

                                                           
2 I have used the term educators as this refers to anyone who is teaching or providing 

professional services to a school (Republic of South Africa, 1998). This term encompasses 

principals, deputy principals, HoDs and teachers. 
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1.5. Rationale 

The rationale of my study arises from my own experiences. I have recently been 

appointed Mathematics HoD at an independent primary school in Johannesburg. 

However, I have never been for any training pre or post my appointment. I have also 

not been told what is expected from me or given a job description pertaining to my 

position. The only document that somewhat best describes my roles and 

responsibilities is the Employment of Educators Act (Republic of South Africa, 1998), 

notwithstanding that this Act is not applicable to independent schools. This has 

prompted me to explore what perspectives educators hold about the practices of 

Mathematics HoDs. 

1.6. Significance 

There are many studies that have been done with regard to the roles and 

responsibilities of HoDs (Bennett et al., 2007; Fleming and Amesbury, 2001; Harris, 

2000; Mercer and Ri, 2006), but not much has been done on the practices of HoDs. 

This is especially true within primary schools as most research studies have been 

conducted within secondary schools (Hammersley-Fletcher and Kirkham, 2007). 

Much of the research on effective schools has traditionally focused on principals and 

classroom teachers, thereby neglecting the crucial role that HoDs play in the 

effectiveness of a school (Koh et al., 2011). 

This study hopes to contribute to the field of school leadership, especially in relation 

to the practices of primary school Mathematics HoDs, by outlining what is perceived 

to be effective practices and highlighting the challenges that HoDs could expect to be 

faced with. It will hopefully provide a platform to assist future studies within the field of 

school leadership, specifically with the focus on HoDs. 
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1.7. Limitations and delimitations of the study 

The research study is limited to independent schools in the Johannesburg area and 

may not be representative of all schools, both public and independent, in South Africa. 

These delimitations are as a result of the researcher's general selection criteria which, 

as previously mentioned, was based on the the geographical proximity and the 

willingness of the schools to participate in the research study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

The literature review focuses on the key areas of the research topic, namely, the 

practices of HoDs in primary schools. The literature review hopes to highlight the need 

for this research as well as what we know about the research topic with reference to 

literature; what we do not know about the topic and what the gap is that we would like 

to fill. In other words, what is it that researchers would like to know about this topic and 

what can be contributed by this research study? 

When conducting the literature review the researcher specifically searched for 

research which relates to practices of HoDs/middle managers/middle leaders within 

primary schools. Unfortunately, these parameters did not produce many published 

papers, indicating that this is indeed an under researched topic. Given the scarcity of 

research, the researcher had to include some articles where the research was 

conducted in both primary and secondary schools. 

Most of the relevant articles were published around the early 2000’s. This is because 

during the late 1990’s we witnessed the move “towards middle leaders becoming 

accountable to line managers for the quality of the work in their responsibility area” 

(Bennett et al., 2003, p. 6). This meant that many researchers elaborated on these 

early studies during the early 2000’s. Since then there has been a few studies on the 

topic but they have been sparsely distributed.  

2.1 The practices of HoDs in primary schools 

The main focus of the literature review was on articles by Hammersley-Fletcher 

(2002); Bush et al. (2009); and Koh et al. (2011). Hammersley-Fletcher (2002) 

conducted research, in the United Kingdom, on what subject leaders perceive their 

roles to be. Bush et al. (2009) reported on the significance of leadership and 
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management in the managing of teaching and learning. In their article they focus on 

the tasks of HoDs within primary and secondary schools. Koh et al. (2011) investigated 

how school leaders perceive the leadership role of middle leaders in primary schools 

in Singapore.  

Although there has been some research in the roles and responsibilities of HoDs, there 

have been little on the practices of HoDs in primary schools (Hammersley-Fletcher 

and Kirkham 2005, 2007). Nevertheless, many researchers make reference to the 

tasks associated with the position of HoD (Cardno, 1995; Blanford, 1997; 

Hammersley-Fletcher, 2002). Cardno (1995) contends that HoDs are seen as middle 

managers within schools. They occupy the space between the teachers and the senior 

management within the management structure of the school. Hence, the terms middle 

manager and middle leader which we encounter in the United Kingdom schooling 

system. Cardno (1995) elaborates that HoDs are seen as specialist teachers in their 

subjects and are tasked with leading learning and teaching within schools because 

senior management are primarily involved with school-wide operations. Bush et al. 

(2009) corroborate this statement by Cardno, from a South African perspective by 

emphasizing that HoDs are expected to ensure effective teaching and learning takes 

place in their subjects. 

Few South African studies, but various international studies, have looked at what 

practices HoDs should employ if they are to ensure effective teaching and learning 

takes place (Bennett, 1995; Fletcher and Bell, 1999; Adey, 2000; Harris, 2000; Busher 

2005). From these studies common practices are identified but not limited to: 

1. Managing and guiding teaching and learning; 

2. Monitoring and developing teacher practices; 
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3. Managing and distributing resources; 

4. Evaluating learner performance and introducing interventions if needed; 

5. Keeping up with new research and trends in their subjects and relaying it to 

teachers. 

These above-mentioned practices link up with what Hammersley-Fletcher (2002) 

identify as four key task areas for primary school HoDs. These are strategic direction 

and development of the subject; teaching and learning; leading and managing staff; 

and the efficient and effective deployment of staff and resources.  

Strategic direction and development of the subject 

HoDs develop plans and policies for their subject and continually update these as 

changes are made and new policies and practices adopted. They monitor progress 

through observation and analysis, thereby identifying and implementing improvement 

plans (Hammersley-Fletcher, 2002). They also develop clear visions for their subject 

or department, which is aligned with that of the principal, and they ensure that they 

clearly express this vision to the teachers through setting clear directions. By involving 

the teachers, HoDs create a sense of shared ownership among the teachers (Koh et 

al., 2011). These visions and plans are communicated to teachers through 

departmental meetings that the HoDs conduct or through informal conversations with 

staff. At the departmental meeting, HoDs convey their ideas and expectancies of 

teachers, including the formulating of work plans, assessment guidelines, setting of 

deadlines, setting of performance targets and aligning the curriculum between the 

grades.  
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Teaching and learning 

Senior management in schools regard HoDs as excellent classroom teachers whose 

main focus is teaching and learning (Koh et al., 2011). HoDs need to possess sound 

subject knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and content knowledge. This goes hand 

in hand with keeping abreast of the latest developments and research within their 

subject. They advise teachers on new teaching strategies and assist teachers in 

introducing new approaches to certain concepts to improve the quality of instruction. 

HoDs identify areas that the teacher needs to improve in through regular classroom 

visits and providing feedback to the teachers. “Classroom observation is mandated for 

South Africa’s Integrated Quality Management System (IQMS) but also occurs in some 

schools as a monitoring device.” (Bush et al., 2009, p. 4). HoDs also indicate that they 

develop assessment procedures and guidelines, as well as methods of recording and 

reporting on learner achievement, in order to monitor the effectiveness of the teaching 

programme (Hammersley-Fletcher, 2002).  

Leading and managing staff 

Teachers are seen as one of the most important, if not the most important, asset which 

we have in education. Prominent researchers also believe that the teacher is one of 

the most influential factors to improving education (Fullan, 2001; Sammons et al., 

2008; Barber & Mourshed, 2007). This is why HoDs regard the fostering of good 

relationships with their teachers, as one of the most important practices which they 

partake in. They identify the building of trust and respect as a key factor to having an 

effective department. HoDs invest in their teachers through identifying their individual 

and group needs, and addressing these needs through professional development 

programmes (Hammersley-Fletcher, 2002). Through careful observation, HoDs 
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identify and leverage individual strengths and expertise of teachers within the 

department to optimize effectiveness and elicit the best out of the teachers (Koh et al., 

2011). The planning of team building exercises also falls within the practices of HoDs. 

It is important for HoDs to lead from the front and by example, thereby portraying 

model behaviour and setting the tone for the rest of the department. 

Efficient and effective deployment of staff and resources 

The effective and efficient deployment of resources has more relevance in primary 

schools than that of staff (Hammersley-Fletcher, 2002). Generally, teachers in primary 

schools are classroom teachers which mean that they will mostly be expected to teach 

a variety of subjects including Mathematics. Resources, however, is at the opposite 

end of the spectrum compared to teachers. In primary schools, resources such as 

apparatus and textbooks are sought after commodities and most private primary 

schools will have many resources, especially apparatus. HoDs are tasked with the 

controlling of the stock and ordering new equipment. With this comes the responsibility 

of setting a budget and managing that budget throughout the year (EEA, 1998). 

2.2 The challenges faced by HoDs in their daily practices 

Having looked at the practices of HoDs, it is clear that each of these practices could 

also potentially become a challenge. They each present their own difficulties and, if 

not managed correctly, could escalate to major pitfalls for HoDs in their ability to be 

effective in their positions. 

Time constraints 

Apart from the above mentioned challenges, there are a number of challenges that 

researchers continuously identify when studying the practices of HoDs in primary 

schools. The main challenge that researchers have identified, and that HoDs always 
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point out, is that of time constraints (Koh et al., 2011; Chetty, 2007; Bush, 2011; 

Busher, 2005). The challenges to time constraints arise from the multitude of 

responsibilities that HoDs have. Koh et al. (2011) mention that, not only are HoDs 

expected to fulfil the duties of a regular teacher, but they are also tasked with leading 

and managing a department. On top of this, they are often asked to contribute to the 

co-curricular programme. In most cases, when HoDs are appointed, they are given 

the extra roles and responsibilities without relieving them of any of their current duties 

or commitments. This places considerable pressure on HoDs to carry out their tasks 

effectively. Furthermore, HoDs are facing rising expectations and increased demands 

(Mercer and Ri, 2006; Sammons et al., 1997). Instead of their workload decreasing, it 

is increasing and more and more HoDs are finding it difficult to keep up with these 

rising demands. Koh et al. (2011) mention that one of the skills which HoDs need to 

refine is that of prioritizing. They need to accept that they might not get everything 

done which they hope to complete, but they should decide which is more important 

and do them first. 

Hammersley-Fletcher (2002) also identifies time constraints to be a challenge but 

makes reference to the fact that HoDs struggle to find the time to give teachers and 

senior management feedback from courses which they attended. Busher (2005) 

shares the same view and makes mention that these time constraints even filter 

through to the HoDs classroom. He points out that HoDs are often late for their own 

class because they were busy assisting others or they had to address issues with 

pupils that teachers in their department could not resolve. 
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Managing change 

The second big issue that researchers identified is that of managing change (Koh et 

al., 2011; Hammersley-Fletcher, 2002; Chetty, 2007). According to Koh et al. (2011), 

HoDs have to manage changes with regard to staff turnover and curriculum changes, 

as well as deal with the resistance to change from the staff. People are mostly 

creatures of habit and they find security in knowing that things stay consistent. 

However, change is inevitable and often necessary, especially in the ever evolving 

field of education. They mention that many of the teachers have a fixed mindset and 

are reluctant to change. 

In her article, Hammersley-Fletcher (2002) makes reference of micro politics, which 

links up with the notion of change. She finds that senior management often force their 

views and vision for the school onto HoDs, who they then expect to relay these to 

teachers. This often leads to frustration on the part of HoDs because they have to 

subordinate their own vision for their department in order to promote the vision of 

senior management. This finding is corroborated by Bush (2011) and Koh et al. (2011). 

Monitoring teachers 

One of the issues that are repeatedly mentioned in various studies is that of HoDs 

having to monitor teachers by observing their lessons. Numerous studies state that 

HoDs express that they feel uncomfortable with having to go into another teacher’s 

class and critiquing the lesson (Bennett, 2002; Bush, 2007; Koh et al., 2011; 

Hammersley-Fletcher, 2002). Hammersley-Fletcher found that most HoDs are 

reluctant to go into another teacher’s class to observe and critique a lesson. Bennett 

(2002) and Bush (2007) also reported on this issue and like Hammersley-Fletcher they 

found that HoDs feel that it is a controversial issue and that it undermines the 
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professional identity of the teacher. Furthermore, it creates resentment on the part of 

many teachers because it is seen as a lack of trust. 

Lack of support 

The final significant challenge that will be mentioned is that of lack of support. 

Researchers have found that the majority of HoDs feel that they are not receiving the 

adequate support from senior management (Chetty, 2007; Fleisch, 2008). This lack of 

support, according to Chetty (2007) includes lack of mentoring, lack of clear role 

definition, inadequate preparation for the role, minimal professional development, as 

well as the lack of a comprehensive induction programme. Fleisch (2008) identifies 

that in many cases, the senior managers lack the necessary knowledge of the 

curriculum to be able to support HoDs in their roles. 

2.3 Identification of the gap that exists within the research 

In reading through the literature, the researcher discovered that there is a need for 

more research with regard to the practices of HoDs in primary schools. It is also clear 

that the emotional or humanistic role that HoDs have, with regard to teachers in their 

department, is under researched and under emphasized. Much of the research is also 

mainly focused on senior management and their practices and there is little research 

on middle management, which includes HoDs, and their practices. These studies were 

mainly conducted in other countries around the world and the research that was done 

in South Africa was mostly conducted in government schools and not independent 

schools. These findings encouraged the researcher to pursue this study and attempt 

to contribute to the field. The aim of this research report is to have identified what some 

of the perceived effective practices of an independent primary school mathematics 

HoD are, as well as what challenges they face. 
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2.4. Conceptual framework 

“The purpose of a conceptual framework is to learn from the experience and expertise 

of others as you cultivate your own knowledge and perspective. A conceptual 

framework allows you to make reasoned, defensible choices about how you might 

explore research topics or themes heretofore underexplored, explore existing 

research questions in new contexts, or re-examine established topics or questions 

using different theoretical or epistemological frames.” (Ravitch and Riggan, 2012, p. 

14). 

With this in mind, the conceptual framework was constructed (Figure 1) based on the 

evidence encountered in the literature review. At the centre of this study is the 

practices of HoDs and on the one side it will be focusing on the perspectives that 

educators hold with regard to the practices of HoDs, and on the other side it will be 

looking at the challenges that HoDs face in their practices. It is the researcher’s belief 

that the practices of HoDs feed the perspectives of educators as well as the challenges 

which HoDs face, and vice versa, meaning that the perspectives which educators hold 

and the challenges that HoDs face, determine the practices of HoDs to an extent.  

The researcher’s theories are based on the literature review carried out. One theory 

that had a major influence in developing the conceptual theory was the four key task 

areas identified by Hammersley-Fletcher (2002), previously discussed.  
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 24 of 86 
 

Chapter 3: Research methodology 

3.1 Research approach: A qualitative approach 

Creswell (2007, p.645) mentions that a “qualitative study is defined as an inquiry 

process of understanding a social or human problem, based on building a complex, 

holistic picture, formed with words, reporting detailed views of informants, and 

conducted in a natural setting”. The research approach employed is that of a 

qualitative approach as the researcher is looking at what perspectives educators hold 

about the practices of HoDs in primary schools. 

3.2 Research design 

The research will incorporate a multi-case study. According to Luck et al. (2006), a 

case study will assist the researcher to gain knowledge of contextual phenomena 

about an individual, group, organisation, institution, or a situation where people are 

affected by the same contemporary phenomenon. 

Another reason for the use of the case study approach is because of the 

methodological flexibility (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). The flexibility of using a case 

study means that the researcher can choose the methodological approach that will 

best suit the research and provide the freedom to choose between strategies of inquiry 

and the methods of analysis. 

The research will be conducted at two private primary schools in the Johannesburg 

area. The research will be based on one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with 

various role players within the school leadership structures and in the Mathematics 

department.  
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3.3 General selection criteria 

Convenience sampling was used in the selection of the participants. According to 

Etikan et al. (2015), convenience sampling is used because the members of the target 

population meet certain criteria, such as geographical proximity, willingness to 

participate or they are easily accessible to the researcher. This sampling will work well 

for the study because the criteria used to select the two schools was the geographical 

proximity to the researcher and their willingness to participate in the research. 

For this study, the researcher interviewed various participants, which included 

mathematics HoDs, deputy principals and principals.  

This group of participants include educators from various demographic classifications 

including race, gender and age. They vary in their teaching experience, ranging from 

novice teachers to veterans with more than 30 years of experience. The idea behind 

this reasoning was to include all stakeholders and draw on the various experiences of 

the participants. This provided the researcher with a good overall representation of the 

perceptions of educators within differing contexts. 

3.4 Data collection 

Data was captured by making use of semi-structured interviews and interviewing the 

principals, deputy principals and the Mathematics HoDs of both schools selected.  

Before the research was conducted, the principals and trustees of both schools were 

contacted to obtain permission to conduct research in their schools. After permission 

was granted, the researcher contacted the principals who assisted with arranging 

dates and times that would suit them and their staff for the interviews. The participants 

were interviewed on the days and at the times which suited them the best. Interviews 

were done on the premises of their schools and at the venue of their choice. Before 
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the interviews it was made clear to the participants what the purpose of the research 

is and that their participation was completely voluntary. They were again informed that 

they could, at any time, decide to withdraw from the research process without any 

repercussions or consequences to them. It is worthy to note that all participants were 

happy to complete the research process and not one of them opted to withdraw. 

The participants were selected based on the positions which they hold at the schools. 

Participants included the principal, deputy principal and the HoD of both schools. 

3.4.1 Semi–structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews, according to Barriball and While (1994), are considered to 

be well suited when trying to capture the perceptions and opinions of respondents. It 

also allows the interviewer to probe for more answers or clarification. They mention 

that in semi-structured interviews the wording and sequence of questions remains 

constant which means that any differences in answers can be attributed to the different 

perceptions of the respondents. 

Therefore, semi-structured interviews served the purpose of this research well 

because the researcher attempted to understand the perspectives educators hold 

about the practices of HoDs. 

The researcher used open-ended questions to avoid getting “yes” or “no” answers as 

they do not yield in depth understanding of the topic being discussed. Open ended 

questions are more flexible and allowed the interviewer to probe (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2000). At the beginning of each interview the researcher stated the purpose 

of the interview and the research question. This formed the basis of the discussion. 

During the semi-structured interviews, specific questions were asked deliberately to 

determine the perceptions that the participants held. The responses to these questions 
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then allowed me as the interviewer to probe further and uncover other interesting and 

meaningful information which contributed to my research. 

3.4.2 Participant observations 

“Participant observation is the process enabling researchers to learn about the 

activities of the people under study in the natural setting through observing and 

participating in those activities.” (Kawulich, 2005). Participant observation provides the 

researcher with the opportunity to observe the body language and emotional reactions 

to the questions asked and the responses given. This allowed the researcher to 

observe the participants and cross reference their responses to the interview 

questions with the observations made, thereby increasing validity. The researcher 

recorded observations by using field notes as it is the primary way in which data is 

collected from participant observations (Kawulich, 2005). 

3.5 Data analysis 

After the interviews were transcribed, the researcher meticulously read through each 

participant’s responses and identified words, phrases and sentences which were of 

interest. Pattern seeking involves examining the data in as many ways as possible to 

try and understand the complex links among various aspects of people’s situations, 

mental processes, beliefs, and actions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2014). The texts 

identified were then classified into codes. Similar codes were then grouped together 

to form categories and within these categories, sub-categories were identified. 

Hereafter, similar categories were classified into themes. According to MacMillan and 

Schumacher (2010, p.3), themes can be used to give meaning to different codes. The 

data was transferred onto an Excel spreadsheet to assist in identifying the similarities 

and differences between the responses, as well as assist in identifying new and 

relevant information that was revealed. 
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3.6 Trustworthiness and credibility 

From the onset of this study, the researcher wanted to ensure that the findings were 

credible and trustworthy. Well established research methods in qualitative research 

studies were adopted and the researcher familiarised himself with the schools and 

educators, before he commenced formal research, so that a rapport was established 

with all involved.  

Audio recordings were used to document the interviews, after which transcripts of the 

interviews were sent to the respondents for them to verify that it is indeed what had 

transpired. This process is known as member checking (Maxwell, 1996). Furthermore, 

follow up interviews were conducted with respondents where clarity in certain areas 

was needed. 

Validity, within qualitative research, refers to the degree of congruence between the 

explanations of the phenomena and the realities of the world (MacMillan and 

Schumacher, 2010, p. 330). The researcher is aware of the limitations that exist within 

the research. It is possible that the participants were not truthful in their answers and 

that the researcher may have influenced their responses with his line of questioning. 

The researcher did, however, attempt to avoid asking closed ended questions or to 

influence the responses of the participants in any way as he was well aware that as 

the interviewer he might have an influence on the respondent. This is referred to by 

Maxwell (1996) as reactivity. In some cases, follow up interviews were conducted to 

get clarity on certain statements made or to delve deeper in an attempt to get a better 

understanding of the perceptions of the participants. It was ensured that each 

participant is mindful of the fact that their participation is completely voluntary and they 

can choose to opt out of this research study at any given time. 
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3.7 Ethical considerations 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics Committee at the University of the 

Witwatersrand before the research was conducted. (See appendix D). 

Participants were assured of the confidentiality of their participation and anonymity. It 

was also communicated to the participants that participation in the research is 

voluntary and they are welcome to withdraw from the study at any given time.  

3.8 Participant codes 

Participant codes were used to ensure anonymity and to make data analysis easier. 

Capital A was used to denote participants from school A and a capital B was used for 

participants from School B. Table 4.1 further describes the coding of the participants. 

Table 3.1 Participant’s codes 

School A School B 

Participants Participant codes Participants Participant codes 

Principal AP Principal BP 

Deputy principal ADP Deputy principal BDP 

Head of department AHD Head of department BHD 
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Chapter 4: Presentation of findings 

4.1 Case studies 

The goal of the research was to make a contribution to the understanding of the role 

and function of mathematics HoDs in primary school. It was clear from the onset that 

both schools chosen for this study, although both are independent preparatory schools 

in the Johannesburg area, were very different to one another. The history, 

demographics and various other differences between the schools had a major impact 

on what was expected from the mathematics HoD. As the research data is unpacked, 

it will hopefully become clearer to the reader why the researcher has classified the 

roles of the HoDs as he has. The role of the HoD at School A was perceived as being 

a supervisory one, although it does sometimes also come across as being perceived 

to be an administrative role. The perceived role of the HoD at School B was that of an 

innovative leader. Both these roles are vastly different from one another and they have 

come about due to the contrasting situations that both schools currently find 

themselves in. The researcher will attempt to explain the classification of the role of 

the HoD within both these schools by analysing and synthesizing the research data 

gathered. 

4.1.1 School A: HoD as supervisor  

Context and Background 

To best understand how the role of the mathematics HoD is envisioned at School A, it 

is important to understand as much as possible about the context and the background 

of the school.  

School A, as previously mentioned, is 21 years old. It started as a co-educational high 

school only but it now has a preparatory wing as well. It was established in the late 
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nineties to serve the growing, working class in the Midrand area.  The school does 

have boarding facilities and many of the pupils are international pupils from countries 

such as Botswana and Zambia. All the pupils are of black and coloured ethnicity. It is 

not linked to any educational group and it functions completely independently. It has 

a trust of four members who oversee all the different aspects of the school, but they 

do not get involved in the day to day activities which include teaching and learning, 

this is left to the principal and his management team. They will, however, take action 

should they feel that the principal or someone on the management team is not doing 

what is in the best interests of the school.  

About three years ago the trust had a big decision to make. The school was having 

difficulty with its pupils, including drug and alcohol problems. Their grade 12 results 

were also deteriorating and the discipline had become an issue. They were also 

offered a huge donation from a corporate company and they had the opportunity to 

open a primary school on the same premises. The preparatory school was opened in 

2018 and only has one class per grade with about 12 to 25 children in a class. The 

trust members realised that they had to take drastic measures if they wanted to turn 

the school around and get it back on the path that they envisioned. 

They decided to appoint a new principal, deputy principal and many new teachers. 

Their plan was to get rid of the bad elements within their school, whether it was 

teachers or pupils, and improve their school as a whole.  

The principal, who has been there for two years, is a teacher who has also practiced 

law. He has the final say in decisions within the school and he reports only to the trust. 

His background in law has helped him in chairing disciplinary hearings and expelling 

pupils. He admits that he spends a lot of his time handling staff and pupil matters and 
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therefore he has limited time to give attention to the actual teaching and learning. The 

deputy principal was a HoD at another school before she was appointed deputy 

principal at School A two years ago. She is also the head of academics for the high 

school and the preparatory school. The HoD only joined the school in 2018 and has 

recently returned from working in the Middle East as a teacher.  

It is clear to see that the school is currently reinventing itself and trying to tighten the 

reigns on both the teachers and the pupils. 

Monitoring duties 

One of the key questions posed to the participants was what they perceive the 

practices of primary school mathematics heads of department to be. Both the principal 

and deputy principal from school A indicated that they believe the HoD should monitor 

staff within their department and to ensure that they are doing what they are supposed 

to be doing.  

AP: The head of department should monitor the teachers within the department 

and make sure that everything they do is of a high quality. 

ADP: ...to ensure that they (teachers) are doing what they're supposed to do. 

The deputy principal of school A conveyed that she felt that she needed to check up 

on her HoDs to ensure that they are doing their job effectively.  

ADP: So I basically made her type up the notes and now I have to make sure 

that I check up on the head of department that she is actually checking up on 

the teachers. 

She mentions an example of where they had an incident where parents complained 

about pupils not having access to the study material. She mentions that they do not 
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have enough textbooks for all the pupils and therefore, a lot of the time, the information 

is not copied by the pupils into their books. The deputy principal indicated that she was 

not impressed by the actions of the HoD as, in her opinion, the HoD should have 

picked up that the pupils, in this particular teacher’s class, were not getting the required 

study material and therefore the HoD should have intervened. She further states that 

she made the HoD type up the notes and distribute it to the pupils.  

From the above statements we can conclude that the both the principal and the deputy 

principal expect the HoD to monitor the teachers ensuring that they are doing the 

duties expected of them. The focus is on checking up on the teachers instead of it 

being on the teaching and learning happening. The message that comes across is that 

the teachers cannot be trusted to do their job and therefore the HoD has to play a 

policing role to monitor the teachers and what they do. According to the deputy 

principal, it is also the HoDs duty to fix problems that occur within his department.  

The principal further stated that he would expect the HoD to guide teachers and their 

departments to function optimally and to attain the goals which they should be setting 

at the beginning of the year. 

AP: Firstly, the head of department should guide the mathematics department 

to ensure that they achieve the goals which they have set at the beginning of 

the year. 

In this statement the principal contradicts his previous statement by mentioning that 

the HoD should guide the teachers in his department. Guiding teachers is different to 

monitoring teachers because guiding teachers suggests that the HoD assists the 

teachers in improving teaching and learning, whereas monitoring teachers suggests 
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that the HoD should be checking up whether or not the teacher is actually doing their 

job.  

Administrative duties 

Form the above statement made by the principal it seems as though there are specific 

administrative duties, for the HoD, which are set out at the beginning of the year and 

it is expected that they complete these timeously. These administrative duties referred 

to include monitoring children’s books, moderating tests and exams, doing class visits 

and reporting on these visits. 

ADP: I expect them to manage meetings and do book controls; to do class visits 

and checking teacher’s files… 

AHD: What I think they do is a lot of administration, moderating papers…set 

papers and moderating papers; monitoring the books of the students… 

Both the HoD and the deputy principal mention the checking of books. This refers to 

the HoD checking to see whether the teacher has been marking the pupils’ books on 

a consistent basis. The deputy principal also mentions that the HoD should be 

conducting class visits. The purpose of these class visits, again, is to check up on the 

teachers to ensure that they are actually doing what they are supposed to be doing 

according to her. They may also be to provide the teachers with feedback about how 

to improve their lesson presentations, however, this is not specifically stated by the 

deputy principal. Another duty mentioned is that of checking teachers’ files. This duty 

is meant to supervise whether or not the teacher is preparing lesson plans and to 

check if the teacher is working at the right pace, thus ensuring that the teacher covers 

the entire curriculum. The HoD also makes mention of moderating papers and 

assisting in the setting of papers. The purpose of this duty is to check that the tests 
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and exams that are set by the teachers are of the desired standard. Again, it reiterates 

the supervisory role assigned to the HoD by senior management. The fact that the 

HoD says that he assists teachers in setting the papers links up with the principal’s 

previous statement in which he mentions that the HoD should guide the teachers 

within his department. The deputy principal mentions that the HoD should manage 

meetings. From this we can deduce that the HoD is expected to call meetings and to 

chair these meetings. These meetings are held to check up on how things are going 

within the department and to discuss upcoming assessments. They also check to see 

whether all the teachers in the department are more or less working on the same 

concepts at the same time.  

Curriculum development duties 

Another key topic that was mentioned by the principal and the HoD, as being part of 

what they perceive to be an important practice of a HoD, is looking at different 

methodologies, identifying best practice and exposing teachers to new or improved 

methods of teaching. On three different occasions the principal mentions looking at 

introducing different methodologies of teaching: 

AP: …looking at different methodologies; and ways of teaching. 

AP: The head of department should also assist the teachers to attempt different 

methodologies… 

AP: I would say we need to look at different methodologies and allow the 

teachers the opportunity to try new things. 

Similarly, when asked what he thought the practices of a HoD is, the HoD mentioned 

that he believes HoDs are expected to do a lot of administrative tasks but that he has 
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a different view of what he believes the practices of a HoD should look like. In his 

words: 

AHD: What I think they do is a lot of administration, moderating papers and 

providing support to teachers, especially younger teachers such as first or 

second year teachers; helping them set papers and moderating papers; 

monitoring the books of the students and making sure that they are following 

the curriculum. 

Directly after he makes this statement he says that he thinks they should be doing 

something different.  

AHD: What I expect HoDs to do is slightly different than what we are currently 

doing. I think that head of department should be in continuous professional 

development and training because we are experiencing a technological growth 

and there are new approaches and resources to be able to use and I think that 

if we do not use these then we are not going to improve our teaching or 

education system. I think we need to relook at what we are teaching and that 

should come from the head of department. 

Although the principal emphasizes the importance of the HoD identifying and 

introducing different methodologies, it is clearly not happening at School A. The 

principal and the deputy principal previously mentioned that the HoD has to fulfil a 

supervisory role with the focus being on checking up on the teachers. These 

statements from the principal, almost seem as though it is something that he thought 

he should mention because it is what the researcher might want to hear. The HoD 

actually confirms this theory when he says that he has a different view of what a HoD 

should be doing compared to what they are currently doing in their school. He 
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mentions that they should relook their approach to the teaching of mathematics and 

that the HoD should be investigating new approaches and resources that might help 

in improving the teaching and learning happening in their department.  

The deputy principal repeatedly mentions and emphasizes the administrative work of 

HoD. She does not make mention of looking at new developments within education or 

at identifying best practice, instead, she is more focused on micro-managing her HoDs 

and ensuring that the administrative and supervisory role of the HoD’s portfolio is 

executed effectively and efficiently.  

During the interview with the HoD, the researcher observed that there was a sense of 

frustration when he mentioned what he perceives the practices of a HoD to be. It 

seemed as though the unfavourable past experience which the deputy principal had, 

with regard to the parents confronting the school about the lack of study material, has 

prompted her to tighten the reigns on her HoDs. She is expecting them to micro-

manage the teachers in their department by constantly checking up on them and she 

in turn regularly checks up on the HoDs. 

It is evident that the principal entrusts his deputy principal, who also is head of 

academics, to oversee and manage the HoDs and his attention is more focused on 

the overall, day to day, operations of the school. Many of the tasks that take up his 

time are issues outside of teaching and learning, thus he needs to have someone else 

to ensure that the teaching and learning continues to happen. 

3AP: The senior staff such as the deputy principal and head of academics 

ensure, throughout the year, that they are working towards their goals. 

                                                           
3 It is important to keep in mind that the deputy principal is also the head of academics at the school. 
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The frustration expressed by the HoD with regard to the practices of HoDs appears to 

be as a result of not being able to have more freedom in pursuing new methodologies 

and trends. This is an important finding within the study that was not anticipated and 

which did not appear in the literature review. We see that the practices of a HoD are 

directly influenced by the management style of senior managers.  

Teacher development duties 

It is evident from the statements made by the HoD regarding the pursuit of new 

methodologies and educational trends, that he believes more should be done to 

enhance the teaching and learning within his department. Although he does not 

mention this directly, we can interpret that he knows that he can do more, if given the 

opportunity, to improve the quality of the teaching and learning in the mathematics 

department. He does not specifically mention the upskilling of the teachers in his 

department or that he would want to send them on professional development courses, 

but he realises that more can and should be done instead of only supervising teachers. 

The researcher was interested in finding out what all three participant’s thoughts are 

on professional development offered to HoDs and also the professional development 

on offer for teachers within the mathematics department. It was noted by the principal 

that staff, including HoDs, get sent to roadshows which are organised by the 

Department of Education.  

AP: We send our heads of departments to cluster meetings and roadshows that 

are organised by the Department of Education. We also send our staff to 

training organised by ISASA and the IEB. 

These roadshows are not specifically aimed at HoDs, instead, it is aimed at teachers 

in general. The principal could not specify what type of training happens at these 
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events arranged by the DoE, ISASA or the IEB. The HoD mentioned that they are sent 

to roadshows and both the principal and the HoD conveyed that they do not think that 

these roadshows are beneficial and stated that in many of the cases these roadshows 

are poorly organized and facilitated.  

AHD: I only know about the roadshows that we have been sent to as part of the 

Gauteng Department of Education’s initiative to improve the professional 

development of teachers, but I feel that most of these have been a waste of 

time and the same topics are being talked about again and again and they do 

not benefit the teachers or the head of departments. 

AP: If I can be honest, I don't think that it is helping especially not the ones 

organised by the Department of Education. Many times, the facilitators don't 

arrive for the training or the teachers report that the facilitator was only reading 

out of a file. 

The principal also mentioned that they send educators to the training organized by 

ISASA (Independent Schools Association of South Africa) and the IEB (Independent 

Examination Board) as well as by some teachers’ unions such as NAPTOSA (National 

Professional Teachers Organisation of South Africa).  

AP: The feedback that we get from the ISASA and IEB training is much better. 

The deputy principal did not make mention of the roadshows and stated that there 

aren’t any external programmes, that she is aware of, that is aimed at upskilling HoDs. 

She indicates that if there were such programmes then she will gladly send her staff 

to attend these as she believes that HoDs need to be further developed professionally, 

especially with regard to their communication skills.  
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ADP: I think that is where some training in leadership skills and communication 

would be helpful. 

Likewise, the HoD believes that further development and training is needed for HoDs 

but he mentions that it should be more geared towards leadership and management. 

AHD: I definitely think there is a need for more training of head of departments 

in leadership and management. 

He goes further to mention: 

AHD: They (HoDs) should also be sent on professional development courses 

where they can grow as leaders and managers as well as within their own 

teaching. The difficulty is finding these courses. 

What was interesting to note was that the principal did not believe that HoDs need 

further training and development when it comes to leadership and management as he 

is of the opinion that HoDs do have experience with dealing with parents, pupils and 

teachers. 

AP: I think our HoDs are people that have experience in teaching and with 

dealing with other teachers and parents. I think they have a good idea of 

managing relationships with staff and parents, as well as students. 

The principal and the deputy principal referred to internal training that happens at the 

school. The principal mentions that two days in a month are reserved for staff training 

or professional development, whereas the deputy principal is of the opinion that it 

happens on a regular basis during scheduled sessions as well as during informal 

situations.  
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AP: Well, here at our school we reserve two days in a month, usually on a 

Thursday, to conduct training internally. 

The deputy principal mentions that mentoring and professional development of HoDs 

happen on a daily basis. 

ADP: …at the moment most of it is happening internally because we deal with 

it on a daily basis. 

The principal and deputy principal have slightly different views on what occurs at these 

training sessions. 

AP: It can be academic training focusing on the setting of papers; looking at 

different methodologies; and ways of teaching. 

ADP: They help with book checks and moderation and I meet with them on a 

regular basis. We also check marks and reports together. 

The principal believes that training should focus on looking at different methodologies 

and ways of teaching. This is not mentioned by the deputy principal, instead, she puts 

focus on the administrative duties of a HoD and improving on those. The principal also 

refers to the setting of papers, but places less emphasis on the administrative duties. 

The HoD did not believe that there were enough professional development 

opportunities at his school to improve himself as a HoD.  

AHD: I am given the necessary space to manoeuvre and try something new, 

although I feel that there is not enough development happening in my school to 

improve me as a head of department. 

It is interesting to note the difference in the type of professional development that the 

HoD and the deputy principal believe is important for a HoD. The HoD believes that 
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more should be done to develop the leadership and management skills of a HoD, as 

well as exposing them to different teaching methodologies and trends in education, 

whereas the deputy places far more emphasis on the administrative duties of a HoD.  

It is clear that the deputy principal is not interested in sending her HoD or teachers on 

external professional development courses and her lack of knowledge about the 

available courses are testament of this. Although she says that she thinks it is 

important for HoDs to receive further development and training in leadership and 

management, through the current practices at the school, this is clearly not a priority 

rather something that she thought the researcher might want to hear. She is more 

focused on doing internal professional development and even this is geared towards 

tightening the reigns and ensuring that the HoD supervises the teachers. None of the 

internal professional development mentioned was focused on improving the teaching 

practices of the teachers or the leadership skills of the HoD, instead, it was focused 

on making sure that the administrative duties of the teachers and the HoD were on in 

place and of the standard expected by the deputy principal. 

Challenges experienced 

Another theme which consistently appeared throughout the study is the challenges 

faced by mathematics HoDs. Some of these challenges stem from the day to day 

practices of a HoD and others are out of the control of HoDs. These challenges, when 

looked at in context, contribute to the researcher’s classification of the HoD’s role as 

that of a supervisory one and, sheds more light on the reasons behind this 

classification. 

When asked what they thought were the challenges that mathematics HoDs faced, 

the participants had various responses, but the most common being time constraints. 
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All three participants at School A consistently mentioned time as the biggest challenge 

that mathematics HoDs face.  

AP: There is also a lot of paperwork and administration that takes up a lot of 

time. 

ADP: We tried to give them a reduced timetable but it is not always possible, 

therefore I think that it is quite an issue because they do not have time to get 

around to everything they need to do.  Also, mentoring new staff is quite difficult 

because of time constraints. 

AHD: I also think that they do not have enough time to investigate new ways of 

teaching and new approaches as well as assisting teachers within their 

department. 

It is the first time that the deputy principal mentions the mentoring of staff by the HoD. 

In many of her previous statements she has referred to the monitoring of staff by the 

HoD. Her description of the duties of the HoD has been consistent with monitoring 

staff and not mentoring staff. She also mentions in her statement that they try to give 

the HoD a reduced timetable, however, the current HoD does not have a reduced 

timetable and is expected to teach a full timetable and still perform the duties expected 

of him as the HoD. According to the principal, the HoD does have a reduced timetable 

which is contradicting what the deputy principal said. 

AP: They do not have a full timetable which allows more admin lessons for 

them. 

This highlights the view previously mentioned that the principal is somewhat out of 

touch with what is currently happening within the academic wing of the school and the 
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reason for this might be because he has a lot going on in terms of disciplinary hearings 

and other matters pertaining to the overall functions of the school. 

On top of the full timetable, it was mentioned to the researcher by the principal and the 

HoD, during the informal discussion with them after the interviews, that the HoD is also 

expected to contribute to the co-curricular activities during the afternoons. This could 

be a sporting activity, academic activity or cultural activity. The principal does mention 

that there is more than one staff member at each co-curricular activity which allows 

the HoD to attend to their administrative duties. 

AP: There are also more than one staff member at extra-murals which frees up 

our heads of departments to attend to their admin duties. 

Unfortunately, this sentiment was not shared by the HoD who mentioned that he is still 

involved for the entire duration of the co-curricular activity. 

Support structures 

The researcher was interested in finding out what support structures there were for 

the HoD. He mentioned that he could go to the line managers which in this case means 

that the deputy principal is his first port of call. 

AHD: At our school we have the head of academics who is also a deputy 

principal who is my first port of call. 

What was extremely fascinating was the fact that he mentioned something that was 

not encountered in the literature review and which the researcher had not thought 

about before, but it does make sense from a pragmatic point of view. He said that, in 

his experience, HoDs generally rely on one another as their first port of call when 

needing help. It may even be a HoD from another department. 
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AHD: My biggest observation was that heads of departments generally help 

one another. 

He elaborates further by saying that: 

AHD: They would rather help each other before they go and ask for help from 

the deputy principal or head of academics. 

This can be interpreted that HoDs better understand the difficulties experienced by 

other HoDs and therefore are able to be of more assistance than a deputy principal or 

head of academics. It could also be interpreted as the HoDs not feeling comfortable 

taking their difficulties to the deputy principal thus exposing a somewhat strained 

relationship. Based on the previous observation about the level of frustration that the 

HoD is expressing, I would conclude that what we see at School A is more of the latter. 

An interesting statement was made by the HoD. He mentioned that one of the biggest 

challenges that he has come across as a HoD is that of conflict management. 

According to him, many HoDs are afraid of engaging with their staff because they 

would rather not deal with the conflict that goes with it.  

AHD: I think the biggest issue is that head of departments are not always keen 

on helping other teachers within their department because they try and avoid 

the conflict that goes with it. 

He goes further to explain: 

AHD: I think that teachers always think that head of departments are just looking 

to criticize and they are taking the books to find fault and they don't see that the 

head of departments are actually assisting them or helping them improve their 

practice. 
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When asked about whether, in her opinion, HoDs find it intimidating to conduct class 

visits and to give feedback to the teachers, the deputy principal said that she does 

think it is a challenge for the HoDs. 

ADP: It is a challenge, to be brutally honest, but the way that you communicate 

it across is very important. 

In the context of School A it can be argued that the resistance and pushback shown 

by the HoD, with regard to doing the duty of classroom visits dictated to him by the 

deputy principal, demonstrates the centrality of the supervisory system described 

earlier as the role of the HoD. There seems to be a disconnect between the role 

envisioned by the HoD and the supervisory role enforced by the deputy principal. This 

disconnect becomes apparent through the HoD avoiding taking the problems that he 

faces to the deputy principal as well as offering resistance when it comes to doing the 

classroom visits. 

4.1.2 School B: HoD as innovative leader  

Context and background 

School B is a co-educational school that is 111 years old. It has a pre-preparatory, 

preparatory and high school. It currently serves the upper class community and school 

fees are some of the highest in Johannesburg. School B is a completely independent 

school with no affiliation to any educational group. It is run by a trust that consists of 

members who are either current parents or parents of ex-pupils. There is an executive 

head who has the final say in what happens at all three schools. He is supported by 

the head of the high school, the head of the preparatory school and the head of the 

pre-preparatory school. They are in turn supported by their deputies. In the words of 

the preparatory mathematics HoD: 
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BHD: The executive head manages and drives the whole school vision with 

regards to innovation and creativity and the administrative tasks and the 

individual school implementations thereof is handled by the Heads. 

The principal of the preparatory school has been involved with teaching for all of his 

working life and has been at the school for the past 9 years. The deputy principal has 

also been involved with teaching for her entire working career and has been at the 

school for the past 17 years. The primary school mathematics HoD has been at the 

school for the past 5 years but has only occupied the position of HoD for the past 2 

years. 

Although the school had been performing well in terms of academic results, the trust 

realised that the school needed to do something different to continue staying relevant, 

and at the forefront of private education in Johannesburg and also the country. 

They decided to appoint the executive head four years ago to steer the school on this 

envisioned path. The executive head has a reputation for being forward thinking and 

unconventional in his approach to education. 

He soon appointed various directors to assist him in realising his vision for the school. 

These included a director of professional development, a director of technological 

innovation and integration, and a director of critical and creative thinking. 

These directors have the job of developing the skills of the teachers, and in turn the 

pupils, within their respective portfolios. 

Since the appointment of the executive head, the school has reworked its vision and 

mission statements and its values. The reason behind this was to adjust to the current 

time which we find ourselves in. According to the School B’s website they aim to 
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educate tomorrow’s leaders by equipping them to master the challenges that are 

presented in an ever changing world. 

The preparatory school recently had two major initiatives which they launched. They 

did away with marks altogether and they stopped giving homework. According to the 

respondents the reason behind this is to equip the children with skills rather than teach 

them to memorize content. No homework is to allow preparatory school children the 

freedom of going home and being able to play and be children instead of forcing them 

to do more work and causing unnecessary anxiety. The principal explained it well in 

the following statement: 

BP: The independent school system is changing and we are adding more and 

more critical thinking and problem solving components to it. Thinking skills are 

becoming a big part of it. We are moving away from content and moving into 

concepts and skills which means that the curriculum is becoming more packed 

as we try and become more relevant and the biggest challenge is to keep a 

balanced curriculum in terms of offering a balanced maths curriculum compared 

to the other components. 

It is clear to see that School B has a strong history and tradition of excellence which 

allows it to experiment with new methodologies and approaches in education, while 

working from a solid foundation built up over many decades.  

Monitoring duties 

When asked what they perceive the practices of mathematics HoDs to be, the 

participants of School B had various responses.  

BP: I think that it is important for a head of department…to mentor staff and… 

to support teachers. 
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BDP: Also, how do you motivate staff because it is not easy because staff can 

be quite set in their ways…but that shift is there through that continuous 

encouragement that there are better ways… 

BHD: So at this point it entails making sure that the 4NumberSense programme 

is implemented from grade 1 to 6 and to support staff to implement the 

programme. 

The deputy principal of School B mentions that she believes HoDs need to motivate 

their staff and continuously encourage them to attempt new and better ways of 

teaching. The principal responded by mentioning that he believes that mathematics 

HoDs should be mentoring and supporting the staff within their department. Similarly, 

the HoD said that a HoD needs to support the teachers in their department with the 

implementation of new mathematics programmes. The focus from all three 

respondents is clearly on the HoD mentoring the teachers in her department by 

providing support and continuous motivation and encouragement.  

BHD: So the NumberSense books have allowed us to keep the standards the 

same across grades and also empower the teachers… 

The above statement speaks to the HoD supporting the teachers by empowering 

them. She believes that the new mathematics programme is assisting the teachers in 

improving their own understanding of mathematics and in turn it is improving the way 

that it is being taught to the pupils.  

 

                                                           
4 The NumberSense programme is a mathematics programme that was implemented by the preparatory 
school of School B in 2018.  
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Teacher development duties 

The HoD elaborates on the topic of supporting teachers in her department by 

mentioning that she is responsible for the professional development of these teachers 

in the subject of mathematics.  

BHD: To offer opportunities for professional development this can take two 

forms. It can either be external training, for example, with the NumberSense 

programme, staff need to be trained in how to use it and how to implement it in 

class so they were sent for external training and we also had somebody come 

in to give internal training. Also, to offer individual support especially if there is 

a teacher that might need more individual support or skills development whether 

it is with regard to classroom management or administrative support. 

She explains that professional development of teachers can be done either internally 

or externally. The internal professional development can be done by getting an expert 

in to help with a specific issue or it could be the HoD herself assisting a teacher on a 

one to one basis. According to her it is the duty of the HoD to identify the strengths 

and weaknesses of the individual teachers and then to send the teachers to relevant 

workshops and conferences that might be of benefit to them and the rest of the 

department. Some of the teachers often inform her of events that they feel would be 

worthwhile to attend. 

BHD: I also spend time looking for things that I feel is worthwhile for our staff 

but what also happens is that some of the teachers come across something 

through it being advertised at other conferences that they attend. 

It is important to note that the HoD mentions that she often assists teachers through 

internal professional development. This would mean that the HoD could be seen as 
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somewhat of an expert in her field. Although the HoD does not mention that she 

perceives herself as being an expert, she does mention that it is important for a HoD 

to have a good understanding of the developmental stages of the pupils in relation to 

the subject of mathematics.  

BHD: Also, because there is such a wide range of development within a primary 

school if you look at a child who is in grade 1 and a child that is in grade 6, there 

is such a wide range of development and to be able to deal with all of the 

developmental stages that children go through during this time is a huge 

challenge, so if you do not have a very experienced head of department and 

staff in terms of child management and child psychology being able to deal with 

that makes your job very difficult. 

The principal shares this sentiment and believes that the HoD should be a specialist 

mathematics teacher. 

BP: If I am looking to appoint a head of department it would have to be a math 

specialist, someone that understands maths and more importantly can relate to 

maths at primary school level. 

Likewise, the deputy principal agrees with the above notions that the HoD should be 

a specialist mathematics teacher. She mentions that the HoD occupies that specific 

position because they are seen as being a specialist and that they do have a passion 

for their subject. 

BDP: …my area of expertise is not every subject that is why we do have a head 

of department and that is why they are there in those positions. I believe that if 

you want to teach maths then you have to have a passion for it and then it 

should be able to move you in your core… 
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The views expressed by all three participants regarding the HoD as being a specialist 

strengthens the classification of the role of the HoD at school B as an innovative 

leader, for it is mentioned by Baumgartner (2010) that innovative leaders are leaders 

who have an expertise that is relevant to their specific innovative projects. He also 

mentions that innovative leaders are able to identify strengths and weaknesses within 

their staff and then develop these further through relevant professional development. 

BHD: So at this point it entails making sure…to help staff develop their skills in 

terms of assessments and to provide any further training opportunities to staff 

as required. Also, to develop assessment policies that are aligned to the 

schools policies with not having any marks. 

In the above quote, we again read of the HoD having to cater for the professional 

development of the teachers in her department.  

Curriculum development duties 

Another interesting point is also raised, that of developing assessment policies and 

other teachers with developing their skills with regard to assessments and making sure 

that their assessments are aligned to the no marks system. As previously mentioned, 

School B has done away with a mark based system. This has forced the HoD, along 

with senior management, to develop an assessment policy for this system. Seeing that 

this is the first time, to their knowledge, that any school in South Africa has employed 

this system, it was difficult to know what these assessments should look like because 

there was no other example to work from. They had to do a lot of research to determine 

what has worked internationally and then evaluate whether they thought it could work 

in their school. From this it is evident that the HoD is expected to be innovative in her 

approach by finding ways to realise the vision that they as a school have bought into. 
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She is also expected to develop policies and assessments that are unconventional to 

say the least and to lead her team by assisting them to understand the new 

assessment policy and to be able to set assessments that are in accordance with this 

policy. What it does not directly refer to is the expectation that the HoD should garner 

buy in and support for these unconventional plans and strategies as well as motivate 

and encourage staff while convincing them that this is the best way forward. Getting 

this buy in from staff is also one of the biggest challenges that the HoD mentioned 

experiencing. 

Along with the new assessment policy, the HoD introduced a new mathematics 

programme.  

BHD: There was a need for a unified program in the school because we did not 

want there to be any gaps between the grades and phases. Many programmes 

were looked at including Singapore Maths and the NumberSense system 

seemed to fit best with a kind of development of thinking over just rote learning 

that our school vision and philosophy asks from us. We has a department 

decided on the system and presented it to management they then attended 

meetings with us and we invited the author of the program to come and present 

to us explain to us the benefits of the program and what it entails. We then did 

costing exercises to see how much it would work out to be so that it is not too 

expensive for our parent body. We then looked at research that supports the 

programme and how successful it has been. After that, it was a joint decision 

about what we wanted and how we would move forward with the NumberSense 

programme. The decision was very presented to our executive head and along 

with our headmaster they then approved the programme. 
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The above statement is very important in the context of this study. It is rich in 

information providing us insight into some of the practices of the HoD at School B. 

Although the implementation of the new mathematics programme has been previously 

mentioned, it was not explained why it was done. In this statement we see that the 

HoD identified that there were gaps between the grades and phases and that there 

was a need for a unified programme. For the HoD to have noticed that it would have 

meant that she had to evaluate the entire preparatory school mathematics curriculum 

in her school and that she had to make a decision to change this when she determined 

that the system needed to be improved. She had to research and investigate the 

different programmes available and then decide on the one that she thought, based 

on research and the current vision of the school, would be the best fit. She also 

mentions that they had to look at the cost involved which brings in a new dynamic 

within her role, namely, budgeting. Lastly, she had to present this to the senior 

management, including the executive head, for approval. What is striking is how she 

constantly uses the term we instead of I. This leads us to believe that one or many of 

her colleagues were involved in this process and it again shows the leadership shown 

by the HoD by involving the teachers in her department and thus creating a sense of 

ownership among them. 

Administrative duties 

It was not only the senior management that the HoD had to convince, but also the 

parent body. She explains that a major part of her duties is communicating with the 

parents and keeping them informed of the developments within the mathematics 

department.  
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BHD: We have also found that communicating with our parents in this way is 

also better because parents are more in the picture in terms of which things the 

children can actually do and which things their children need to work on. 

Similarly, the principal and the deputy principal make mention of the importance of the 

HoD engaging with the parent body. 

BP: I think that it is important for a head of department…to engage with parents 

in terms of the maths programme and where we are going with it... 

BDP: I think also to get parents on board is a big thing explaining this and being 

completely open saying this is what we are doing, this is why we are doing it 

this and this is what it means. 

The HoD talked about getting the author, of the mathematics programme which they 

implemented, to come and address the parent body to explain to them the details 

surrounding the programme and the significance of it compared to other programmes 

available. The author was also able to answer the questions posed by the parent body. 

Another matter relating to communication with parents was mentioned by the HoD in 

the following statement: 

BHD: As a head of department the final decision of what communication goes 

out to parents regarding mathematics rests with me because we have to make 

sure that everything is uniform. If there are academic concerns from parents 

then staff may sometimes escalate to the head of department who then has to 

assist. 

Here we see that the HoD has to attend meetings with parents and teachers if the 

matters cannot be resolved by the teachers and the parents alone or if the matter is of 
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high importance. This entails that the HoD chair the meeting and try to find a way 

forward where all parties involved are satisfied. 

Apart from meetings with parents, the HoD also has to schedule and attend meetings 

with her department and with her superiors.  

BP: I think that heads of department should have a regular meeting and 

discussions with senior management as well as teachers within the department 

so that you can see what is lacking and what needs to be addressed. 

Support structures 

The principal mentions something very important in the above statement while 

explaining his view on the expectations of a HoD with regard to meetings. He says 

that the HoD should have regular discussions with senior management and teachers 

in her department. This shows that there is a two way conversation happening and the 

idea that we get is that it is a joint decision making process. The HoD is not being told 

what to do, neither is she telling the teachers in her department what to do. There is a 

sense of a democratic or participative leadership style at play throughout the various 

management structures within School B. 

The above observation is further qualified by the deputy principal when she says that 

she hopes that HoDs in her school are empowered and that they are not micro-

managed. She later again says that she would like to think that her HoD is given the 

freedom to try new ideas. 

BDP: …I hope school has moved into a space where heads of department are 

empowered instead of micro-managed. 
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BDP: …we see someone with potential and we say we don't want to take away 

from who you are by dictating to you. You come to me and you say this is what 

I want to do, is it possible or not and that is how we run it at our school. 

The HoD makes the following comment when asked about the support that she 

receives from senior management: 

BHD: I do think that we are actually quite privileged in terms of how much 

freedom we have with in our classrooms and department and how we teach. 

We can see that the HoD is trusted by the senior management and that they 

encourage her to apply her knowledge and expertise to take the mathematics 

department to greater heights. Senior management attempt to empower their HoDs 

rather than micro-manage them. 

The HoD explains that she is well supported by the senior management team and that 

she also relies on the support of her peer HoDs at her school as well as from other 

schools.  

BHD: Both our deputy and headmaster are quite approachable and supportive 

when there are any discussions about the way forward with new things that we 

would like to try and there is a lot of freedom to experiment with new ideas in 

terms of different forms of assessment. 

She mentions that she has recently spent a day with a HoD from another independent 

school in their area.  

BHD: I think that training would be good in terms of meeting up with other heads 

of departments from other schools to see what best practices are and what they 

have implemented… it makes sense for us to meet with other schools in our 
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region to share best practices and to see how others deal with certain issues 

and to get them to share their knowledge. 

This was also mentioned by the principal and deputy principal. 

BP: I believe that heads of departments should be visiting other schools and 

meeting with their peers at other schools to help understand what best practice 

is and to find what can work in your school and what can't work in your school. 

BDP: I advocate completely that there should be invitations for heads of 

department to come here as well as for our heads of departments to go and 

visit other schools both in public and private schools. 

The idea is to observe what they do at this independent school and to engage with the 

HoD and teachers to understand what their approach is and how they go about 

teaching and learning at their school. She then took what she had learnt back to her 

school and shared it with her department.  

This is part of a new approach by School B, where they send a HoD to spend a day at 

another school and also invite HoDs from other schools to theirs, is aimed at 

collaborating with other schools to improve the system as a whole. They hope that this 

collaboration will grow to involve more HoDs and more schools. 

Challenges experienced 

Although it sounds as if things are going well at School B for the HoD and school, there 

are some challenges that are faced and which are preventing the HoD from investing 

all her time and energy into her department. 

The biggest challenge according to the HoD, deputy principal and the principal, is once 

again time. 
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BP: Time, time, time. It is something that we all battle with…I would say that we 

need more time together as heads of department to talk about the challenges. 

BDP: Again time, to exhaust a head of department by saying here is your full 

time table and your co-curricular but here are also all the other responsibilities 

you have doing all that is a big challenge. 

BHD: I think first and foremost is a lack of time. 

The problems that the HoD experience regarding the issue of time is that she does not 

have a reduced timetable. She is expected to perform all these duties associated with 

the position of HoD but she still has the same teaching load as the rest of her 

department. On top of that, she has sporting commitments in the afternoon and she 

has remediation classes for struggling pupils after school.  

The principal acknowledges that too much time is spent by the HoD teaching her own 

classes and that it takes away from her mentoring the other mathematics teachers.  

BP: Least time, I think it is very difficult to say probably mentoring staff just 

because of all the other time is used for teaching their own classes. 

It is quite ironic that the principal says the least amount of time is spent on mentoring 

staff when he clearly stated the importance of it earlier on. 

When asked what their thoughts are on the HoD having a reduced timetable, the 

deputy principal and principal responded by saying that, ideally, they would want to 

give the HoD a reduced timetable to free them up to go into classrooms and 

collaborate with the teachers, but that it was not always possible.  



Page 60 of 86 
 

BP: Yes, I believe that they need more time so that they can go into classrooms 

and observe lessons as well as help teachers in delivering the content and 

improving on the lessons. 

BDP: I would like to get into a point where a head of department was almost 

not a full-time class teacher but was allowed the opportunity, through time, to 

see the work in action in the classrooms and interact in that way with staff on a 

collaborative level as opposed to being so busy in a classroom because your 

timetable is packed and it is your afternoon sporting commitments on top of 

that. I would like to see a head of department teaching less and it is a 

contradiction because it is them still having responsibility for their classes but 

also allowing the time to collaborate in other classes and for me that is quite 

important in mathematics. 

The HoD had a different take on having a reduced timetable. She felt that it is 

necessary but that it could also lead to resentment on the part of other teachers 

because the HoD might be seen as not working as much as the other teachers. 

BHD: Yes and no. In one way having a reduced timetable allows you more time 

to meet with staff and support them by going into their classrooms but having a 

reduced timetable can also lead to resentment from other staff because their 

perception might be that you do less work than them. 

What is very apparent from the research is that the HoD at School B is an innovative 

leader because she is working in an organization that has an innovative culture. The 

senior management at School B encourages the HoD to attempt new approaches and 

to work outside the box that most schools and HoDs have become accustomed to. 
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This approach by the senior management of the school rubs off on the HoD and 

influences her role that she takes on in her position as HoD. 
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Chapter 5: Cross case analysis 

At the onset of the research study, the idea was to do two case studies on the schools 

identified. The researcher interviewed willing participants from each of the two schools 

by means of semi-structured interviews and then compared these two schools by 

making use of coding within a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and using a cross case 

analysis which identified the similarities and the differences between the schools. The 

purpose of this approach is to determine whether there are commonalities between 

the roles of the HoDs at these schools, instead, what emerged from the two case 

studies was the differences rather than the commonalities. There are similarities 

between the practices of both HoDs but these were found to be superficial and it was 

the differences that provided more insight into the practices of mathematics HoDs.  

5.1 Similarities between School A and School B 

The most obvious similarity between the two schools is the fact that they are both IEB 

schools and that they have a similar management structure. Both schools have a top 

down management structure consisting of a principal, deputy principal, followed by a 

HoD. The only difference being that School B has an executive head who oversees all 

areas from academic to culture to sport. Other than this, the top-down approach of 

management is very traditionally setup and similar to one another. 

5.1.1 Monitoring duties 

It was clear from this section that there is a huge discrepancy between the two schools 

regarding their understanding of the perceived monitoring practices of a HoD. There 

is hardly any similarity between the two schools when analysing the data gathered. 

The one similarity is that both schools mentioned the importance of the HoD 

supporting staff within their department. This was unanimous throughout the 
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participants of School B’s responses but it was only mentioned by the HoD of School 

A. Here we see that the HoD of School A has a similar understanding to the 

participants from School B regarding the supportive role of a HoD, but this view is not 

necessarily shared by the management team at School A.  

5.1.2 Administrative duties 

Both HoDs are expected to conduct meetings and to facilitate these meetings. School 

A mention that the HoD has meetings with the teachers within the department to 

address any concerns that he may have arising from his class visits as well as to check 

whether all the teachers are still on track with what was decided in the beginning of 

the year. School B also uses these meetings to gauge what concerns there might be 

coming from the teachers and determining how to best deal with these. The HoD also 

checks to see if they are on track with where they need to be with their new 

mathematics programme. 

School A places high emphasis on the checking of the pupils’ books and the checking 

of the teachers’ files. School B does not explicitly mention that HoD physically checks 

the pupils’ books and the teachers’ files, instead, it can be deduced that in order for 

the HoD to have the insight to improve the practices within her department, it is 

necessary for her to have an idea of what the teachers are doing and what the pupils 

are doing. It might just be that this is not a stringent task associated with the practices 

of a HoD in School B. 

5.1.3 Curriculum development duties 

The data from the schools also indicated that both schools believe that it is important 

to keep up with new trends and to incorporate new methodologies and approaches in 

the classroom. School A and School B both mention that there are many new ideas 
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coming from research that enables us to enhance our teaching practices and that 

educators should be aware of these and employ these approaches and strategies to 

improve the quality of education we are delivering. Unfortunately, this is where the 

similarities between School A and School B, with regard to curriculum development as 

part of the practices of a mathematics HoD, ends. Both schools have a very different 

understanding and approach to curriculum development duties of a HoD. 

5.1.4 Teacher development duties 

The participants from both schools were in consensus when it came to the importance 

of teacher professional development within the department and school. Everyone, 

except the principal from School A, believed that both internal and external 

professional development of staff is of the utmost importance. The principal from 

School A was of the opinion that external professional development of HoDs is not 

needed because according to him they already have extensive experience in teaching. 

Both schools have dedicated internal professional development days for their staff.  

5.1.5 Challenges experienced 

The most similarities between the two schools were recorded in the ‘challenges 

experienced’ category. It was interesting to note that, although these two schools differ 

so vastly in all other areas, the challenges experienced were almost identical in each 

case study. Both schools listed time constraints as the biggest challenge which HoDs 

experience. In each case study, the HoD had a full timetable and they were expected 

to fulfil their duties as a HoD as well as all the duties of a teacher. They were also 

expected to contribute to the co-curricular programme three afternoons per week. 
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5.1.6 Support structures 

As expected, the participants at both schools mentioned that the HoD has the support 

of senior management and that the deputy principal, who in both cases also happens 

to be the academic head, is usually the first port of call. 

5.2 Differences between School A and School B 

The glaring difference between the two schools is their history and their current 

academic approach. School A is a relatively new school and is still trying to develop 

its own identity and building its reputation. They also follow a traditional approach to 

their academics by having a mark based system, writing exams and giving the pupils 

homework. School B is well established and has reputation of providing a quality 

education with excellent academic standards. They do not follow the traditional 

approach to academics in the preparatory school and have done away with the mark-

based system, writing exams and giving the pupils homework. 

5.2.1 Monitoring duties 

School A views the monitoring of teachers and their work as a very important aspect 

of the practices of a HoD, whereas School B hardly mentions anything to do with 

monitoring teachers and checking up to see if they are doing their work sufficiently. 

Contrastingly, School A are more focused on the HoD monitoring the staff, ensuring 

that they are doing what they are supposed to and that they are doing these well, 

whereas School B is more focused on the HoD supporting teachers in successfully 

implementing new strategies and programmes. School B does not explicitly make 

mention of the HoD checking to see if the teachers are doing what they are supposed 

to, however, it is clear that the she is aware of what they are doing because she has 

implemented new initiatives to assist them with their teaching practice. The 
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observation made was that School B is more trusting of their teachers actually doing 

what they have agreed upon. 

5.2.2 Administrative duties 

Although it was mentioned in the previous section under similarities, the conducting of 

meetings also highlights a difference between School A and School B. School A only 

talks about meetings between the deputy principal and HoD as well as the HoD and 

the teachers. The participants from School A did not mention anything about the HoD 

and parent meetings. This does not mean that they do not believe a HoD should be 

engaging with parents, instead it might not be something that they see as a priority on 

the list of HoD practices. What was mentioned was that the deputy principal has been 

dealing with disgruntled parents which indicates that the HoD is bypassed by the 

parents and that they go directly to the deputy principal. This is in contrast with School 

B who explicitly mentions the meetings between parents and the HoD. The HoD is the 

one dealing with disgruntled parents and who calls for meetings with the parents and 

teacher, sometimes even the pupil as well, to discuss the situation and to find a 

solution going forward. 

The participants from School A mentioned the importance of checking pupils’ books, 

checking teachers’ files, moderating and setting assessments, as well as conducting 

class visits. This was not mentioned by the participants of School B who instead 

mentioned the importance of communicating with the parent body with regard to the 

developments within the mathematics department. The participants at School B might 

find this quite relevant to the current situation seeing that they recently made several 

big changes including the introduction of a new mathematics programme, no 

homework or marks, and various other initiatives previously mentioned. The HoD at 

School B also refers to the organising of guest speakers to address the parent body 
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and the teachers in order to provide a better understanding of the idea behind all these 

recent changes.  

It is clear that both schools have vastly different perceptions when it comes to the 

administrative duties of a HoD, with School A being more traditional in their approach 

compared to School B and their alternative approach. 

5.2.3 Curriculum development duties 

As previously mentioned, both schools realise that it is important to constantly develop 

curriculum that will enhance the quality of education offered, but unfortunately have 

polar opposite views about the practices of the HoD when it comes to the curriculum 

development duties of a HoD. 

The principal and the HoD at School A believe that it is important to look at new trends 

and methodologies and to incorporate it into the current curriculum in order to attempt 

to improve teaching practice. Even though they state the importance thereof, there is 

no mention or evidence of it happening at their school. The deputy principal, who is 

head of academics and who has the most influence on the teaching at the school, 

does not even make mention of curriculum development or the role of the HoD with 

regard to this. The HoD is not encouraged to research new trend or methodologies 

nor is he given the freedom to experiment with new ideas or approaches.  

School B has encouraged the HoD to research new approaches and methodologies 

and have provided the HoD with the freedom to attempt these in the classroom. This 

is evident in their no homework policy, no marks policy and the introduction of the 

mathematics programme which is quite different to what they have done in the past. 

With these policies that have been adopted, there has been a need to develop 

alternative assessments and reporting procedures. The HoD was expected to 
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collaborate with other HoDs within the school as well as from other schools to try and 

develop assessments that could align with the no marks policy. They also had to 

develop a new reporting system that would be provide a clear description of the pupil’s 

progress without the use of a percentage. 

Once again, we see how the practices of the HoD at School A revolve around the 

supervisory role which he has been assigned, whereas the practices of the HoD at 

School B revolve around the innovative leadership role which she has been assigned. 

5.2.4 Teacher development duties 

School A and School B have similar views on the importance of teacher professional 

development, but their interpretation thereof is vastly different. School A and School B 

have dedicated teacher professional development days but what these entails is 

completely different to one another. School A uses this time to allow the deputy 

principal the opportunity to sit with the HoD and teachers to focus on the setting of 

assessments, checking reports and marks together, assisting with book checks, and 

looking at different approaches to teaching. Their professional development days are 

very administratively driven and sees the deputy principal almost coaching the HoD 

and staff in how she would do these duties. The HoD has almost no input in these 

days and is expected to see this as a learning opportunity for himself. He is not 

expected to arrange anything on this day as everything is done by the deputy principal. 

In stark contrast, the HoD at School B is expected to not only attend certain teacher 

professional development days arranged by senior managers but to also arrange 

many of these days themselves and to organise guest speakers to address the 

teachers to assist in keeping them abreast with the latest developments in 

mathematics education and improving their own practice.  
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The participants at School A refer mention that the HoD and teachers are encouraged 

to go to cluster meetings as well as roadshows presented by the GDE. They also 

sometimes attend training organised by the IEB, NAPTOSA or ISASA. Many of these 

roadshows are a waste of time according to the participants. It is evident that, although 

School A does encourage its HoD and staff to attend these external professional 

development events, the HoD has almost no input in the selection of which events to 

attend and no real effort is made to find appropriate conferences or workshops that is 

specifically aimed to benefit the HoD or the teachers in the department or address 

specific areas of concern within the teaching corps.  

School B also attends cluster meetings but the HoD is tasked with identifying and 

sending teachers to conferences and workshops that will address specific topics that 

will enhance the practices of the teachers. School B demonstrates a good 

understanding of the difference between internal and external professional 

development and places huge emphasis on the HoD as innovative leader, whereas 

School A’s understanding of external professional development is somewhat skewed 

and there is almost no role for the HoD to fulfil when it comes to teacher professional 

development. 

5.2.5 Challenges experienced 

The only difference between the two case studies in the challenges which they 

experience is the buy in from staff. The HoD at School B mentions that it is often 

difficult to get the staff to buy into an idea or to change their approach which they are 

familiar with. School A did not mention this but as previously stated, there isn’t much 

change happening with regard to alternative teaching approaches. 
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The HoD at School A mentioned that a challenge for him is conflict management. He 

says that he and other HoDs are reluctant to do class visits because there is always 

conflict that goes with it. Teachers feel threatened when the HoD sits in on a lesson 

and they tend to be very defensive when the HoD provides constructive criticism. None 

of the participants at School B made any mention of this. 

5.2.6 Support structures 

The participants at both schools agreed that usually the first port of call for the HoD is 

the deputy principal, however, the HoD at School A unexpectedly mentioned that he 

has found that the HoDs turn to one another for assistance before they approach the 

deputy principal. This was not reported by the participants from School B, instead they 

mentioned that they often rely on their colleagues within their own school, as well as 

from other schools, to assist them in finding solutions to difficulties which they are 

experiencing. School A, on the contrary, did not mention any collaboration initiatives 

with other schools. 

5.3 Findings 

Through the cross-case analysis, it is clear that there are many similar practices which 

both HoDs do, however, these are a superficial set of activities when we look at it in 

the greater scheme of things and in the overall practices of the HoDs. Instead, it is 

what is revealed in the differences in the practices of each HoD where we identify the 

real noteworthy findings. We see that the HoD at School A is tasked with fulfilling a 

monitoring and bureaucratic role and that he is not expected to drive any new 

innovations. He himself is closely monitored and he is tasked with supervising the 

teachers, ensuring that they are keeping up with their administrative duties and that 

they are not falling behind the set schedule. This approach to the practices expected 

of the HoD can be attributed to the current situation in which School A finds itself, 
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where they have recently appointed a new management team who are attempting to 

rebuild the school’s image and improve its reputation as well as the academic standard 

that is being delivered.  

The HoD at School B on the other hand, is tasked with monitoring teaching but 

primarily driving innovation within the school’s mathematics department. She is given 

the freedom to research new trends and methodologies and to incorporate this into 

the teaching. On top of this she is responsible for the professional development of the 

teachers within her department. School B already has a good reputation of delivering 

academic excellence which allows the HoD to build upon that and provides her more 

freedom to explore new methodologies.  

We find that the practices of the two HoDs are determined by the organisational culture 

of the institution as well as by the current state of affairs at the institution and its history. 

It is also clear that senior management has a major influence on the practices of the 

HoDs because they have a mandate which they are working towards fulfilling which in 

turn filters through to middle management who are expected to help achieve this.  

It can therefore be concluded that there is not only one set of practices for mathematics 

HoDs, instead there are many. Two vastly different practices of HoDs were 

encountered in the two case studies above, which leads us to believe that there are 

many more out there and that there is still much to be learned about this topic. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

The researcher set out to determine what the practices of a mathematics head of 

department, in an independent primary school, are perceived to be. Two schools were 

selected based on their proximity to the researcher and their willingness to participate 

in the study. The researcher had difficulty finding documents that describe the 

practices of primary school mathematics HoDs and decided to conduct research to get 

a better perspective on this topic. 

At the beginning of the research, the researcher embarked on a literature review which 

indicated that there were indeed few studies done on this particular topic, especially 

within South Africa, and that most research studies focused on the senior managers 

and their practices instead of the middle managers or HoDs. Most of the research was 

also done in other countries and the research which was conducted in South Africa, 

usually took place within government schools and not independent schools.  

Some of the international research reported that there were certain common practices 

that were found to be associated with the duties of a HoD (Bennett, 1995; Fletcher 

and Bell, 1999; Adey, 2000; Harris, 2000; Busher 2005). These included but were not 

limited to managing and guiding teaching and learning; monitoring and developing 

teacher practices; managing and distributing resources; evaluating learner 

performance and introducing interventions if needed; and keeping up with new 

research and trends in their subjects and relaying it to teachers. Hammersley and 

Fletcher (2002) classify the practices into four key task areas. These are strategic 

direction and development of the subject; teaching and learning; leading and 

managing staff; and the efficient and effective deployment of staff and resources. 

These classifications are quite broad and very general and they do not describe in 
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detail the actual practices that take place under the term of “monitoring and developing 

teachers” or “evaluating learner performance and introducing interventions”, for 

example. These mentioned practices could be broken down into specific practices that 

could vastly differ between schools or from one HoD to another. 

From the two case studies it was clear that much of the practices of the HoDs within 

the two schools participating in the study did generally correspond with the broad 

topics provided by the research discussed in the literature review. What the researcher 

found was that by having two case studies it provided a more detailed insight into the 

practices of the HoDs in their specific school environments. This provided a better 

understanding of why they are employing these specific practices or why they may not 

be employing these specific practices. The research from this study shows two very 

different roles of HoDs which influences their practices. In School A the practices of 

the HoD suggests that the HoD is seen to be fulfilling a supervisory role and that his 

duties are purely set around managing predictability and certainty, hence the HoD 

takes on a monitoring and bureaucratic role. In School B the practices of the HoD 

suggests that the HoD is fulfilling the role of an innovative leader and that her practices 

revolve around maintaining order and stability, but primarily to drive innovation and 

improvement in the quality of education delivered by the school. 

The researcher expected to find a certain set of practices for mathematics HoDs in 

independent primary schools. Instead, what emerged from the research indicates that 

there is not one set of practices of a HoD and that it cannot be assumed that all HoDs 

incorporate the same practices. What we do see is that the practices of the HoD 

depend on the institution and on the role that is inadvertently assigned to the HoD 

based on the current situation in which the institution finds itself in. The vision, mission 
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and the culture of the institution, as well as the approach by senior management, will 

play a major role in what the practices of the HoD at that institution will be.  

The contribution to the literature made by the researcher with this research report is 

that, although there are similarities between the practices of mathematics HoDs within 

the two case studies and the current literature available, the real substance is actually 

in the differences encountered. This report sheds light on two very different practices 

of mathematics HoDs in independent primary schools and leads us to deduce that 

there are many more seeing that we encountered two vastly different practices in two 

case studies. It also leads us to conclude that arguing that there are set practices for 

HoDs is incorrect. Instead it is the school context that will determine the practices of 

HoDs. This finding adds a new dimension to the conceptual framework incorporated 

by the researcher, namely, that school context and culture will have an effect on the 

practices of the HoDs at that particular school. 

Current research on the practices of primary school mathematics HoDs might be able 

to provide us with a general overview of some of the major practices but, in order for 

us to gain a better and more specific understanding of the practices of a HoD, it is 

important for more large scale case studies to be done which will allow us to gain 

insight into the culture of the institutions which will provide the context behind the roles 

and practices of the HoDs at that institution. With this we might gain a better 

understanding of what practices could and should be employed by HoDs, based on 

the culture of the institution in which they find themselves, to improve the quality of 

education provided by that specific institution.  
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Appendix A 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview Schedule: Mathematics HoD 

Thank you for agreeing to talk to me today. I am researching what educators perceive 

the practices of mathematics HoDs to be. I would like to include your input in my 

research. I will use the information you provide to compile a comprehensive report 

which will indicate the findings from my research. 

I have a few questions to ask you, but please understand that you are more than 

welcome to opt out of the research study at any point in time. You will remain 

anonymous and a pseudonym will be used should there be any reference made to our 

conversation. Should I ask a question that you do not wish to answer, then simply say 

“next question”, and I will move on. I will be using a recorder so that I am able to have 

more of a discussion with you rather than having to take notes.  All recordings will be 

destroyed after I have transcribed / written down our conversation. Are you be willing 

to sign the interview and audio-recording consent forms? 

Interview questions 

1. What is your position here at the school and how long have you been in this 

position? 
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2. How long have you been involved with mathematics teaching? 

3. What do you think are the roles and responsibilities of mathematics HoDs in primary 

schools?  

4. What perspectives do you hold about the practices of mathematics HoDs? 

5. What challenges do you think are faced by mathematics HoDs? 

6. What improvements do you believe can be made to enhance the practices of 

mathematics HoDs? 

Conclusion 

7. Do you have any questions or comments for me? 

8. Would you like to return to any of your comments and elaborate, explain or withdraw 

them? 

9. Is there anything else that you would like to say about the perceived practices of 

mathematics HoDs? 

 

Thank you for your time and your input. I really appreciate it. 
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Appendix B 

 

 

 

 

Interview Schedule: Deputy Principal 

Thank you for agreeing to talk to me today. I am researching what educators perceive 

the practices of mathematics HoDs to be. I would like to include your input in my 

research. I will use the information you provide to compile a comprehensive report 

which will indicate the findings from my research. 

I have a few questions to ask you, but please understand that you are more than 

welcome to opt out of the research study at any point in time. You will remain 

anonymous and a pseudonym will be used should there be any reference made to our 

conversation. Should I ask a question that you do not wish to answer, then simply say 

“next question”, and I will move on. I will be using a recorder so that I am able to have 

more of a discussion with you rather than having to take notes.  All recordings will be 

destroyed after I have transcribed / written down our conversation. Are you be willing 

to sign the interview and audio-recording consent forms? 

Interview questions 

1. What is your position here at the school and how long have you been in this 

position? 

2. What experience do you have with regards to the teaching of mathematics? 
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3. What do you think are the roles and responsibilities of mathematics HoDs in primary 

schools?  

4. What perspectives do you hold about the practices of mathematics HoDs? 

5. What challenges do you think are faced by mathematics HoDs? 

6. What improvements do you believe can be made to enhance the practices of 

mathematics HoDs? 

Conclusion 

7. Do you have any questions or comments for me? 

8. Would you like to return to any of your comments and elaborate, explain or withdraw 

them? 

9. Is there anything else that you would like to say about the perceived practices of 

mathematics HoDs? 

 

Thank you for your time and your input. I really appreciate it. 
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Appendix C 

 

 

 

 

Interview Schedule: Principal 

Thank you for agreeing to talk to me today. I am researching what educators perceive 

the practices of mathematics HoDs to be. I would like to include your input in my 

research. I will use the information you provide to compile a comprehensive report 

which will indicate the findings from my research. 

I have a few questions to ask you, but please understand that you are more than 

welcome to opt out of the research study at any point in time. You will remain 

anonymous and a pseudonym will be used should there be any reference made to our 

conversation. Should I ask a question that you do not wish to answer, then simply say 

“next question”, and I will move on. I will be using a recorder so that I am able to have 

more of a discussion with you rather than having to take notes.  All recordings will be 

destroyed after I have transcribed / written down our conversation. Are you be willing 

to sign the interview and audio-recording consent forms? 

Interview questions 

1. What is your position here at the school and how long have you been in this 

position? 

2. What experience do you have with regards to the teaching of mathematics? 
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3. What do you think are the roles and responsibilities of mathematics HoDs in primary 

schools?  

4. What perspectives do you hold about the practices of mathematics HoDs? 

5. What challenges do you think are faced by mathematics HoDs? 

6. What improvements do you believe can be made to enhance the practices of 

mathematics HoDs? 

Conclusion 

7. Do you have any questions or comments for me? 

8. Would you like to return to any of your comments and elaborate, explain or withdraw 

them? 

9. Is there anything else that you would like to say about the perceived practices of 

mathematics HoDs? 

 

Thank you for your time and your input. I really appreciate it. 
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