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Abstract
This paper explores methodological insights from a mixed methods study that aims to understand how 
school leaders promote literacy development in their schools. The study findings consider both the 
complementarities and the challenges of the qualitative and quantitative approaches to measuring leadership 
practices and their linkages with learning across schools. We begin by identifying a conundrum in school 
leadership and management (SLM) research – strong effects found in qualitative studies and weaker effects 
in quantitative studies. From the literature we identify some of the central challenges that account for these 
differences. We then show how these challenges were and were not addressed in the mixed method research 
we conducted in an SLM study of South African primary schools in challenging contexts. We consider why the 
central aim of the study – to develop a scalable instrument for measuring SLM – remains elusive.

Keywords
Mixed methods, school leadership and management, student achievement, South Africa, challenging 
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Introduction

The broader study in which this paper is located aimed to understand how school leaders promote 
literacy development in their schools. This aim was to be realised through an in-depth investigation 
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of the realities and possibilities of the role of school leadership and management (SLM) practices 
in improving reading instruction under circumstances which frame schooling for South African 
children from poor homes. Students in ‘no-fee’1 schools constitute some 70% of their age cohort, 
and the overwhelming majority failed to attain the Low International Benchmark in the 2016 itera-
tion of the Progress in Reading Literacy Study tests (Mullis et al., 2017).

Four objectives motivated the broader study:

1.	 Identify the number of exceptional rural and township primary schools in South Africa.
2.	 Gain new insights into school leadership and management (SLM) practices in high-achiev-

ing schools relative to average or low-achieving schools in challenging contexts using case 
studies.

3.	 Develop a scalable SLM instrument that captures the practices and behaviours of school 
leaders and managers in challenging contexts in South Africa.

4.	 Establish predictive validity – how predictive is this SLM instrument of academic achieve-
ment in these schools?

The present paper is mainly methodological in nature, grappling with methodological challenges 
in meeting objectives 2–4. While reflecting important insights into some of the leadership practices 
observed in the case study schools, it is primarily concerned with the relative strengths and weak-
nesses of quantitative and qualitative methods, respectively, in informing the research questions 
and the ways in which they complement each other. It also attempts to provide explanations for 
areas where the two approaches appear to contradict each other. Since the main purpose of the 
paper is methodological, we do not provide extensive contextual details on the South African 
school system or the powers and functions of school leaders, except where background informa-
tion is required to understand a particular substantive finding.

The leadership conundrum

Qualitative approaches to investigating linkages between leadership and learning yield support for 
the educational value of leadership, particularly when framed from an instructional leadership 
perspective. Robinson et al (2008), commenting on international research by Edmonds (1979) and 
Maden (2001), reflect that in most case studies of school turnaround, rejuvenation is attributed to 
changes in leadership. New principals are responsible for reviving dysfunctional schools to the 
point that academic achievements improve considerably to meet or even exceed learning bench-
marks. In a review of case studies on school leadership and how it influences student learning, 
Leithwood et al. (2004: 7) identify that:

Indeed, there are virtually no documented instances of troubled schools being turned around without 
intervention by a powerful leader. Many other factors may contribute to such turnarounds, but leadership 
is the catalyst.

In contrast to these positive findings, studies using quantitative data designs often contradict the 
heroic value placed on leadership and management and its ability to generate student achievement. 
Numerous reviews exist of quantitative studies of educational leadership effects on school out-
comes, specifically student achievement. These reviews broadly divide studies into those that con-
sider overall leadership effects and those that explore the effects of specific leadership practices. 
The overwhelming consensus from these studies is that in general leadership effects are weak and 
small (Hallinger and Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 2004; Robinson et al., 2008). For example, 
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evidence from a meta-analysis of 37 international studies indicates that an average leadership 
effect on student outcomes in the form of a z-score was only 0.02, which reflects no or very weak 
impact (Witziers et al., 2003). There are more recent large quantitative studies which find educa-
tionally significant principal effects but the estimation of effect sizes varies notably depending on 
estimation model assumptions (Branch et al., 2012; Grissom et al., 2015).

Addressing the leadership conundrum

At least three methodological difficulties are implicated in producing the contradictory findings 
observed across qualitative and quantitative research in educational leadership and management 
and in explaining the comparatively smaller effects identified in quantitative studies.

First, different sampling strategies adopted in the qualitative and quantitative disciplines are iden-
tified as a key reason for the contradictory evidence (Robinson et al., 2008). Using random sampling 
techniques, large quantitative studies measure ‘average’ leadership effects. However, by grouping 
together schools across a spectrum of needs that have divergent leadership skills, Leithwood and col-
leagues argue that such studies systematically underestimate leadership effects in schools where it is 
likely to be of greatest value (Leithwood et al., 2004). By contrast it is from these very schools, in 
greatest need of leadership, that qualitative studies deduce the importance of the role of SLM for 
school functioning. We attempted to address this issue by purposively sampling better performing 
schools and matching them with lower performing schools with similar demographic features. In this 
way we aimed to introduce maximal variation into the sample in terms of student performance (and 
potentially leadership/management practice) that may exist in these schools.

A second possible explanation for small or insignificant effects found in quantitative studies 
regards the validity and reliability of instruments used to measure leadership and management in 
quantitative surveys (Hallinger and Heck, 1996). Our response to this challenge was to commence 
instrument design with the development of a strong theoretical framework, followed by an instru-
ment design process with various stages of item writing and piloting to foster content validity.

Finally, the effects of school leadership may not exhibit in teaching processes and learning out-
comes because of what Pritchett et al. (2013) have likened to ‘isomorphic mimicry’, where leaders 
go through the motions of compliance with policy or known best practice, but whose actions fail 
to achieve the desired outcomes because of poor implementation. Such behaviour may be moti-
vated by ‘malicious compliance’, characterised by leaders pretending to adopt policy, but not fol-
lowing through to practice, or it may be due to ignorance on the part of leaders to fully understand 
both the letter and the spirit of the policy. Closely related to isomorphic mimicry is the production 
of ‘socially acceptable’ responses, where respondents tell the interviewer what they believe the 
latter wants to hear, or what they perceive to be accurate (Mertler, 2019).

In response to this challenge, investigating the extent to which isomorphic mimicry is present in 
the policies and practices of the case study schools was one of the explicit aims of the qualitative 
component, where techniques such as triangulation, and semi-structured, probing interviews were 
employed in an attempt to get beneath the surface of intentions and claims and understand the link 
between policy intentions and SLM practices.

Research method

A mixed method approach

The study used a mixed method design. Part of the reason for this was alluded to in the discussion 
of the leadership conundrum above, but it was also motivated by familiarity with the difficulty of 
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putting a finer point on the residual found in school effectiveness studies, often attributed to school 
leadership and management. We considered a mixture of quantitative and qualitative approaches 
appropriate to detailed explorations of leadership at the micro level that could then potentially be 
converted into quantifiable factors for survey use.

The field of mixed methods research has advanced considerably over the last few decades, and 
there are a range of established mixed method designs and typologies (Creswell, 2003; Onwuegbuzie 
and Johnson, 2004; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998, 2003) indicating the ways in which qualitative 
and quantitative approaches potentially combine. Although these models are useful in identifying 
designs and clarifying approaches, in practice such design options ‘are neither exclusive nor singu-
lar because actual mixed methods studies are often much more complex than any single-design 
alternative can adequately represent’ (Jang et al., 2008: 224). Further, we found the application of 
a mixed methods strategy very challenging, with the need to adapt and combine models as we 
proceeded. This occurred not least in relation to the difficulty of predicting different time frames 
for the different types of research.

In terms of the aforementioned models, our study is best described as sequential (Tashakkori 
and Creswell, 2007) in the development of theory, and the design and development of instru-
ments. The qualitative case studies notably fed into the development of the survey instruments. 
The study was concurrent (or parallel) in the collection and analysis of data, in that quantitative 
and qualitative strands functioned separately at these phases of the research. This allowed us to 
verify findings by utilising both qualitative and quantitative strands. Further, results (and non-
results) from the survey were clarified with contextually specific and detailed cases and an 
attempt was made to synthesise results from both strands to understand better our research prob-
lem and issues of measurement.

Our study can also be described as integrated (Caracelli and Greene, 1997) in that ‘mixing’ 
occurred at different points: our research questions were aligned with both methods, preliminary 
analysis of each phase informed the data collection of subsequent phases and a ‘quantification’ of 
the qualitative data in the final analyses for purposes of comparison also indicates integration in the 
research approach.

Both quantitative and qualitative research perspectives have yielded important insights into 
the relationship between educational practices and performance but each of these lenses, on its 
own, leaves questions unanswered (Deaton, 2010; Deaton and Cartwright, 2018). In investigat-
ing school- or teacher-focused interventions, strong experimental designs are best suited to 
establishing beyond reasonable doubt the effects of certain programmes on learning outcomes 
(Fleisch and Schöer, 2012; Fleisch et al., 2016; Piper, 2009). However, such studies often leave 
us wondering how these effects were achieved. Qualitative case studies, on the other hand, are 
better suited to understanding the generative mechanisms for changes in teaching and learning 
but beg the question as to whether the observed practices alone are likely to lead to similar 
changes in different schools, or whether the observed changes are the result of some idiosyn-
crasy in the case-study schools.

Mixed method designs set out to extract optimal benefit from both research approaches. A South 
African example is afforded by the Early Grade Reading Study in which a mixed methods impact 
evaluation design is used to quantitatively test the effectiveness of two intervention models aimed 
at assisting teachers with more effective reading instruction, and qualitatively uncovering the 
mechanisms of change in each (Kotze et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2017). The study described below 
is not an intervention but uses both quantitative and qualitative approaches in investigating the 
effects of different SLM practices on reading performance. However, the success of this study 
would depend on how well we could address methodological shortfalls outlined above that explain 
the leadership conundrum.
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Theoretical frame

The study commenced with a review of the literature related to leadership and the teaching and 
learning of reading. The objective of the review was to draw out a set of factors relevant to leader-
ship for literacy. Despite the suggestion by Crouch and Mabogoane (2001) of the importance of 
school management in explaining learning in the South African context, few local studies have 
successfully quantified key SLM factors implicated in improved teaching and learning. Some pre-
liminary work has been done in this regard (Hoadley and Galant, 2015; Hoadley et  al., 2009; 
Taylor et al., 2013), but there is still limited understanding of which SLM practices contribute to or 
detract from school functionality, particularly with respect to producing learning outcomes in 
South Africa (Bush and Heystek, 2006).

In response, the study described in the present paper was dedicated to the measurement of 
school leadership and management and understanding its effects on student achievement. The lit-
erature review identified four kinds of resources available to school leaders in promoting literacy 
in the school: leaders’ understanding of literacy and how it is learnt (knowledge resources), the 
recruitment and deployment of educators within the school (human resources), the material 
resources required for reading (material resources) and the extent to which these resources are 
mobilised in driving a coherent literacy programme (strategic resources) (Hoadley, 2018). These 
four sets of resources constituted an analytic framework for the study, and refined the main research 
question guiding the study:

To what extent do school leaders develop and deploy resources (knowledge, human, material and strategic) 
to best advantage in promoting the teaching and learning of reading throughout the school?

Eight specific questions probing the extent to which these resources are present and utilised in 
the sample of schools were then formulated (Table 1).

Some of the practices to which these questions refer are more directly under the control of 
school leaders than others. For example, with reference to Q3, policies directed from the national 
or provincial departments of education may inhibit the discretion of school principals to recruit 
teachers with particular skill sets. With respect to Q4, on the other hand, the principal or other 
members of the leadership team may have more leeway in identifying teachers within the school 
with particular strengths and structure opportunities for them to assist their peers who may be 
lacking in these pedagogical skills. As we show in the following, the data in this study suggest that 
the most skilful leaders are those who bend restrictive external forces to serve the best interests of 
the school.

Sample

The quantitative approach to the project was embedded in a sampling process with strong qualita-
tive nuances – the matched pairs design. The schools were purposively selected from challenging 
contexts, namely ‘no-fee’ schools in township and rural settings. Through the matched pairs design 
we also intentionally aimed to add as much variation into the sample in terms of student perfor-
mance (and potentially leadership/management practice) that may exist in these schools. We 
engaged in a rigorous process to identify the best possible high-performing no-fee schools in three 
provinces using system-wide testing data in the form of the Annual National Assessments (ANA). 
(This process is described in detail in Wills, 2017). Due to the possible irregularities in ANA testing 
and marking processes, school performance on ANA was corroborated with a large dataset we col-
lected of recommended ‘good’ schools from a host of sources (district officials, school principals 
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and administrative clerks, education related non-governmental organisations, unions, other stake-
holders, secondary schools performing well in the school-leaving examination called the National 
Senior Certificate). We also added into the sample five low-fee schools for additional variation. A 
total sample of 30 better performing schools in poor communities were matched to 30 lower per-
forming schools (in terms of ANA performance) located in similar geographic locations.

Selection of eight case study schools was done after a pre-test survey among the full sample of 
60 schools, including the administration of various literacy and reading tests. The first stage in this 
process was to select the four best performing schools in terms of Grade 3 and 6 literacy scores on 
the tests described below. These high-performing case study schools were then matched with four 
schools performing worse in the literacy tests, but with sufficient overlap in the socio-economic 
status of the tested Grade 6 class. The success of this sampling strategy in ensuring performance 
variation across the spectrum of school studies is illustrated in Figure 1.

Design and method

To assess the extent of convergence or divergence across qualitative and quantitative approaches 
to measuring leadership for literacy competencies, a convergent parallel mixed methods design 
(Creswell, 2003) was used, which we discussed above as concurrent or sequential at certain 
stages and integrated at others. Qualitative and quantitative data were collected in parallel 
(sequentially), analysed separately (concurrently), and then merged (integrated). The research 
design is summarised in Figure 2.

Table 1.  Research questions derived from the literature review.

Resource Indicators Research questions

Knowledge 
resources

Extent to which school leaders 
understand the value and technology of 
teaching reading.
The extent to which this understanding 
is shared by school leaders and with 
teachers across the school.

Q1: Are school leaders knowledgeable about 
teaching reading?
Q2: Is this knowledge shared with educators 
across the school?

Human 
resources

The extent to which expertise in 
reading instruction is used to recruit 
and promote educators.
The extent to which existing expertise 
is recognised and utilised across the 
school.
The extent to which expertise is 
developed.

Q3: Is the recruitment, management and 
deployment of staff in the school related to the 
promotion of reading instruction?
Q4: To what extent is expertise in teaching 
reading recognised in individual teachers and 
used advantageously throughout the school?
Q5: Are educators provided opportunities to 
collaborate and share expertise in the interests 
of improving reading instruction

Strategic 
resources

The extent to which there are 
programmes and practices in the school 
geared towards the improvement of 
reading instruction and outcomes.

Q6: Are there programmes and practices 
in the school that are geared towards the 
improvement of reading instruction and 
outcomes?

Material 
resources

The extent which time is used 
effectively for reading instruction.
The extent to which textual resources 
are procured, deployed and utilised for 
effective reading instruction.

Q7: Does the school prioritise the acquisition 
of high-quality textual resources to support a 
programme of reading?
Q8: Are the texts utilised optimally?
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Quantitative data collection

In the quantitative component, fieldwork was conducted for one day in each of the 60 schools in 
February 2017 and again in October of the same year by a team of three fieldworkers (steps 3 and 5a 
in Figure 2). Data was collected using a battery of reading tests administered to students in Grades 3 
and 6. We also administered a number of instruments to capture school characteristics, school 

Figure 1.  Grade 6 English literacy post-test class median score vs. pre-test class median score.

Figure 2.  Leadership for Literacy research design.
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climate, school functionality, teacher perceptions and leadership and management practices. These 
included structured interviews with the principal (P), deputy principal (DP), and two Grade 3 (G3) 
and two Grade 6 (G6) teachers; the administration of an anonymous self-administered educator sur-
vey to gauge perceptions; and learner book observations. Close-ended questions were preferred in the 
quantitative instrument development process. The reason relates to the broader study aim to develop 
a scalable instrument to measure SLM where the critical issue in administering instruments at scale 
in the local context is generating low inference instruments given low levels of fieldworker 
capacity.

The object of gathering the test data twice in the same year was to compute student gain 
scores on the various literacy tests, and to link these to features of good school leadership with 
respect to promoting literacy instruction in the school, as established through the qualitative 
findings. Questions on assets present in students’ homes were administered to one class of Grade 
6 students in the February round of data collection to estimate the mean socio-economic status 
of each school’s student composition.

Qualitative data collection.  Qualitative data collection was done in the eight case study schools in July, 
in between the two iterations of quantitative field work (step 5b in Figure 2). Each school was visited 
for three days by two experienced fieldworkers, during which time semi-structured, open-ended 
interviews were undertaken with the same educators listed above as well as heads of department2 
(HODs) for the intermediate phase3 (IP) and foundation phase4 (FP); textbooks and learner exercise 
books were inspected in the classes of the teachers interviewed; and the school library visited.

Crucial to the third leadership conundrum identified above, open-ended, probing interviews, 
combined with triangulation techniques – where the responses of one interviewee are tested for 
validity against the views of another interviewee on the same question – were employed in order 
to both to understand how leadership practices operate in schools and to penetrate the façade of 
‘socially acceptable’ responses. In this regard, the case studies generated important descriptive 
findings of actual practices at the school level as distinct from reported practices.

Measuring the leadership for literacy resource domains

The three episodes of fieldwork (two quantitative and one qualitative) produced enormous quanti-
ties of data, which required aggregation. An intentionally ‘blind’ process was adopted in scoring 
schools along the four ‘leadership for literacy’ dimensions from the quantitative and qualitative 
perspectives, respectively. Thus, quantitative scores emerging from applying the rubric measure-
ment approach to the collected data were intentionally withheld from those analysing the case 
studies, using an independently developed set of rubrics, so as not to bias their rankings of schools 
based on the four resource dimensions. Discussion on the development of the two sets of rubrics 
and how each was used to inform the research questions follow.

Quantitative approach.  Scoring rubrics are increasingly being used in economics to quantify compe-
tencies in areas of education management, assessment, or other systems technologies (Arcia et al., 
2011; Bloom and Van Reenen, 2010; Lemos and Scur, 2017). A key benefit of a rubric is that many 
sources of data can be combined to assess how an institution or policies compare to a described 
benchmark where the rubric descriptions guide the data to be collected. Our quantitative measure-
ment approach centres on the development of a descriptive rubric to quantify competencies across 
the ‘leadership for literacy’ theoretical dimensions which in turn can be distinguished into sub-
dimensions as described in Table 2. The rubric development process involved mapping each resource 
dimension from the leadership for literacy framework into detailed descriptions of competence. For 
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example, Table 3 provides descriptions for five elements under the human resources dimension and 
how descriptions relate to quantitative scores of 1 (low) to 5 (high).

Having established definitions of competence, the next step was to identify the type of close-ended 
questions that would be required to obtain enough information to determine if a school should be scored 
1, 2, 3, 4 or 5. Close-ended questions rather than open-ended questions were administered, limiting 
high-level judgements required from fieldworkers.5 Developing the close-ended questions was informed 
by the rubric descriptions. In the question or item-writing process the following questions guided us:

•• Given the descriptions of competence required in the rubric, what type of data would we 
have to collect to objectively score each rubric element?

•• Who would be the most appropriate respondent in a school to provide this data?
•• What evidence-based information can we collect to verify respondents’ answers to various 

SLM processes or practices?

Table 2.  Sub-dimensions measure for Leadership for Literacy dimensions.

Leadership for Literacy
Index Dimensions

Sub-dimensions

Material resources: 
time

Allocation or structure of time for teaching of language and reading
Maximum use of teaching time (limited disruptions and few free periods)
Low absenteeism and teacher presence in the classroom
Additional time for reading beyond class

Material resources: 
presence of text

Presence of text in Grade 3 classroom
Presence of text in Grade 6 classroom

Material resources: 
use of text

Use of text in Grade 3 classroom
Use of text in Grade 6 classroom
School-wide management of resources to promote the availability and use of text

Knowledge 
resources

Culture of reading among teachers
Knowledge of teaching reading
Knowledge of remediation
Knowledge sharing – professional collaboration

Human resources The presence of managers and leaders in the school to promote reading
Qualifications levels, teacher, and school management team alignment to 
subjects and phase specialisations
Presence of reading expert/s in the school
Acknowledging and rewarding teacher performance
Professional development – teacher exposure to professional development 
opportunities including workshops on reading instruction
Managing poor performance and consequence management
Appointing staff and attracting talent to promote improved teacher quality

Strategic resources Use of networks and financial management to support a reading programme
Evidence of reading assessment practices
Performance tracking of parameters, including reading.
Reviews of performance (whole staff meetings and one-on-one discussions)
Monitoring of lessons and curriculum coverage
Clear strategies to create a reading programme (programmes implemented, 
celebration of reading, promoting enjoyment of reading)
Vision, expectations and goal-setting where school goals incorporate 
‘improved reading’.
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This item writing process was iterative and various rounds of piloting of instruments were conducted 
in schools. Items relevant to scoring each school were incorporated into six sets of instruments that 
could be administered in a school over the course of a school day. Once data is collected and cleaned, 
a coding process is used to combine variables from various instruments to ‘objectively’ score each 
rubric element. The process is objective in the sense that the data determines each school’s score for 
a rubric element rather than a researcher making more subjective assessments of competence.

In total, over 500 variables were collected across the various instruments to generate 114 rubric 
elements which range from 1 (lowest possible score) to 5 (highest possible score). The elements 
vary in their construction using different types of data, namely, self-reported (respondent’s recall 
of their experience or perceptions) and observational or evidence-based data. Almost half of the 
elements are coded using data that are triangulated in some way; for example, using responses 
from multiple individuals. The six leadership for literacy dimensions (with material resources split 
into time, availability of text and use of text) were obtained using a statistical procedure called 
principal components analysis to weight each index element in terms of the variation it explains in 
an underlying unobserved factor.

To assess the predictive validity of the leadership for literacy dimensions we use an education 
production function framework where Grade 6 literacy and reading outcomes are expressed as a 
function of specific ‘leadership for literacy’ index dimensions controlling for individual or home, 
and school characteristics – in particular school and student wealth. Outcome variables of interest 
included Grade 6 reading comprehension and vocabulary test results for over 2300 students, as 
well as oral reading fluency results in both English and African languages for roughly 600 Grade 6 
students and 700 Grade 3 students. A value-added model was also estimated to determine whether 
‘leadership for literacy’ indices explain any differences in literacy skills gained within a school 
year across the 60-school sample after accounting for student and school characteristics.

Qualitative approach.  A rubric was constructed to collate the qualitative data on each of the 8  
research questions listed in Table 1. A metric for each question was developed to assign a score 
to the schools with respect to that question. The method is illustrated with respect to research 
questions 1 and 2 (Table 4). The data relevant to these questions was made up of the responses 
to a question concerning the grade level at which various literacy skills (knowing letter-sound 
relationships, reading words, reading isolated sentences, etc) should first be introduced to stu-
dents.6 The question was asked of four school leaders (principal, deputy principal, HODs for FP 
and IP), and four teachers (two Grade 3 teachers and two Grade 6 teachers of English). The four 
matched pairs of schools are designated with letters with A–D, while H and L indicate high- and 
low-performing schools.

Rubrics of this kind were constructed to assess the state of leadership in each of the case study 
schools on each of the 10 research questions (see Taylor and Hoadley, 2018 for details). The results 
of this analysis are shown in Table 5.

Key findings

Convergence across qualitative and quantitative findings

Weak leadership practices that are weakly associated with learning.  Both the quantitative analysis of 
leadership practices in the full 60-school sample and the independent qualitative examination of 
the eight case study schools revealed generally weak practices in all leadership for literacy 
domains. Where they did exist, these activities were inconsistent – if good leadership and man-
agement practices were discerned in the deployment of one type of resource, this was juxtaposed 
against weaknesses in how one or more of the other resources were deployed. These effects are 
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starkly illustrated in Figure 3 which shows the percentage of all 114 rubric elements scored 1 
(lowest), 2, 3, 4 and 5 (highest) for the 10 best and 10 worst performing schools (ranked by the 
performance of the middle learner in the Grade 6 English literacy test). The best performing 
schools are no more likely to a have a larger percentage of the highest possible scores than the 10 
worst performing schools.

Statistical multivariate analyses across the 60-school sample typically found little to no system-
atic relationship between most of the ‘Leadership for Literacy’ dimensions and Grade 6 literacy or 
reading outcomes in English or African language in multivariate estimations controlling for a host 
of other school and student characteristics, including school wealth (see Wills and van der Berg, 
2018). This result is not surprising, given that, where they exist in the sample, which is infrequent, 
better practices appear to be randomly distributed between and within schools. Where leadership 
practices are very weak and inconsistently applied, they can have little or no impact on test scores.

It should also be borne in mind that the sample of schools studied only included schools in chal-
lenging contexts rather than ‘averaging’ effects across different types of schools in which leader-
ship may be more prominent and hence have a greater impact on learning. Despite the fact that the 
sampling strategy was designed to intentionally add as much performance variation into the sample 
that may possibly exist among these schools in three provinces (see Figure 1), it was confined to a 
particular set of schools, namely those serving poor children in rural and township contexts. A 
recent analysis of linkages between measures of instructional leadership or school climate and 
Grade 9 mathematics outcomes using a nationally representative sample of no-fee public schools 
was also unable to detect significant positive associations (Zuze and Juan, 2018).

Table 4.  Assessment of case study schools regarding research questions Q1 and Q2.

School Research question

Q1: Are school leaders knowledgeable 
about teaching reading?

Q2: Is this knowledge shared with educators 
across the school?

A(H) 1 1
A(L) 1 1
B(H) 1 1
B(L) 1 1
C(H) 3 3 (E) 1 (Z)*
C(L) 1 1
D(H) 2 3
D(L) 1 1
Rubric Assessment derived from the combined 

responses of four school leaders, as follows:
1 �– No leaders show any knowledge of 

when to introduce elementary literacy 
skills

2 �– At least the FP HOD shows signs of 
understanding, but this is incomplete

3 �– At least the FP HOD and IP HOD 
exhibit a partial understanding, or the 
FP HOD exhibits an unambiguous 
understanding

4 �– All school leaders exhibit an 
unambiguous understanding

Assessment derived from the combined 
responses of four leaders and four teachers, as 
follows:
1 �– No convergence among educators
2 �– Convergence but this is confined to 

individual teachers and is not shared by 
leaders

3 �– Convergence among teachers and leaders 
within a grade or phase, or some convergence 
across the school, but this is incomplete

4 �– Convergence between teachers and leaders 
across the school

* There is convergence for English (Grade 6), 
but no convergence for isiZulu (Grade 3)
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These findings are replicated by the qualitative analysis, summarised in Table 5, which shows 
that not only are the ordinal scores of case study schools low to moderate on the majority of 10 
leadership indicators analysed, but also that better performing schools do not consistently score 
higher on every domain compared with their weaker performing counterparts (where H and L 
alongside the school designation A, B, C etc. indicate a higher or lower performer).

The complementarity of findings concerning the very weak and inconsistent state of leadership 
from both qualitative and quantitative perspectives bolsters the face validity of the research find-
ings, and the usefulness of the convergent parallel design is apparent.

The value of human and knowledge resources.  A further process in the qualitative analysis entailed 
reflection on the case studies in relation to the analytical framework, and especially, consideration 
of the relationship between different resources. The case studies suggested that the effective 
deployment and development of material, human and strategic resources is strongly mediated 
through the presence of knowledge resources, particularly those of incumbent leadership. The case 
studies reveal that strongly distinguishing higher performing schools in two of the four pairs of 
case study schools (pairs C and D) (see Table 5) is the presence of knowledge resources among 
school leaders. A key hypothesis emerging from the qualitative process is that if knowledge 
resources – the knowledge and understanding of reading and how it is best taught – provides the 
compass which enables school leaders to deploy the other resources at their disposal towards 
school-wide, effective reading instruction, then the most important vehicle for implementing this 

Figure 3.  Leadership for literacy scores across 114 rubric elements for the 10-best and 10-worst 
performing schools.
Source: Wills and van der Berg, 2018.
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enterprise is the educator cohort at the school. Without willing and skilled teachers, the best books, 
libraries and reading programmes may create the illusion of good practice but lack the substantive 
engagement with young minds necessary to promote learning.

The quantitative analysis could not detect strong relationships between literacy and knowledge 
resources across the 60 schools. This possibly is due to inadequate quantitative measures to estab-
lish the level of knowledge resources in the school. But we did find that schools with better human 
resource practices, experienced slightly higher gains in Grade 6 English literacy test scores. The 
linkages between the deployment and development of human resources and learning is supported 
through the strong positive association identified between the management and development of 
human resources and curriculum coverage in schools (as revealed in more evidence of work done 
in students’ language workbooks or exercise books and by the extent to which educators reported 
that middle-managers checked their curriculum coverage). The human resource elements that 
emerged as significant related to effective teacher selection practices by school governing bodies, 
hiring teachers with specialisms in language and teaching reading, teacher professional develop-
ment, acknowledging excellence through systems of rewards and ensuring that there are enough 
leaders in the school to maintain systems of management.

In this respect, the quantitative and qualitative components lead to the same conclusions – 
school leaders should expend considerable effort in selecting, promoting, and deploying educators 
who exhibit the highest levels of motivation and expertise in reading pedagogy. While de jure 
government policy pays lip service to this ideal, the reality is very different. In half of the case 
study schools evidence for direct union interference in recruitment practices, or closed shop 
arrangements was detected, and may be happening in others where such evidence was not uncov-
ered (Taylor and Hoadley, 2018). As described in Box 1, in one case the school started off parroting 

Box 1.

Example of a misleading ‘socially acceptable’ response.

In response to the question as to how educators are recruited for the school or promoted into leadership 
positions, the principal of C(L) started by providing a rational ‘socially acceptable’ response to the 
question, but probing revealed a very different reality. In her initial response the principal insisted that 
rigorous procedures are employed to recruit or promote educators who exhibit leadership qualities and 
curriculum expertise:

It’s a good system because we select the best candidate, unlike other schools where excess teachers 
are deployed to schools. We are really working here, there is no time to waste and other teachers 
find it difficult to adjust when they come from schools which are not hard working like us.

Questioned about the role of the teachers’ unions on selection committees, ostensibly as observers 
but frequently seen to be manipulating the process, the principal said that, while the views of union 
representatives are respected, the school selects educators according to merit:

We tell the union that we, the interviewing committee, will decide. [The] union is there to observe, 
not to select. We can take your opinion, but we make the decision. You must have a strong 
interviewing committee; you have to select people who are good, are educated and know the laws. 
We even select our teachers like this.

However, on being probed, the principal soon conceded that in reality these procedures are not followed 
entirely, if at all:

The department does try to deploy excess teachers and I have to take them. I’m not happy with that 
system - they come with a letter to say they must start at your school, so you don’t have a choice. 
They deployed a high school teacher to a post in Grade 1. I have now put her in Grade 3, and I’m 
complaining to the Circuit Manager.
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the official policy but probing soon revealed that the principal had almost no authority in making 
staff appointments. In another case, the principal was quite blunt about corrupt practices dictating 
appointments, when he said: ‘[the union] always has the final word; money changes hands’.

Divergence across quantitative and qualitative findings

The agreement on the overall conclusions reached by the quantitative and qualitative analyses notwith-
standing, the differences between the two sets of findings are also instructive. When drilling down to each 
of the leadership for literacy domains, the qualitative measurement results for the case study schools often 
contradicted the findings from the quantitative analysis. Table 6 provides examples of convergences and 
divergences between the two sets of analyses on eight of the indicators shown in Table 5.

In only two of the eight sub-dimensions of interest does there appear to be considerable conver-
gence between the qualitative and quantitative findings. It is not surprising that results regarding the 
library converge – this is a low-inference, observable physical attribute. The other sub-dimensions 
require collecting self-reported recall, experiential or perception-based information for constructs or 
topics that cannot be directly observed, opening the door for the effects described above as isomor-
phic mimicry or respondents producing socially acceptable responses. Under these circumstances 
one is inclined to give more weight to the validity of the qualitative measures given that the open-
ended, probing nature of the case study interviews, together with triangulation techniques are more 
likely to provide answers that are closer to what actually happens in schools, than the survey tech-
niques which dominate quantitative studies. This not to say that qualitative methods are invariably, or 
even mostly, successful in this endeavour but the data offered below indicates that the probing and 
varied questioning techniques which characterise such research designs are better equipped to deal 
with the challenges of identifying misleading responses and getting closer to the reality of behaviour 
of educators in schools. The case studies uncovered and addressed, through in-depth interviews, a 
number of instances of socially acceptable responses, of which one is described in Box 1.

This relative advantage of the qualitative method in getting closer to reality is compounded by 
the fact that the case studies were conducted by high-level researchers. There was also more time 
in the schools for the case studies compared with quantitative process, and time allowed for prob-
ing of responses and increased in-depth questioning. In contrast, conducting quantitative studies in 
relatively large samples of schools, in order to provide for statistically valid results, determine that 
the time spent in each school be kept to a minimum and that low-cost fieldworkers be employed. 
Quantitative studies deliberately reduce fieldworker interpretation, through highly structured 
instruments, in order to improve the reliability of the data. But this reduces the ability of fieldwork-
ers to detect misleading responses, in turn reducing the validity of the response. Qualitative find-
ings on the other hand, although getting closer to identifying the practices actually occurring in 
schools, are not generalisable because of the small sample size and relatively more subjective 
nature. This situation recalls Einstein’s (1921: 1) apparently paradoxical statement:

As far as the laws of mathematics refer to reality, they are not certain; and as far as they are certain, they 
do not refer to reality.

Incorporating triangulation into quantitative data collection

Incorporating triangulation into the qualitative research component was vital for probing and 
uncovering overall leadership realities in schools. In the spirit of triangulation, an interesting 
addition to the quantitative data collection process was the use of a self-reported survey instru-
ment administered to all teachers in the school. This tool revealed stark differences in teachers’ 
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experiences and interaction with school management teams within the same schools. For exam-
ple, Figure 4 reports the percentage of teachers in the five best and five worst performing schools 
across the 60-school study, identifying specific frequencies with which their head of department 
(HoD) – a middle manager in a school – checks to see how much of the curriculum they have 
taught. Teacher’s experiences evidently vary within the same schools. Some educators report 
‘never’, others report ‘weekly’ checks or multiple checks during the week.

This highlights that drawing research conclusions from the quantitative data is strongly depend-
ent on who is interviewed in the school environment.7 Incorporating validation and a wider 
respondent base into data collection is necessary and could contribute to more reliable data. 
Nevertheless, this was still not sufficient to match the validity of the case study process or over-
come the need for high-level researchers.

Conclusion

In effecting a mixed methods design in relation to the question of school leadership for literacy, we 
attempted to address some of the central methodological difficulties implicated in producing the leader-
ship conundrum – what we described as contradictory findings observed across qualitative and quantita-
tive research in educational leadership and management. In concluding the paper, we reflect on the extent 
to which the study addressed three central difficulties we identified earlier, in relation to theory, the peren-
nial problems of validity and reliability, and the difficulty of selecting an appropriate sample of schools.

Theory

A good theory is essential to ensuring that we are measuring the right things. From a Popperian 
perspective, no theory is ever complete and is always subject to refutation or modification. The 

Figure 4.  Teacher responses in schools – ‘How often does your Head of Department in this school 
check to see how much of the curriculum you have taught?’
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theory we developed from an exhaustive literature review proved to be useful in the systematic 
search for data to illuminate the research question, structuring the analysis of the data and provid-
ing insights into the behaviour of school leaders. These insights, in turn, suggested that not only are 
the four kinds of resources identified in the theory essential to the development of successful read-
ing pedagogy across the school but also they exist in an hierarchical relationship with one another. 
Thus, knowledge resources on the part of school leaders are prerequisite to selecting, deploying 
and supporting the human resources able to effectively teach reading and writing; expert teachers, 
in turn, are key to the formulation and implementation of a school-wide reading programme; which 
is dependent on the effective use of time and high-quality reading material.

The multi-dimensional theoretical framework was employed to guide data collection for both the 
qualitative and quantitative elements. Although it only focuses on educational leadership from the 
viewpoint of supporting literacy development, the framework incorporates a wide range of dimensions 
that we discovered were differentially amenable to measurement across quantitative and qualitative 
techniques. Contrary to Robinson et al.’s (2008) view that narrow frameworks leave effects under-
detected, we argue that future research on measuring leadership and management would be supported 
by focusing and measuring a few things well. The importance of finding ways of measuring knowl-
edge resources in large samples should be of particular interest. We hypothesise that this may be where 
the residual in relation to weak findings of school management studies generally might lie.

Sampling

The sampling strategy for the study was designed to intentionally add as much performance variation 
into the sample for both the quantitative and the qualitative arms. However, our research question 
confined us to schools serving poor children in rural and township contexts. What we found, both in 
seeking better performing schools and in the data we generated, were remarkable levels of similarity 
across schools. The matched pairs methodology has been attempted a number of times in South Africa, 
without unqualified success (DPME/DBE, 2017; Hoadley and Galant, 2015; Taylor et al., 2013), and 
the difficulty lies both in identifying schools that are performing sufficiently above expectations given 
their demographics to constitute true ‘outliers’ and in the uniformity of schooling in these contexts.

Validity and reliability

Once we had identified the right things to measure through our theory, we had to decide how best 
to measure them. Both quantitative and qualitative approaches have in-built structural deficiencies 
(i.e. these deficiencies are not due to inadequate application but come with the territory and will not 
go away), rendering either, on its own, inadequate to the task. This is especially so in relation to the 
issues of validity and reliability:

•• The quantitative approach has a validity problem – is the data reflective of reality? – because 
of the prevalence of the effects of isomorphic mimicry, the production of socially acceptable 
responses and the limitation of fieldworker interpretation. This deficiency effectively nulli-
fies the third and fourth aims of the study, which were to develop a scalable SLM instrument 
with predictive validity. On the positive side, quantitative methods are superior in their detec-
tion of ‘average’ effects over a statistically significant sample, and hence of generalisation.

•• The qualitative perspective has a reliability problem because of the small sample and the play 
of subjectivity in collecting and interpreting the data. Will we come to different conclusions 
if we use a different sample, use different fieldworkers or interview different respondents in 
the school? On the positive side, qualitative methods are more likely to uncover some of what 
is actually happening in schools.
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This study makes an important contribution in highlighting the importance of mobilising the 
advantages of both approaches to unravelling the skein of compliance, very prevalent in manage-
ment practices in highly bureaucratised systems. Quantitative measurement using self-reported 
and interview-style assessments will be limited in their ability to capture real behaviours, activities 
and processes until more attention is given to innovative approaches to overcome these biases. 
Improved measurement would benefit from closer interdisciplinary collaboration between educa-
tionists, economists, anthropologists and psychometricians.

Overall, while the qualitative and quantitative findings confirmed that effects were weak and 
inconsistent, the nature and extent of those effects differed across the survey and case studies. What 
the study highlighted were the difficulties entailed in developing a scalable instrument to measure 
school leadership and management in challenging contexts, especially where fieldworker expertise 
is limited (a common issue across developing contexts). Paying careful attention to issues of sam-
pling, the development of theory and social desirability bias, we were in some ways able to gener-
ate more robust findings. But it was clear that different methodologies were able to pick up different 
aspects of SLM and show effects, and at times these findings did not reinforce each other. The 
question remains regarding the extent to which we leave high inference, penetrative research to 
qualitative work, or attempt to render surveys more high inference? The latter does, however, have 
significant cost implications for SLM research given the seeming necessity for high-level field-
workers and in-depth interview to generate robust responses. Alternatively, we need to think 
through more complex designs where we mix and match design components in a way that offers 
the best chance of answering our specific research questions. The present study is one such attempt, 
and while each perspective does not eliminate the weaknesses of its counterpart, putting the find-
ings of the two together provide far more valuable insights than are produced by each on its own.
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Notes

1.	 South African schools are classified into quintiles according to the level of poverty of their feeder com-
munities and school infrastructure. Parents pay no fees in the poorest 60% of schools (quintiles 1–3), 
which formed the object of the present study.

2.	 HODs (heads of department) are mid-level school managers responsible for curriculum leadership in a 
subject or school phase.

3.	 Grades 4–6.
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4.	 Grades 1–3.
5.	 The limited supply of high-quality fieldworkers (with strong educational backgrounds) for large-scale 

data collection processes in schools is a major constraint to obtaining high-quality school data in South 
Africa. Using Masters or PhD students for fieldwork is problematic as school fieldwork periods gen-
erally coincide with examination or thesis submission times at universities. Other potential fieldwork 
candidates with educational backgrounds and experience are often employed full time in the education 
sector. With 11 official languages, potential fieldwork candidates who are available often do not share 
the same language proficiencies as those of teachers or students in the sampled school group.

6.	 This item was taken from the Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) questionnaire.
7.	 Yet, international school surveys such as PIRLS or TIMSS will gather school climate or leadership-

related indicators from just one or two teachers in a school.
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