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Abstract. The prioritization of quality education, especially in science 
and in mathematics, positions effective teaching and learning as a major 
school leadership goal. Effective curriculum implementation hinges on 
power dynamics in schools; this puts distributed leadership in the 
spotlight. Heads of departments (HoDs) are important role players in 
the distributed leadership structures of schools. This qualitative case 
study explored the roles of HoDs in four South African high schools to 
determine how opportunities were created for teaching and learning 
science and mathematics in the context of distributed leadership. 
Unstructured interviews were conducted with 13 participants.  The 
findings show that, in distributed leadership structures, HoDs in science 
and mathematics played the roles of instructional leaders; school-based 
subject and classroom specialists; and that they were accountable for 
learner performance in their departments. Their actions supported other 
players in school leadership, including teachers in the classroom and 
principals, to improve teaching and learning through distributed 
leadership structures. We recommend that further studies explore and 
compare how HoDs navigate the complexities of their roles in different 
school contexts.   
 
Keywords: Distributed leadership; Head of Department; Professional 
development; Science and mathematics 

 
 
 
 



40 

 

©2020 The authors and IJLTER.ORG. All rights reserved. 

1. Introduction 
The positive outcome of the relationship between effective school leadership and 
school improvement is currently embedded in education policies and research 
across the globe (Botha & Triegaardt, 2014; Harris, 2003; Harris, 2013; Harris & 
Spillane, 2008; Harris, Day, Hopkins, Hadfield, Hargreaves & Chapman, 2013; 
Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 2020). The positive outcome emanates from the 
influence of school leaders on learning outcomes. This claim aligns with the 
assertion that ineffective leadership is one of many factors that contribute to 
underperformance in South African public schools (Kirori & Dickinson, 2020). In 
effect, poor instructional leadership could be among the causes of poor 
performance in a school (Seobi & Wood, 2016). The significance of this assertion 
explains why teacher leadership is increasingly becoming prominent in research 
that focuses on school improvement initiatives (Bipath & Nkabinde, 2018; De 
Lima, 2008). In recent years, the focus has been on distributed leadership, 
because it allows different voices to prevail in the leadership structure and to use 
a variety of human capital in a school to achieve a common goal. Rather than 
attributing school successes to the heroic acts of individuals, distributed 
leadership allows the roles and contributions of all other actors to be considered 
and recognized (Spillane, 2006). Unlike traditional notions of leadership that is 
“premised upon an individual managing hierarchical systems and structures, 
distributed leadership is a form of collective leadership in which teachers 
develop expertise by working collaboratively” (Harris, 2003, p.11). The roles of 
every individual, both formal and informal, are resources that contribute 
significantly to the achievement of set goals (Harris & Spillane, 2008). According 
to Bush (2018a), distributed leadership provides an opportunity to empower 
teachers in developing their leadership capabilities. Therefore, it is important to 
recognize what teachers, heads of departments (HoDs), deputy principals and 
principals do in their capacities and collectively to contribute to school 
improvement. Hence, this study explored HoDs’ roles in advancing science and 
mathematics through the distributed leadership framework. 
 
It is important to explore and to understand more about the leadership practices 
of HoDs in the distributed leadership structures and to understand the impact of 
their daily activities on the improvement of teaching and learning in science and 
mathematics. Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2001, p. 24) noted that 
“leadership involves the identification, acquisition, allocation, coordination, and 
use of the social, material, and cultural resources necessary to establish the 
conditions for the possibility of teaching and learning.” This assertion justifies 
our focus on the roles undertaken by HoDs to enhance opportunities for science 
and mathematics teaching and learning in selected South African high schools. 
This claim is also a response to the plea by Spillane et al. (2001) for more inquiry 
that deviates from school leadership structures as such, to interrogate and to 
understand leadership as a practice which, according to Raelin (2016), is not 
about the traits and behaviors of particular individuals, but about what should 
occur in practice. Raelin (2016) sees leadership as a collective effort that aims to 
accomplish a common goal; it is not merely about what an individual thinks and 
does. Therefore, the study focused on exploring this practicality in selected 
South African high schools. 
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In South Africa, there is growing evidence that schools make use of distributed 
leadership structures that vary in effectiveness (Sibanda, 2017). Regarding 
science and mathematics, Tsakeni and Jita (2017) highlighted the role of teachers, 
who have traditionally been regarded as followers of school leadership for 
classroom improvement. This resonates with Leithwood et al. (2020) who guide 
us to investigate what HoDs do as curriculum leaders and not to explore the 
practice of distributed leadership itself. We ask the following question: Which 
roles do HoDs play to advance science and mathematics teaching and learning 
in selected South African high schools? 

 

2. Literature review 
Considering the link between science, mathematics, and employability, and the 
impact of mathematics on the workplace (Durrani & Tariq, 2012), efforts are 
being made to improve its teaching and learning globally and in South Africa. 
However, poor performance in mathematics in South Africa is, for example, 
cause for concern.  This prompts research and policy initiatives on ways to 
improve teaching and learning (Nel & Luneta, 2017). To ensure an improvement 
in the teaching and learning of school subjects, including mathematics, 
instructional leadership becomes paramount (Zuze & Juan, 2018). However, 
Zuze and Juan (2018, p. 459) caution that there are “distinct relationships 
between school leadership and management and academic achievement based 
on the socio-economic status of learner bodies.” 
  
Notably, due to the rapidly changing nature of the school environment 
characterized by increasing student enrolment and increasing workload (Harris 
& Spillane, 2008; Samancioglu et al., 2020), principals are progressively 
delegating powers to deputy principals and particularly to HoDs, who direct 
and monitor instruction (Rosenfeld, Ehrich & Cranston 2009. The delegation of 
key roles to HoDs is part of the drive by the South African education system to 
improve teaching and learning (Bambi, 2012). Patterson et al. (2020) consider 
that this drive could rewrite a school’s performance history provided that it is 
implemented effectively. In an attempt to emphasize the roles of HoDs, 
Syomwene (2018) identified educational supervision and leadership as 
ingredients that are instrumental in ensuring quality curriculum 
implementation. HoDs, as specialists in the subject areas in which they play 
leadership roles, are expected to direct and monitor instruction, which includes 
providing relevant support and guidance to teachers (Mpisane, 2015; 
Syomwene, 2018). HoDs are expected to provide motivation and to act as role 
models for teachers by establishing good interpersonal and working 
relationships (Bipath & Nkabinde, 2018; Ogina, 2017).  
 
Theoretically, HoDs have a great responsibility to monitor and supervise 
instruction, though this is not the case in all school contexts (Weller Jr, 2001). 
Mokoena (2017, p. 284) reported that HoDs perform multiple roles in their quest 
to ensure effective curriculum delivery, of which some are visible in various 
school contexts. Some of these roles involve inquiry-based decisions, reflective 
practice, and broad-based skillful collaboration. Although the actual impact of 
supervising instruction could be debatable, there is no doubt that, when 
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properly conducted, it can have a positive influence on learner performance 
(Ankoma-Sey & Maina, 2016; Patterson et al., 2020), on teacher professional 
practices, and on school climate (Abreh, 2018; Ma & Marion, 2019). However, 
this is only possible when supervision is used to identify impending challenges, 
to provide relevant guidance and support, and not as a punitive apparatus 
(Mpisane, 2015; Syomwene, 2018).  
 
Fundamentally, HoDs perform administrative and pedagogic roles to improve 
learner performance in specific subjects—roles that are distinct in successful 
schools (Farchi & Tubin, 2019). Based on a Portuguese experience, De Lima 
(2008, p. 163) identifies three major roles of HoDs, namely: (1) ensuring 
curriculum integration through the promotion of cooperation among 
department members, and between the department and other organizational 
units of the school; (2) ensuring the coordination of department members’ 
pedagogy and student assessment practices; and (3) identifying department 
members’ training needs and promoting their adequate school-based in-service 
training.  
 
The phenomenon of teacher leadership which is embedded in the distributed 
leadership framework became prominent in South Africa after 1994. Teacher 
leadership was intended as a strategy to democratize schools and to introduce a 
collaborative approach to school management; it was regarded as a tool that 
could transform South African schools in the new democratic dispensation 
(Grant, 2016). The journey towards participatory decision-making in schools, 
despite its gains, was marred by several challenges, among which were power 
struggles (Mncube, 2009; Mokoena, 2011).  Principals saw themselves “as 
managers and not as instructional leaders” (Taole, 2013, p.  75). Recent research 
shows that distributed leadership practices are visible in well-resourced and 
under-resourced South African schools (Du Plessis, 2016). Distributed leadership 
gives HoDs, as instructional leaders, the authority to prioritize the monitoring of 
teachers’ duties. Nel and Luneta (2017) identify the following consequences of 
teacher monitoring: an improvement in the way mathematics content is 
disseminated, better instructional and lesson planning skills, and more teacher 
collaboration. The foregoing discussions indicate that considerably more needs 
to be known about distributed leadership; hence we contribute to the ongoing 
discourses by exploring the roles played by HoDs to advance the teaching and 
learning of science and mathematics in selected South African high schools. 

 

3. Theoretical framework 
This paper uses a theoretical lens that defines distributed leadership as an 
interactive web consisting of leaders, followers, and the situation (Spillane, 
Halverson & Diamond, 2004). According to Spillane et al. (2004), leadership does 
not reside in any of these three components, but the components viewed 
together facilitate the process of leadership. Therefore, coming from a 
perspective where school leadership is not considered to be centered on 
individuals, Spillane et al. (2004) define distributed leadership as a practice that 
involves leaders, followers, and their situation.  In this paper, leadership is 
distributed among science and mathematics HoDs, who exert influence in their 



43 

 

©2020 The authors and IJLTER.ORG. All rights reserved. 

departments; on the teachers (the followers); on other stakeholders, such as 
positional leaders in the school; and on the situation, which is to advance 
teaching and learning in the science and mathematics classrooms. This 
distributed leadership structure enabled the exploration of interactions among 
the HoDs, the teachers, and other stakeholders, and the process of improving 
teaching and learning in science and mathematics. Despite the significance of 
distributed leadership in education establishments and its potential for 
implementation (sometimes informally in different spaces with immeasurable 
results), its complete recognition and application are still to be fully realized. 
Hence, Spillane et al. (2001) advocated more research that will help us to 
understand how distributed leadership structures influence the day-to-day 
running of schools. However, the process needs to deviate from concentrating 
on definitions and perceptions of distributed leadership, to exploring actual 
leadership practices in schools (Harris, 2003). This explains why Thorpe et al. 
(2011, p. 241) argued that distributed leadership should emphasize “conjoint 
actions rather than role or position.” Van Ameijde et al. (2009, p. 766) added that 
“leadership is a shared influence process to which several individuals contribute 
[and] … arises from the interactions of diverse individuals which together form 
a group or network in which essential expertise is a dispersed quality.” 
 
At the core of distributed leadership should be how and why school leaders, 
including HoDs, do certain things (Spillane et al., 2001) and their implications. In 
this paper, the focus is on what HoDs do to enhance school improvement. 
Effective distributed leadership prevails when what is shared is identifiable and 
has glaring implications, not only for those working at schools (including 
teachers) but also for school outcomes and learner performance (Harris, 2013). In 
retrospect, effective curriculum implementation reflects how well HoDs perform 
their duties to monitor and to direct instruction. Owing to the positive impact of 
distributed leadership, teacher motivation and job satisfaction are some of the 
expected outcomes (Samancioglu et al., 2020), although distributed leadership is 
not a “magic potion” for all the challenges faced by individual schools (Harris, 
2003).  
 
It is important to note that unique and unavoidable factors may affect the 
outcomes of the distributed leadership roles exhibited by HoDs in individual 
school spaces. Bambi (2012) noted that the expected roles of HoDs may be 
actualized in different ways, due to the uneven power distribution in some 
school contexts. Hence, Christie et al. (2010) argued that context is among the 
factors which influence leadership effectiveness and school organizational 
capacity. Such assumptions do not mean that schools experiencing 
socioeconomic challenges cannot implement distributed leadership effectively.  
 

4. Method 
This qualitative case study researched the phenomenon (Creswell, 2014) on roles 
that school HoDs play to promote science and mathematics through the 
distributed leadership framework. This phenomenon was explored through data 
collected during unstructured interviews in four high schools. Two of these 
schools were suburban and two were township schools selected for 
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triangulation. Although the interview questions were not prearranged, the 
researchers referred to common themes that emerged from the literature to 
generate open-ended questions. These were followed up by probing to generate 
data that consisted of in-depth and thick descriptions by the participants 
(Mathers et al., 1998). The suburban schools were located in a high 
socioeconomic status neighborhood in the Tshwane South district of South 
Africa. The two township schools were selected from neighborhoods of low 
socioeconomic status in Tshwane West. The inclusion of schools from the low 
socio-economic district provided an opportunity to understand how distributed 
leadership is implemented in disadvantaged schools that also face other 
leadership challenges (Sibanda, 2017). The study was delimited by the choice of 
a qualitative case study design that focused on a phenomenon that was explored 
through the use of the four high schools selected from the city of Tshwane in 
South Africa, as described above. Although the findings of this study contribute 
to the literature on the role of HoDs in science and mathematics classroom 
improvement, they cannot be generalized.   
 
Unstructured interviews are appropriate for exploring complex human 
experiences (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). The unstructured interviews were 
guided by questions related to the following topics: (1) monitoring instruction, 
(2) ensuring improved classroom practice in science and mathematics, (3) 
providing support to science and mathematics teachers, and (4) the roles of 
HoDs in the broader distributed leadership structures of the schools. Table 1 
provides a summary of indicators and key questions that were used as probes. 
 

Table 1: Summary of interview schedule indicators and key questions 

Indicators Key questions 

(1) Monitoring instruction Question 1: Which processes are put in place to make sure that 
teaching and learning are effective in science/ mathematics 
classrooms? 
Question 2: Who is responsible for making sure that teaching 
and learning are effective in science/ mathematics classrooms? 
Which monitoring tools are used? Which roles do HoDs play? 

(2) Ensuring improved 
classroom practice in science 
and mathematics 

Question 3: What does the school do to improve the teaching 
and learning of science and/or mathematics? 
Question 4: Who is responsible for the improvement of 
teaching and learning? What are the specific roles of the people 
who are responsible for the improvement of teaching and 
learning? 

(3) Providing support to 
science and mathematics 
teachers 

Question 5: What kind of support is available to teachers for 
teaching science and mathematics? 
Question 6: Who provides support? 
Question 7: How often is the support provided? Is the support 
sufficient? 

(4) The roles of HoDs in the 
broader distributed leadership 
structures of the schools. 

Question 8: What are the duties and the roles of science and 
mathematics HoDs in the school? 
Question 9: How do science/mathematics HoDs support the 
teaching and learning of science and mathematics? 
Question 10: How are the science/mathematics HoDs 
supported by other stakeholders at the school as they lead their 
departments? 
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The 13 participants were allowed to provide narratives freely and emerging 
issues were followed up using cues (Mathers et al., 1998). Through the 
purposeful sampling technique, 13 participants from the four schools, which are 
identified as schools A, B, C, and D, were approached; they agreed to take part 
in the study and they were interviewed. The participants were chosen because 
they formed part of the distributed leadership structures of the schools in the 
teaching of science and mathematics. The criteria, therefore, suited the 
exploration of the phenomenon and therefore the focus was not necessarily the 
characteristics of the participants. Table 2 presents the 13 participants in the 
study and the criteria for selection.  

Table 2: Participant summary and selection criteria 

 

Textual data were generated from the participants’ narratives. The data were 
analyzed through conventional qualitative content analysis techniques which 
entailed several steps starting with the reading of the data texts, putting labels 
on the texts (open-coding), and grouping emerging concepts into larger clusters 
called categories. The categories were furthermore grouped into themes that 
emerged from the data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The frequent mention of the 
role played by HODs to ensure that the curriculum policy was adhered to in 
science and mathematics teaching and learning, resulting in the emergence of 

School Participants Criteria for selection 

A 
Suburban 

Principal Positional leader and part of the distributed 
leadership structure 

Mathematics teacher Subject teacher and part of the distributed leadership 
structure 

Physical Science 
teacher 

Subject teacher and part of the distributed leadership 
structure 

Science and 
Mathematics HoD 

Department leader, subject teacher, and part of the 
distributed leadership structure 

B 
Suburban 

Principal Positional leader and part of the distributed 
leadership structure 

Mathematics teacher Subject teacher and part of the distributed leadership 
structure 

Science and 
Mathematics HoD 

Department leader, subject teacher, and part of the 
distributed leadership structure 

Physical Science 
teacher 

Subject teacher and part of the distributed leadership 
structure 

C 
Township 

Deputy principal Positional leader and part of the distributed 
leadership structure 

Science and 
Mathematics HoD 

Department leader, subject teacher, and part of the 
distributed leadership structure 

D 
Township 

Principal Positional leader and part of the distributed 
leadership structure 

Deputy principal  Positional leader and part of the distributed 
leadership structure 

Science and 
Mathematics HoD 

Department leader, subject teacher, and part of the 
distributed leadership structure 
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the theme, "curriculum implementation guidance." The use of the four topics in 
Table 1 in an unstructured manner allowed for inductive data analysis from 
which themes emerged, as explained above. 
 

5. Findings and discussions 
This section presents and explains the findings. The paper explored the roles 
played by HoDs in promoting the teaching and learning of science and 
mathematics in selected South African high schools. Findings show that 
distributed leadership provided room for accountability in the teaching and 
learning situation, as teachers had to report to HoDs and, in turn, HoDs had to 
report to either a deputy principal or to a principal. Therefore, HoDs paid 
attention to what teachers did and found ways and means to assist them to do 
better since teachers’ performance was a critical aspect in HoD reports. These 
findings contribute to existing literature advocating schools’ serious engagement 
in distributed leadership practices, which is based on advantages accrued from 
the convergence of human capital, effective monitoring, and supervision of 
instruction. Three main themes emerged from the findings: (1) curriculum 
implementation guidance, (2) monitoring of instruction and forging 
collaboration, and (3) teacher professional development.    

 
5.1 Curriculum implementation guidance 
Curriculum implementation constitutes the core function of school HoDs 
(Atieno et al., 2018) who daily engage with teachers. Curriculum 
implementation in the classroom is the yardstick of success for any education 
policy initiative. The HoD for mathematics and sciences at School C explained 
how HoDs are instrumental in curriculum implementation to ensure that policy 
expectations are met: 

It is to see to it that the syllabus as prescribed by the Department is 
covered and that the educators are comfortable with the subject they are 
teaching, and to check their performance and to analyze their 
performance. Analyze the results and see where there is a need for 
intervention - that is my role. (HoD, School C) 

Interventions assisted HoDs in identifying challenges faced by teachers and in 
providing alternative solutions by using varied mechanisms to ensure smooth 
curriculum delivery. The HoD at School B shared similar sentiments about the 
value of interventions to ensure the standardization of content knowledge, to 
smooth lesson delivery, and to improve classroom practices. The HoD said that 
intervention is, 

to look at the standard of teaching and learning of everybody, I must 
make sure that all the teachers know the content, they can discipline the 
learners and empathize with the learners… the standards of learning is 
very important so the whole story is [on] a high standard and that is 
about it. (HoD, School B) 

 
Different approaches to curriculum implementation emerged from diverse 
school contexts. The mathematics teacher at School A revealed that the HoD had 
established formal and informal structures to check the pulse of individual 
teachers regarding curriculum implementation. This teacher, however, 
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cautioned that the HoD’s supervision machinery focused more on teachers 
teaching Grade 12 since these teachers engaged in more revision activities to 
prepare learners for their exit level examinations. Furthermore, the mathematics 
teacher at School A explained how the HoD had intensified the monitoring and 
supervision of instruction in Grades 11 and 12 to improve learner performance: 

If we are teaching Grades 11 and 12, it’s a must every day, before we go 
to teach this concept every day you report to the office to indicate how 
far you are with a concept, if we are behind the HoD may ask you to do 
extra classes. But that only happens when we are teaching Grade 11 and 
12. (Mathematics teacher, School A) 

 

When HoDs are constantly in touch with teachers, HoDs are alert and they are 
informed by feedback from teachers about what they do or fail to do in the 
classroom. Being informed is important because teachers are autonomous in 
their classrooms but accountable to the HoD, whose intervention creates room 
for efficacy (see McLean, 2013; Van Ameijde et al., 2009). Since HoDs are 
specialists in the subjects that they lead, their competence advantages them to 
determine whether teachers are on track or whether they are demonstrating 
deficiency and need assistance. Syomwene (2018) and Vanblaere and Devos 
(2018) corroborate that when HoDs monitor and coach teachers in specific 
subject areas, there is accountability and the likelihood of positive implications 
for teacher quality, improved classroom practices, and learner performance. 
Besides, when teachers report to HoDs before lessons, it ensures accountability 
(Harris, 2005; McLean, 2013). Consequently, it becomes easy for the HoD to 
know when a teacher is absent and to arrange for a replacement. The HoD at 
School C provided evidence of how absent teachers were replaced by checking 
the timetables of all the teachers present in the discipline to establish their 
availability during that period. One of the HoD’s jobs was to find replacement 
teachers in times of need: 

I go to that class, or I check the timetables—because I always have the 
timetables for other teachers from my department. I will just see during 
that period if any teachers are free, then we will request a teacher to go 
and replace the teacher. (HoD, School C) 

 
However, the HoD explained that in critical situations, where a substitute 
teacher with expertise in the specific subject area was unavailable due to 
timetable clashes, they adopted the peer teaching methodology to ensure that 
learning took place. In this case, any other teacher at the school would go to the 
classroom to “babysit” the learners and to ensure that those learners continue 
working in the subject while teaching one another in the process. The impact of 
this approach on curriculum implementation speaks for itself when compared to 
a situation analysis of a scenario in School D, where negative consequences 
caused by a lack of intervention were obvious. The physical science teacher at 
School D said: 

Teachers sometimes might not [be] there in class then learners will start 
to relax when we get into the class when they haven’t done anything, it’s 
a little difficult for them to make sense of the subject matter by 
themselves. (Physical science teacher, School D). 
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Also, HoDs supported curriculum implementation by ensuring that teachers 
integrate technology when they delivered their lessons. Syomwene (2018) 
considered technology as fundamental in an era where constant technological 
advance warrants increased teacher adaptability in the classroom. The HoD at 
School B elucidated: 

We use laptops and projectors here so I see to it that everything is intact, 
ensuring that all learners in a grade get the same work, the same slides 
which they show [to] the children and their homework that they have to 
do…we send each other emails or even Whatsapp. (HoD, School B) 

 

Efforts such as these indicate how HoDs as instructional leaders in distributed 
leadership structures contributed to promoting opportunities for teaching and 
learning in science and mathematics. 
 
5.2 Monitoring instruction and forging collaboration 
Monitoring instruction is an important tool that guarantees effective teaching 
and learning; monitoring manifests in the form of informal or unplanned class 
visits (Mpisane, 2015). HoDs used classroom visits to observe what teachers did 
and to identify possible gaps that required their assistance. HoDs were 
specialists in the subject areas in which they served as instructional leaders 
(Spillane et al., 2001; Syomwene, 2018). The HoD at School C clarified the use of 
relevant skills to monitor and direct teachers in achieving subject-specific 
objectives:  

If work is not done, there must be a reason why this was not done. You 
have to find out why what are the challenges, why was this not 
done?…If according to the syllabus, we are supposed to be at week 10 
and the teacher according to the work schedule – [and] according to the 
work brochure, [it] is in week eight, the teacher must account [on] what 
happened to those two weeks. (HoD, School C) 

 
This explanation aligns with the assertion that HoDs can determine the level of 
teacher planning and identify impending challenges by observing lesson 
delivery during class visits (Ampofo et al., 2019). Accordingly, they create spaces 
for improvement.  
 
In the context of distributed leadership, the collaboration aims to filter down 
leadership responsibilities to teachers, who are generally expected to exercise 
some form of autonomy in their classrooms. A collaborative process promotes 
peer mentoring among teachers. This process also leads to accountability, which 
guides the route to educational performance (Harris, 2005). Accountability 
guarantees an improvement in teaching and learning. Although the HoD for 
science at School B had such a heavy administrative and teaching load (see 
Mashapa, 2019) that he could only visit each teacher twice a year, arrangements 
for teacher-teacher class visits existed as a form of collaboration and 
encouragement among teachers. Following this arrangement, each teacher 
needed to be visited by a colleague eight times a year. Teachers reported that 
they had reaped immeasurable benefits. This procedure is consistent with 
Spillane’s (2001, p. 27) view of distributed leadership in a school context. He 
stated that “efforts to improve instruction that target more interactions among 
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more elements of the instructional unit may be more effective.” Hence, 
Syomwene (2018) encourages the use of class visits as a developmental 
opportunity for teachers, not for fault finding. However, even when the 
intention is not fault-finding, some teachers are suspicious and uncooperative, as 
is the case in some South African schools (Du Plessis, 2016).  
 
However, the HoD at School C declared that when teachers fail to do their work, 
a harsh tone is required “to find out what were the reasons.” This approach does 
not question teacher capacity nor does it take away their autonomy. Instead, it 
intends to ensure the requisite accountability for effective, distributed 
leadership. Participants reported that class visits generally improved teaching 
and learning because they constantly put them under pressure to keep up with 
work demands to avoid queries from management. It is noteworthy that the 
pressure caused by class visits also helped teachers to develop professionally; an 
idea that aligns with Mpisane (2015). Teacher output is likely to increase when 
HoDs intensify the monitoring and supervision of lesson planning processes and 
delivery through class visits (Ampofo et al., 2019). Evidence confirms that, when 
teachers’ lesson plans are not monitored, laxity may set in with negative 
consequences to the quality of teaching and learning (Munje, 2018).  
 
Furthermore, when teachers agree and collaborate, they share knowledge and 
find themselves on the same page. Thus, standardization is ensured as a viable 
way to raise teaching and learning standards at schools (Harris, 2005). The 
multiple roles of HoDs include forging collaborative engagements among 
teachers that assist in developing their collective expertise (Harris, 2003). De 
Lima (2008) considers this a sign of effective distributed leadership, which is 
visible in schools where quality education is a priority (Mpisane, 2015). The HoD 
for mathematics at School A corroborated this claim:  

I will tell them today we do this, and we have the same textbook and we 
have the same lessons. But you are not allowed if you’ve got Grade 
[twelves’] to do something with your learners and you don’t tell other 
Grade 12 teachers, you are not allowed to give them examples if you 
don’t present to other teachers, so we work very closely together. (HoD, 
School A) 

 
Additionally, in an attempt to monitor and support instruction, HoDs assist 
teachers to resolve classroom challenges, including learner misconduct. The 
HoD at School C explained: “There are many challenges inside the classrooms, where 
some learners are not well behaved. So, if they report such learners, we have to take steps 
and then assist…..  
 
The supposition is that such intervention measures indicated the existence of 
accountability at the school, which is an important element of distributed 
leadership, and confirmed the authority of teachers in the classroom. The HoD 
at School C further explained: 

They don’t report every case, some things they must be handled as class 
teachers in class, but they only report cases which they can’t handle in 
class. For instance, if a learner is continuously late if a learner is 
continuously not doing their work. They bring such learners to me…I 
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try to find out the reasons why the learners are behaving that way. 
(HoD, School C)  

 
This HoD reiterated that in situations where interventions aimed at resolving 
learner misconduct failed, they had solicited parental assistance, often with 
impressive results. Common causes of learner misconduct included late coming 
and failure to do homework.  
 
Similarly, HoDs monitored teachers to ensure that those teaching the same 
grades and specific subjects were on the same page. The HoD for science at 
School B saw this as a form of standardization, “I check their assessment tasks, 
pre-moderation, and post-moderation and I make sure that everything is [on a] 
standard.”  The role of the HoD, therefore, is to ensure that there is 
accountability and that teachers are in line with the program set for the 
completion of the syllabus (Bush, 2018b). Besides, the principal at School D 
explicated a trend of checks and balances that was aimed at ensuring 
standardization among teachers, which could lead to improved learner 
performance: 

They must check if the teacher has some challenges and give them 
support … to see the work of the children and make sure that [the] 
teacher relates well [with] the students, and there is a successful 
outcome from the teacher-learner relationship in the classroom, in terms 
of the learner results in the class. The HoD has to support the teachers 
and to moderate their work. (Principal, School D)  

 
The HoD at School C corroborated that such interventions have the potential to 
provide a positive direction for teaching and learning because constant checks 
conducted by teachers, who teach similar grades and subjects, ensure content 
alignment and standardization. HoDs also checked teachers’ files to ensure 
efficacy. The deputy principal at School C explained that controlling educators’ 
files gave HoDs a better understanding of how teachers did their daily planning, 
of their preparedness and effectiveness during lessons, and of learners’ results, 
which ought to be a true reflection of good planning and lesson delivery. From 
this information, HoDs were able to determine teachers’ successes, challenges, 
and the nature of assistance required individually or collectively. Ampofo et al. 
(2019) support the supervision of teachers’ planning by HoDs because planning 
is an individual responsibility that has a great deal of influence on teaching and 
learning (Naicker & Mestry, 2013).  
 
In addition to monitoring and directing instruction, HoDs also played a 
coordinating role, by acting as coordinators between teachers, deputy principals, 
and principals to ensure effective curriculum implementation and an 
improvement in learner performance (Du Plessis & Eberlein, 2018; Harris, 2003). 
Hence, when HoDs are unable to resolve certain challenges faced by teachers, 
they ask for the assistance of deputy principals. This is usually only needed 
when they have exhausted all alternative avenues to resolve the problem. The 
HoD at School C reported:  

We check the teachers’ work and when we are aware of some of the 
challenges, we call the teacher. Then we advise and we recommend what 
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could be done. But sometimes if the problem persists, that is when we 
involve the deputy principal—as to say – this is how far I’ve gone with 
this teacher, but there is nothing we are achieving, can you assist? 
(HoD, School C) 

 
Furthermore, this HoD explained how collaboration with the principal 
overcomes unforeseen setbacks that are, for example, caused by teacher 
absenteeism. He indicated that “[i]f there is a teacher in your department who is 
not in, you have to report to your principal … so that we can find a 
replacement.” This procedure offers evidence that distributed leadership does 
not render those in formal leadership roles redundant, as they are required to 
oversee the overall functionality of the institution through certain forms of 
interventions to “hold the pieces together” (Harris, 2003, p. 11).  
 
It is worth noting that the ability of HoDs to successfully monitor and support 
instruction in schools is based on their accessibility. The physical science teacher 
at School B commented that the HoD’s open-door policy created supportive 
spaces for effective curriculum implementation: “We have meetings every week 
with her … her door is always open for any problem or questions. Every time we 
have a problem, we go to her. So, she is there in a supportive role for us.” Similar 
sentiments about the HoD’s role were echoed by the mathematics teacher at 
School B: “Whatever you need, he is fantastic, he helps us a lot and we meet 
every Thursday morning and in that meeting, we will ask anything and he is just 
ready to help.” This sentiment reiterates the role of HoDs in supporting 
instruction despite their multiple responsibilities.  
 
Because HoDs also teach, they make considerable sacrifices to balance 
administrative duties and their teaching load. In response to a question on how 
HoDs balance their administration and their teaching load, the HoD at School C 
said, 

Eish, it’s tough but we try to balance. We usually do administrative 
work in the afternoon. It needs some sacrifice. Usually we as HoD’s, we 
remain here when the school knocks off at fourteen thirty in the 
afternoon. We usually remain behind until 15:30. Yeah until 15:30. We 
sacrifice one hour most of the time so that we can do admin work. 
Because there is not much time to do admin work and also teach. So we 
try, we sacrifice our time. (HoD, School C) 

 

Tapala et al. (2020) and Jacobs et al. (2016) agree that HoDs face challenges, 
including time constraints, as they maneuver between administrative tasks and 
their teaching workloads. They are often required to work extra hours and 
during weekends, which sometimes leads to burnout and which could have a 
knock-on effect on the quality of their work. 
 
5.3 Teacher professional development 
The inadequate capacity of teachers appointed to senior positions (Mbhalati & 
Jita, 2018), renders teacher professional development a fundamental tool to close 
existing gaps and to ensure efficacy. Teacher professional development enables 
teachers to acquire new skills (Du Plessis, 2016) and to enhance their competence 
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and confidence (Harris, 2003), which leads to effective curriculum 
implementation (Syomwene, 2018). In addition to guiding new teachers about a 
school’s culture, it improves learner performance, motivates teachers, and 
guarantees job satisfaction (Syomwene, 2018). In an environment where effective 
distributed leadership prevails, teacher professional development becomes part 
of the core functions of the HoD. Schools B and D had school cultures that 
warranted HoDs to develop new teachers professionally: 

Yeah, you see that’s part of the school’s culture, so mainly the head of 
the department…will be involved in orientating the new staff members, 
various science teachers, and through that, we are upholding the culture 
of science in our schools through the younger teachers. We try to develop 
them well. (Principal, School B) 
 

If the teacher is new, they [HoDs] must orientate that teacher; they must 
show what is expected from the teacher and how everything is going 
on…the HoDs must ensure that the teacher preparation is well 
conducted. (Deputy Principal, School D) 

 

Although professional development is not a novel practice in South African high 
schools, Ajani (2019) endorses the need for proper structuring to ensure its 
efficacy in all school contexts, so that it meets the needs of individual teachers in 
the classroom.  
 
Furthermore, in the view of the physical science teacher at School A, teacher 
professional development empowers teachers widely by covering different 
aspects, based on individual needs. For example, training could assist teachers to 
develop the types of questions in which they are deficient and in which they 
need assistance. In the process, HoDs can identify unexploited teacher potentials 
and they can provide professional development to assist them in developing to 
their full potential. The science teacher at School A clarified that “sometimes the 
development is quite good which means that they have the ability, but they are 
not spending a lot of time studying to know the basics.” In this case, the 
applicable professional development approach should aim to improve the 
classroom practice of the teachers concerned. In a Ghanaian study, Abreh (2018) 
found that, when teachers have professional development opportunities that 
could ameliorate existing challenges, teaching and learning in science and 
mathematics are likely to improve.  
 
Additionally, HoDs engaged in follow-up sessions with teachers after class visits 
to provide professional development in response to challenges that they 
observed. This resulted in the improvement of classroom practices and learner 
performance (Musyoka et al., 2017). The science HoD at School B said, “I discuss 
my visit with the teachers … , we sit around the table and I just say I saw that 
maybe you can do better, maybe you can teach the subject in this manner or this 
and that.”  
 
In the same vein, the school principal at School A explained how the HoD, as an 
instructional leader in the distributed leadership framework, conducted quality 
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evaluations, and assessed teachers to identify possible challenges for 
improvement. Teacher evaluation forms completed after class visits provided 
feedback that guided HoDs in formulating the necessary support to teachers 
(Mpisane, 2015). Classroom observations that are followed by feedback and 
reflection sessions (Nel & Luneta, 2017, p. 4) are developmental for teachers. In 
alignment, Abreh (2018) reported that interaction with teachers allow HoDs to 
gather first-hand information that assists with critical decision-making aimed at 
school improvement and change (Harris, 2009).  
 

6. Conclusion 
This paper explored the roles played by HoDs in advancing science and 
mathematics teaching and learning through the distributed leadership 
framework at selected South African high schools. The evidence reveals that the 
roles played by science and mathematics HoDs in high schools assisted in 
maintaining the principles of distributed leadership, such as accountability, 
which is instrumental in ensuring effective teaching and learning opportunities. 
Some of the findings align and/or confirm some of the literature used in this 
study, but with a focus on science and mathematics teaching and learning. The 
HoDs were engaged in guiding curriculum implementation, monitoring 
instruction, forging collaboration among teachers, identifying teacher needs, and 
providing professional development opportunities to enhance science and 
mathematics teaching and learning. These actions of HoDs were mindful of the 
need for guided teacher autonomy in the classroom. Since HoDs are subject 
specialists in the disciplines that they head, they possess the competency to 
identify teacher challenges and to provide the necessary assistance employing 
problem-targeted professional development opportunities. Although they faced 
time constraints caused by their teaching and administrative workload, HoDs 
managed to maneuver the terrain to perform their duties as instructional 
leaders. The implementation levels of distributed leadership in South African 
schools are probably affected by contextual factors that lead to a variation in 
HoDs’ experiences as instructional leaders. Thus, this paper recommends further 
research to explore the roles played by HoDs in various school contexts to create 
opportunities for science and mathematics teaching and learning. More evidence 
will offer a more holistic picture of HoDs’ opportunities and challenges as 
instructional leaders in the context of distributed leadership. 
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