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Abstract 

 

The South African education system is in dire need of ethical leadership. Ethical leadership is 

essential when it comes to leading a school organization, thus previous empirical studies have 

demonstrated this type of leadership to be lacking in some of our leaders today whilst principals 

are the ones mostly implicated. MacIntyre’s theories support the internal goods or values which 

need to be practised by our school leaders. This study employed a descriptive, qualitative approach 

using semi-structured interviews to collect the data drawn from the perceptions and experiences 

of 14 teachers, SMT members, and principals of four schools in the Pretoria North region. A 

thematic analysis was utilised to generate data, accumulating the following; The findings reveal 

that the values of equality and excellence and virtues of listening, integrity, accountability and 

empathy are espoused by the respondents and suggest that ethical leadership can help curb 

unethical behaviour and practices.  There was a clear indication of exasperation from some of the 

participants of the schools regarding ethical conflicts. The findings further illustrated differing 

perceptions of ethical leadership and its values by the participants, with some of them deeming it 

as objective and universal, while others understood it as subjective and personal. This study 

recommends systematic elements and/or ethical systems to be put in place for school leaders such 

as forming ethics committees in schools, to ensure accountability as well as making it mandatory 

for them to undergo a course in ethics prior to their placement as a school principal. The system 

needs a new generation of leaders who perceive ethics as vital, are informed about it, and who 

understand the subject to its core in the new modern social order. 

 

Keywords:  Ethical leadership, principals, school leaders, schools, values, virtues, ethics, 

MacIntyre, Internal goods, unethical behaviours, ethical systems, accountability. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

xii 

Table of Contents 

 

Declaration……………………………………………………………………………...ii 

Editor Declaration……………………………………………………………………...iii 

Dedication……………………………………………………………………………...iv 

Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………………..…v 

List of Figures…………………………………………………………………………vii 

List of Tables…………………………………………………………………………viii 

Appendices…………………………………………………………………………….ix 

List of Acronyms……………………………………………………………………….x 

Abstract………………………………………………………………………………...xi 

Table of Contents……………………………………………………………………...xii 

Chapter 1: Introduction and Background………….………………………………..….1 

1.1 A Background to the Study…………………………………………………………1  

 1.1.1 Contextual Background…………………………………………………..1 

1.1.2 Research Background…………………………………………………….6 

1.2 Ethical Leadership………………………………………………………………….6 

 1.2.1 Unethical Leadership………………………………………………..........9 

1.3 Statement of the Research Problem………………………………………………..11 

1.4 Rationale of the Study……………………………………………………………..13 

1.5 Aims and Objectives……………………………………………………………....14 

 1.5.1 Research Aims…………………………………………………………..14 



 

 

xiii 

1.6 Focus and Boundaries of the Study……………………………………….……....15 

 1.6.1 Limitations of the Study…………………………………………………15 

 1.6.2 Delimitations of the Study……………………………………………....15 

1.7 Organising the Research: Chapter Outline…………………………………….….16 

Chapter 2: Research Design and Methodology…………………………………….....18 

2.1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………….....18 

2.2.1 The Use of Theories…………………………………………………….18 

2.2.2 The Empirical Research………………………………………………...19 

2.3 Research Approach: Qualitative…………………………………………………..20 

2.4 Research Design: Descriptive Research…………………………………………..20 

 2.4.1 Descriptive Research…………………………………………………....21 

2.5 Participant Information………………………………………………....................23 

 2.5.1 Population…………………………………………………………….....23 

 2.5.2 Research Setting………………………………………………………...23 

 2.5.3 Participant Description………………………………………………….23 

2.6 Participant Selection………………………………………………………………24 

2.7 Participant Selection Methods……………………………………………………25 

2.8 Data Generation…………………………………………………………………..26 

2.8.1 Research Methods……………………………………………………....26 

 2.8.2 Data Generation Methods………………………………………………26 

 2.8.3 Interviews……………………………………………………………....27 

 2.8.4  Semi-Structured Interview……………………………………………..28 

 2.8.5 Capturing Data……………………………………………………….....29 



 

 

xiv 

2.8.6  Data Analysis Process………………………………………………….29 

2.9 Criteria of Sound Research……………………………………………………….32 

 2.9.1 Issues of Validity and Reliability……………………………………….32 

 2.9.2 Role of the Researcher……………………………………………….....32 

 2.9.3 Informed Consent……………………………………………………….32 

 2.9.4 Issues of Trustworthiness……………………………………………….32 

2.10 Ethical Considerations…………………………………………………………...34 

2.10.1 Informed Consent……………………………………………...............35 

2.11 Limitations to the Study…………………………………………………35 

Chapter 3: Theories Related to Ethical Leadership and a Literature Review…….......36 

3.1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………….....36 

3.2 Theories and Concepts…………………………………………………………....37 

 3.2.1 Defining the Concepts: Ethics, Morals and Virtues…………………….37 

3.3 The Moral Person………………………………………………………………....39 

 3.3.1 Aristotle's Views on Virtue Ethics………………………………………39 

 3.3.2 Virtue Ethics……………………….........................................................39 

3.3.3 Ethics of Care (EoC)……………………………………………………42 

3.3.4 The Virtue of Integrity………………………………………………….42 

3.4 The Distinction between Internal Goods and External Goods…………………...43 

3.4.1 MacIntyre on Virtue and Organisation…………………………………45 

3.4.2 Ethical Leadership: A Basic Distinction between a Value and a Virtue… 

………………………………………………………………………………..48 

3.5 How Personal Values Relate to Systematic Values................................................48 



 

 

xv 

 

  3.5.1 The Principal as an Ethical, Virtuous Leader…………………………….49  

3.6 An Overview of Relevant Literature……………………………………………….51 

 3.6.1 The Ethics of School Leadership………………………………………...52 

3.7 Virtues that Leaders must Practise………………………………………………....52 

 3.7.1 Ethical Leadership: The Perceptions of Teachers ……………………….53 

3.8 Moral Collapse and Degeneration of the South African Education System 

 …………………………………………………………………………………53 

3.8.1 Ethics and the Effective Principal: The Importance of Creating a Collegial 

Atmosphere, an Ethical Institution and Elevating Staff Morale……………………....55 

3.9 Policies in the South African Education System………………………………......57 

 3.9.1 The Policy Context of Ethical Leadership……………………………....57 

3.9.2 Educational Policies and the South African Constitution…………….....58 

3.9.3 Policy and Practice……………………………………………………....59 

3.10 Chapter Summary………………………………………………………………...60 

Chapter 4: Analysis and Interpretation of Data………………………………………..61 

4.1 Introduction………………………………………………………………………..62 

4.2 Demographics Information………………………………………………………..63 

 4.2.1 Participant's Characteristics……………………………………………..63 

  4.2.1.1 Years of Experience in their Profession……………………….64 

  4.2.1.2 Demographic Profile in Work Experience…………………….64 

  4.2.1.3 Participants' Profile in Age……………………………………64 

  4.2.1.4 Participants' Profile by Gender………………………………..65 



 

 

xvi 

  4.2.1.5 Participants' Overall Profile…………………………………..66 

4..3 Data Presentation…………………………………………………………………67 

4.4 Theme 1: Central Values and Virtues……………………………………………...69 

 4.4.1 The Virtue of Equality…………………………………………………...69 

 4.4.2 The Virtue of Listening………………………………………………….71 

 4.4.3 Promoting Value-Driven Leadership……………………………………71 

 4.4.4 The Virtue of Integrity…………………………………………………..72 

 4.4.5 The Value of Achieving Excellence……………………………………..74 

 4.4.6 The Virtue of Accountability……………………………………………75 

 4.4.7 The Virtue of Empathy………………………………………………….77 

4.4.8 Teacher's Perceptions of Ethical Leadership…………………………....78 

4.5 Theme 2: Aspects of Ethical Leadership………………………………………….79 

4.5.1 The Principal as a Virtuous, Ethical Leader: Role Modeling Moral 

Behaviour……………………………………………………………………..83 

4.5.2 Self-Control: Temperance………………………………………………84 

4.5.3 Ethics and the Effective School Principal: The Importance of Creating a 

Collegial Atmosphere and Elevating Staff Morale……………………………84 

4.5.4 School Governance: Constraint Development in Ethical Programmes for 

School Principals……………………………………………………………...85 

4.6 Theme 3: Causes of Ethical Problems…………………………………………….88 

 4.6.1 Open Communication and Lack of Transparency……………………....88 

 4.6.2 Nepotism, Cultural Differences and Racism…………………………....89 

4.8 Chapter Summary………………………………………………………………....95 



 

 

xvii 

Chapter 5: Conclusion, Summary of Chapters and Recommendations………………96 

5.1 Inroduction………………………………………………………………………..96 

 5.1.1 Summary of Chapters…………………………………………………...96 

5.2 A Summary of Study Findings According to the Research Questions……………96 

 5.2.1 What Ethical Leadership Entails in the Participants' Own Views………97 

 5.2.2 What are the Central Values of the Schools?............................................98 

 5.2.3 What Ethical Conflicts do Teachers, SMT Members, and Principals Face? 

 …………………………………………………………………………………99 

 5.2.4 What are the Effects of (un)Ethical Leadership?......................................99 

 5.2.5 What is the Relationship between Ethical Leadership and Teacher Morale? 

 …………………………………………………………………………………99 

5.3 Recommendations Regarding the Findings of the Study…………………….......100 

 5.3.1 Recommendation One: In accordance with sub-question 5.2.1……… ..100 

 5.3.2 Recommendation Two: In accordance with sub-question 5.2.2………..101 

 5.3.3 Recommendation Three: In accordance with sub-question 5.2.3………101 

 5.3.4 Recommendation Four: In accordance with sub-question 5.2.4………..102 

 5.3.5 Recommendation Five: In accordance with sub-question  5.2.5……….103 

5.4 Suggestions for Further Scholarly Research……………………………………..104 

5.5 Final Relection…………………………………………………………………...104 

References……………………………………………………………………………105 

Appendices…………………………………………………………………………...113 

 

 



 1 

Chapter 1 

Introduction and Background 

 

1.1 A Background to the Study 

Ethical leadership practices have been proven to be a challenge for many school organisations. 

This thesis attempts to ascertain this issue with viewpoints from various members of a school 

organization. In this chapter, I provide the contextual background which highlights the impact of 

the lack of ethical leadership and its lapses and the research background which provides the 

literature reviewed from a range of authors. 

 

1.1.1 Contextual Background 

Previous empirical literature establishes a need for further research on ethical leadership as well 

as the fact that the South African Education system is in dire need of this kind of leadership. 

Education should not only concern itself with producing excellent results but must also have 

leaders who practice ethical and moral values. Shalem and Hoadley (2009) state that low morale 

of teachers, coupled with remarkably poor educational outcomes for students as measured on 

standardized tests have been reported in vast numbers in the news media in South Africa, further 

uncovering the deteriorating standards of ethicality in schools (Pansiri, Ugwu and Maundeni, 2021, 

p379). There is empirical evidence on these poor states of schools and this evidence can be found 

in Corruption Watch’s “Lessons from solicited reports into corruption at schools” among other 

reports on corruption in schools. As the new millennium stretches, new conditions, demands and 

expectations in education are currently creating new challenges and perspectives for the role of the 

South African principal.  

 

Principals are then expected to be more accountable and responsive to multifaceted roles within 

the school and the wider community in the era of democracy, and things are not getting any easier 

for them as they lead and manage schools amidst many educational reforms and policies, such as 

the Public Service Act 103 of 1994 as amended, which gave rise to the Batho Pele principles of 
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consultation, service standards, access, courtesy, information, openness and transparency, redness 

and value for money, the Integrated Quality Management System (IQMS) and the South African 

School’s Act (SASA) (Mthiyane, 2018, p.168) amongst other laws and policies that promote 

ethical behaviour.  

 

The new dispensation came up with market-orientated approach to education, in terms of 

measuring performance and accountability, e.g., IQMS. The implementation of the IQMS helps 

promote accountability and supports professional growth for the educator but some people choose 

to adopt an approach that promotes the get-rich-quick schemes, and they also abuse public 

resources. These leaders engage in the politics of power and care less about adherence to the laws 

and policies (Mthiyane, 2018, p. 183).  

 

These findings suggest the desire for power and financial gain in education rather than being led 

by the spirit of professional ethics. What causes this moral turpitude? It seems that the 

policymakers need to go back to the drawing board to seek deeper understanding of a decline in 

ethical behaviour. The South African Constitution Act, Act 108, [Subsection 1] stipulates that “A 

public administration should be governed by democratic values and high standards of professional 

ethics (Mthiyane, 2018, p.168). In 2002, to manifest on values, Human Rights and Democracy was 

published and this policy advances sixteen educational strategies to promote democratic values 

and ethical behaviour at schools (Ibid, p.169).  

 

Similarly, in March 2016, the DBE (Department of Basic Education) gazetted the Policy on the 

South African Standard for Principals, which also requires school principals to subscribe to 

professional educational ethics and social values as these are essential values that underpin 

everything that transpires at schools, and which inform everything they do when leading and 

managing their schools (Department of Education, 2016). There are still other pieces of legislation 

like the South African Council of Educators, Act 31 of 2000 specifically passed to set, sustain, and 

protect the professional standards of the educators.  

 

Implications and scandals are surrounding too many school principals in South Africa. Recently, a 

school where I conducted my study experienced an ethical scandal involving the school principal 
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who was implicated on financial fraud and discrimination based on skin colour. In other news 

reports, we regularly witness ever increasing ethical misdemeanours in some of our most renowned 

public sectors, not just in the school organisations. The biggest problem is not only found in these 

unethical practices but lies more in the absence of values and virtues in schools today. Recently, 

Corruption Watch (CW), an organisation that helps combat corruption in schools has received 60 

reports of corruption that involve or implicate principals, mostly due to the mismanagement of 

funds (CW, 2013). Similarly, in 2018, CW discovered that poor governance is what led to these 

corrupt activities. It appears our society and education authorities have neglected important ethical 

issues, but how can the principal’s and the teachers’ leadership cultivate excellence in the school 

and be coherent again in this ethically challenging time? 

 

Nowadays principals are expected to be more accountable and more responsive to communication 

expectations and to be able to lead a complex and substantial organization (Senge, 1990, p.239 as 

cited in Botha, 2004, p.240). Principals play the very important role of connecting schools with 

the external world and they have great capacity to network with wider communities and ensure 

schools keep abreast of curriculum initiatives, as well as anticipate future trends in relation to ideas 

such as empowerment, vision, planning, evaluation, and improvement (Ibid, p.241). 

 

A turbulent environment that now prevails cannot be tamed by rational analysis alone. 

Conventional strategic planning is of little use if principals do not give their vision unity and 

coherence. Principals seldom know whom to turn to for advice as there are no blueprints on how 

to lead in a world that is already somewhat unjust (Pak & Ravitch, 2021), also taking into account 

that reforms on educational leadership, changes in laws and policies, are so frequent and 

sometimes confusing for them. According to (Terry, 1999, p.31) they need the “Ethical friend” 

concept. They should accept the realities of changes and demands in the principalship but more 

importantly act in a way that takes account of the character of the world that is emerging.  

 

According to Naidoo (2015) learners and other stakeholders of the school such as teachers, 

principals, union members and departmental officials have all been implicated in some unethical 

conduct as per research studies and different reports. A week hardly passes by in South Africa 

without some report in the print or electronic media giving an account of alleged unethical 
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practices in schools. Empirical studies by Mestry (2004, 2006) as well as reports by Corruption 

Watch (2012, 2013, 2015) seem to indicate principals as major culprits in the embezzlement of 

school funds and other corrupt practices in schools (Ibid, p.166).  

 

I concur with Naidoo when she further argues that this apparent rise in unethical behaviour has 

raised the issue of ethical leadership as serious. Katranci, Sungu and Saglam (2015) argue that 

ethical leadership is generally associated with values, vision, and virtue, therefore it is evident that 

the school needs more than just a leader to run an organization effectively. What enthused this 

study is the current social milieus, pressures and constant reforms/changes in the curriculum and 

educational leadership.  

 

These challenges require a focused, compelling ethical leader/principal who places service to the 

school and its community above status and everything else. In contrast to Katranci’s and colleagues’ 

views on ethical leadership, lies a dark and toxic leadership. These leaders who are in position of 

power exhibit “toxic” personality traits and exploit staff weaknesses for their own ends (Cullen, 

2020). Cases of unethical leadership confront us almost every day, from organisations accused of 

money laundering and bribery to politicians and even religious leaders involved in financial fraud 

(Soni, 2022). More recently, an incident involving the school principal which took place in a school 

where I had conducted my study exhibits an example of unethical practices. 

 

The consequences of unethical leadership at schools are in the news almost every day; according 

to Mthiyane (2018, p.167) these include lack of accountability, honesty, and integrity; lack of 

equity in staffs, and teacher resignations occurring due to unfair labour practices, etc. Such 

unethical practices therefore may result in a significant erosion in the morale among teachers/staff 

today. They should be able to get back on track with sufficient motivation from the ethical principal 

whom we as society should evaluate on their character rather than what the media states about 

him/her. However, some researchers on education leadership and management reveal confusion 

among education authorities, over what strategies to apply to bring out good results and 

accountability among leaders. 
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Consequently, schools and communities would not function effectively if principals are not 

executing their moral/ethical excellence, because he/she needs to operate not only as the head of 

the school but his/her ethical leadership must cut across the different echelons of the school and 

influence staff and parents to stick to proper code of conduct; to act on values, correctly implement 

school policies, ultimately resulting in the common good of the school, the community and the 

education fraternity as a whole. Unethical practices in schools degrade the education system and 

fraternity, in that trust from the public becomes lost, especially in a country that is currently in a 

social crisis. Acknowledging that trust in our school leaders has been lost is somewhat threatening 

to the future and brings me to another factor of caring, a core element in ethical behaviour. An 

important factor which lacks today in the principals’ leadership role is the ethics of caring. A 

disregard to such ethics further leads to lower levels of organizational (school) effectiveness, low 

levels of commitment by teachers coupled with learners underperforming in their academic work 

(Beck, 1994, Beck & Murphy, 1993, Lyman, 2000, 11, as cited in van der Vyver, van der 

Westhuizen and Meyer, 2013). Schools are no longer building ethics of care but rather making the 

institutions’ marketplaces for financial gain. This is a societal challenge which purports one thing; 

that schools are experiencing an ongoing challenge maintaining consistent ethical behaviour 

(Russell, 2005, as cited in Lilram, 2019) especially when considering that the standards of 

accountability for the principals are much higher. 

 

The Department of Education (DoE) who put in force those requirements consider that it is vital 

to set up a clean and agreed-upon expertise of what the South African education system expects 

from people who are, or aspire to be, entrusted with the management and control of the schools 

(South African Standard for Principalship, 2015). The South African Standard for Principalship 

(“The Standard”) which absolutely defines the position of school principals and the key 

components of professionalism, image and abilities required, additionally serves as policy to deal 

with expert management and control developmental needs, as it is primarily based upon an agreed-

upon understanding of the core purposes of a principals’ leadership role, the key areas of such a 

role, the values which underpin them, and the personal and professional traits required to fulfil the 

position. “The DoE tends to build upon the quality of leadership and successful outcomes observed 

at well-functioning schools within the context of their communities and to address poor leadership 

and management outcomes of schooling at other schools” (SASP, 2015). 
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The DoE has explicitly said its perception that effective leadership and management, supported by 

a well-conceived, needs-driven development of leadership and management, is crucial to the 

fulfilment of its transformational goals (SASP, 2015). Their emphasis in shared leadership is set 

up in ways which are grounded in and embraced by the principles of Batho Pele and Ubuntu. This 

includes principles and values such as the leader’s sense of humility and the leader being able to 

put others’ interest above his/her own (Mthiyane, 2018, 172). However, as we are meandering and 

wondering in a maze of managerial and political leadership crisis, we must ignore an objective 

response to those ethical leadership questions only at our own peril. And with all these policies at 

hand highlighting the conduct of school leaders, it is apparent that some leaders need to go back 

to the drawing board on how to implement these.  

 

The reality of the situation is that our country is at the crossroads of ethical and moral leadership. 

As things are falling apart, people continue to dance on board a leaking Titanic, unaware of a 

tsunami that lies ahead (Zide, 2017). Modern philosopher MacIntyre’s theory of Internal goods 

and External goods could provide us with some clarity to many of these arising questions on 

modernity’s ethical failures of showing more concern in External goods – acquiring material goods, 

money, power, and status distributed as rewards, and showing less concern in Internal goods (the 

goods of excellence) – generally derivable from the exercise of virtues. Principals are expected to 

exercise these important virtues, but I will elaborate on these goods at a later stage. 

 

1.1.2 Research Background 

 

In this section, I will briefly discuss the literature related to ethical leadership. While the study 

comprised only four primary schools, it was clearly indicated that there is a need for further 

research on this unconventional topic. According to some of the researchers in this field, a more 

coherent ethical framework to guide leaders’ decisions is needed. However, this existing literature 

is deficient in a way as it fails to confront and implement this kind of leadership and its 

methodologies in the schools, and specifically to school principals. The theoretical component 

focused on the nature of ethics and the clarification of ethical leadership while the social construct 

that is the empirical component gained insight through the point of view of the principal and the 

teachers by employing interview methods. 
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1.2 Ethical Leadership 

According to principles of reciprocity in social exchange theory (Blau, 1964, Goulder, 1960 as 

cited in Trevino et al., 2003) individuals feel obliged to return beneficial behaviour once they trust 

another has been fair and truthful to them. Employees feel indebted to moral leaders due to their 

trustworthiness and fair nature; consequently, they reciprocate with beneficial work behaviour, and 

refrain from carrying out adverse behaviour, such as lower levels of workplace deviance (Trevino, 

et al., 2003). “Emerging research has located that ethical leadership is associated with critical 

follower outcomes together with employees’ satisfaction, commitment, willingness to report 

problems to supervisors, willingness to place more efficacy and efficiency into the job, and 

perceptions of organizational culture and ethical climate” (Ibid, 2003). 

 

The schools’ effectiveness should not only focus on the technical skills of the principal and the 

teachers, but also on cultivating and striving for excellence. Robinson (2019) argues that in the 

South African context, teacher standards are a response to a lack of teacher accountability. This 

has been identified as a cause of the poor quality of South African education. This issue is an 

enormous concern around ethical leadership as this type of leadership should not only be located 

in the principal but also in the school as a whole. MacIntyre states eloquently that ethics protect 

the integrity of teaching and sustaining the ethos of the school (MacIntyre & Dunne, 2002, p.8). 

 

South African public schools’ failure in management and leadership has resulted in moral collapse 

of the education system due to a dereliction and marginalization of ethical commitments (Thaba, 

Kanjere, Malatji and Wadesango, 2016). These researchers argue that apart from addressing issues 

of the collapse in education, simultaneously, a school management and leadership programme 

should address moral decline in schools. Drawing on this heightened concern, the ethical dilemmas 

in schools are not frequently discussed in settings such as meetings which would typically be led 

by the principal.  

 

Mpungose & Ngwenya (2017) argue that literature on education management still reveals a 

startling degree of confusion among education authorities and leaders over what techniques to 

apply to deliver commitment, tremendous results, and accountability among education leaders. 

They further state that the changes/reforms in policymaking have led to these leaders obsessing 
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over quantifiable outcomes which influence the standard and quality of education in South Africa. 

Education litigation and many societal challenges continue to confront school leaders (Patton, 

2008), meaning that even more than before, commitment to ethics, virtues and high moral 

standards is essential. However, according to Sowell (2018) morality is hard and not much fun. 

Thus, given our limitations, to make a better world we must try and make better rules. Given this 

regard, my study attempts to ascertain morality as being essential to school leaders. Some 

researchers (Katranci, Sungu, & Saglam, 2015) mostly show the principals’ ethical leadership from 

the teacher’s perceptions using survey methods but my addition to the principals’ perceptions 

contributes to valuable and intelligible findings as interview methods were utilised.  

 

Chaskalson (2017) states that principals are the primary culprits in corruption at schools in line 

with cases accrued through Corruption Watch. These types of corruption consist of theft of school 

funds and financial mismanagement. According to Corruption Watch’s research, Gauteng 

accounted for 37% of all complaints of school corruption in a study conducted in 1400 schools in 

South Africa (Ibid, 2017). These types of unethical practices in the education system put into 

question issues of accountability, responsibility, transparency, integrity, ethics, and morality 

(Mthiyane, 2018, p.167). Although literature addressed the various issues regarding ethical 

leadership in various organizations, it is yet to explore this phenomenon in South African schools 

and even in context of a global society. 

  

Researcher Mthiyane (2018) explored ethical leadership in schools and in the district offices and 

what we could draw from this leadership theory to enhance leadership and management at schools. 

He discovered that, even though the literature on ethical leadership exists in the business/public 

management/political sector (Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, Bardes & Salvador, 2009; Tshaka, 

2009; Salawu, 2011; Khoza, 2011; Mokgwatsane, 2015 as cited in Mthiyane, 2018, p.171) and is 

mainly international, there is minimal empirical research on ethical leadership in education in 

South African contexts. His research aims to add to that body of knowledge, just as my research 

also seeks to contribute to this minimal literature. In his multiple case study, researcher Dladla 

explored this type of leadership in challenging township school contexts (2020). Like my own, his 

study elicited perceptions about how ethical leadership is enacted in the schools and what 

constitutes this kind of leadership. Mthiyane (2018, p.172) states eloquently that his study made 
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use of Khoza’s Attuned Leadership theory (2011) when referring to Ubuntu having much to offer 

in the discourse of ethical leadership in organisations. Dladla also made use of the Attuned 

Leadership framework in his study. This also points to the need for principals to possess principles 

such as having a sense of moral duty, serving, and caring for others, having a sense of integrity 

and accountability, to name only a few of some of the ethics that he mentions. 

 

His research was conducted as a qualitative case study which sought in-depth understanding of a 

social phenomenon in a natural setting. My study is similar to his in that the in-depth interviews 

which I have used to collect data enabled me to develop a rich description of a complex 

phenomenon based on the perspectives, experiences and conceptualizations of principals and 

teachers. According to Mthiyane (2018, p.186) a principal from the Umlazi District states that 

“The Department does not provide proactive and sufficient exposure to educators regarding good 

ethical behaviour and leadership.” This viewpoint corroborates my own study which is discussed 

further on in the dissertation. Similarly, one circuit manager from his study stated, “SACE only 

shows concern when an educator has committed misconduct, thus they are not doing enough to 

promote ethical behaviour especially amongst the new educators” (Ibid, p.186).  

 

Universities should play a role in developing such leadership capabilities and moral framework 

that will place the country on a different path (Mouton, 2015 & Jonas, 2017). There is clearly a 

need for value-based leadership which should emerge from Higher Education. Although my study 

is not conducted on a large scale as Mthiyane suggests for future research on ethical leadership, 

insight is gained, not only by principals but also by educators from level 1 in Gauteng-based 

schools.  

 

1.2.1 Unethical Leadership 

In their article (Ethical and Unethical Leadership: Exploring New Avenues for Future Research), 

Brown & Mitchell (2010) also researched and reviewed literature that is applicable to the 

descriptive study of ethics of leadership, in addition to outlining areas for future empirical study. 

After discussing ethical leadership, they then drew from emerging research on what is often called 

“dark” (destructive) organizational behaviour, to widen the boundaries of their review so that 

unethical leadership is included, too. Katranci et al. (2015) state that very few empirical studies 
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have been carried out on the importance of ethical dimensions of leadership in schools. Their study 

on ethical leadership found that teachers agreed about school principals often performing ethical 

leadership behaviours that influence staff positively in Turkish vocational high schools. My study 

will add more perspective to the South African context on how school principals as well as teachers 

perceive ethical leadership. My study explores these perceptions from an empirical approach; 

therefore, the study is descriptive. 

 

In their research, Eranil and Ozbilen (2017) collected their data by using “Ethical leadership” and 

“Organizational climate” scales. According to their findings and perceptions, “teachers responded 

to the levels of the ethicality of school principals at the level of “I disagree” and to the positive 

climate practices of “I partially agree” (Ibid, 2017). They also found that female teachers found 

principals’ ethical leadership levels and climate practices higher than those of the male teachers, 

meaning the female teachers regarded their principals as more ethical than their male counterparts. 

My study learns of such demographics and their different perceptions about ethical leadership in 

South Africa, but it has not shown how these perceptions correlate or differ. 

 

Naidoo (2015) found that there was a consensus that ethical leadership could potentially be an 

effective approach to reducing unethical conduct within South African schools. His ideas 

corroborate with those of Brown & Mitchell (2010) when they purport those employees feel 

indebted to ethical leaders because of their trustworthy and fair nature, while the research of 

Pelletier and Bligh (2008, as cited in Brown & Mitchell, 2010) shows that unethical leadership 

negatively influences employees’ attitudes while educational laws and policies seem to 

increasingly undermine virtues, values, moral ethics and the common good of education. 
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1.2 Statement of the Research Problem  

 

As a teacher of six years’ experience in a public school, my observation is that school leaders are 

not exhibiting ethical behaviour nor are they moral agents, as we have also witnessed several times 

in the news media. Another concern is that principals are the ones who are mostly implicated 

whereas they should be the ones to look up to. From my own observation, while closely working 

with other education officials, the morale of teachers seems to be at a low, especially since the 

Covid-19 outbreak, teachers do not feel valued. The transition from the traditional classroom to 

utilising online platforms to teach during the lockdown period was perplexing and raised fears, 

along with increased responsibilities that teachers did not formally agree to become involved in 

prior to the pandemic (Zalaznick, 2020). Taking this information on the morale of teachers into 

account, unethical behaviours still manage to resurface, one way or another. School leaders still 

found themselves in hot waters, of being involved in unethical activities.  

 

The DoE very rarely promotes ethical behaviour in a more proactive and vigorous manner, while 

documents such as the SACE code of conduct are only promoted when unethical behaviours have 

taken place. In addition, according to Corruption Watch and the DBE (2016) many irregularities 

including the selling of teaching posts were reported in 2014. Inconsistencies in recruitment 

processes and widespread practices of improper and unfair influence regarding the outcomes of 

the appointment of teachers were found (Corruption Watch, 2016). These are only some of the 

unethical practices taking place in our schools. To best articulate my research objectives and aims, 

these unethical behaviours in schools led to exploring perceptions of school officials, as standards 

of accountability are becoming tougher and harder to attain these days, as school principals strive 

to sustain high ethical standards. Educational litigation and many societal challenges continue to 

confront school principals, meaning that even more than before, commitment to ethics, virtues, 

and high moral standards are essential. Ethical and effective principals need to build ethical work 

practices that influence or elevate staff behaviours and morale.  

 

Contemporary authors, and researchers on education leadership and management reveal confusion 

among education authorities, about which strategies must be applied to bring out commitment, 

good results, and accountability among the school leaders, especially principals who are mostly 
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blamed when standards are not met and quality results are attained, mostly with the incorporation 

of outcomes-based education, the democratic human rights issues and the introduction of 

performance measurement policies such as the Integrated Quality Management System (IQMS).  

The role of the South African principal has changed drastically, and the ethical leadership of 

principals is of utmost importance, as new conditions and expectations in the ever-changing 

educational disposition create new challenges and new perspectives for them in developing 

excellent democratic schools. The current pressures on schools mean that principals should be 

sophisticated users of knowledge while being informed managers with greater emphasis on being 

learning experts.   

 

Principals find themselves constantly struggling to make the best of funding mechanisms. Such 

activities could lead to principals disregarding the internal goods and falling into the trap of 

rewarding themselves. Leadership and strategy are vital for the school principal who faces the 

challenges of the future. The task of professional principals as leaders and strategists in creating 

better and excellent schools never ends (Botha, 2004, p.242). Some of these revelations point to 

the fact that educational laws and policies seem to increasingly undermine virtues, values, moral 

ethics, and the common good at the expense of systematic evaluation of the so-called “quality 

results” as if schools are no longer building good citizenry but have become marketplaces making 

profits (Pansiri, Ugwu & Maundeni, 2021). 

 

Excellence in principalship is measured and driven by learner results while demands for schools’ 

autonomy and principals’ accountability are high. This kind of approach can lead to the demise of 

ethical leadership while principals in pursuit of excellence will become corporate and disregard 

the internal goods and good values of the schools and education. Our education authorities and 

leaders are at crossroads and this study intently focused on the nature of ethical leadership in the 

South African context. Many questions may be posed due to the troubled state of affairs in South 

African schools. An incident involving and implicating a former principal which took place in one 

of the schools in May 2021 led to further inquisition into the school officials’ perceptions, as data 

were collected in this school. This helped me to identify some of the pitfalls in education and the 

effects of unethical leadership which demonstrate a destructive side thereof which is often 

overlooked. 



 

 

13 

The central question which my study explored, is the following: 

What are the perceptions of school leaders and teachers on the nature and impact of ethical 

leadership in a South African context?  

 

The following sub-questions further assist an intent look into the nature of ethical leadership 

according to the participants: 

 

i)  What are the central ethical values that schools should pursue? 

ii) What are the ethical conflicts school leaders experience? 

iii) What is the relation between ethical leadership and teacher morale? 

iv) How do current education laws and policies promote ethical values? 

 

1.3 Rationale of the Study 

 

The purpose of the study is to understand ethical leadership as understood by school principals, 

teachers and SMT members and to provide a rich portrait of the vital role that the principal could 

provide in setting the tone for ethical and collaborative decision-making processes at their schools, 

so that staff morale is elevated to the extent that ethical work practices and behaviours at schools 

are positively influenced, thus yielding positive and good results. This is of great value in that it 

promotes and encourages positive culture practices in the school setting. This is also beneficial to 

the community in emphasising the importance of a principal practising ethical leadership, 

subsequently developing his/her virtuous character, by being a good role model to staff. When staff 

members observe this, the morale of staff and those with a low sense of efficacy may change their 

view in teaching practice, and it also might help them carry out their duties with higher 

consideration to ethics. I also hoped that my findings would be a basis for further research and 

contribute to existing knowledge on the nature of ethical leadership. 

 

The schools, more specifically public schools, where I conducted my research, rendered further 

clarity on the importance of ethical conduct within the school. This study also determined the 

outcomes of ethical leadership. It presented how the principals’ (un)ethical leadership can impact 

positively or negatively on the school decision structures and staff behaviours, more importantly 
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creating the ethical school climate that is principle orientated. In their study, Cansoy, Parlar & 

Türkoglu (2021), show high correlations of positive relationships between the ethical leadership 

of principals and teachers’ job satisfaction. In addition, the nature of an ethical leadership in 

schools must be taken into serious consideration in the South African education fraternity, more 

importantly creating the ethical school climate that is value-based, from which teachers can also 

learn. These values enable and sustain the integrity of teaching by doing what is right in their 

endeavours even if it means sacrificing the external good in their practice. This leadership enables 

staff to behave in ways that develop their highest potential and make decisions with honesty, 

fairness and equitability.  

 

1.5 Aims and Objectives 

 

1.5.1 Research Aims 

The main aim of the study was to describe the perceptions on ethical leadership of school leaders 

and teachers in a South African context. Given this regard, the research investigates the 

phenomenon of ethical leadership utilizing an appropriate design which involves semi-structured 

interviews to generate the data. This put me in an epistemological position through interpreting 

and describing results from the point of view of teachers and principals, thus making me a viable 

instrument in the study. The aims of the investigation were to describe, understand and discover 

the phenomenon of ethical leadership in the school organization, fundamentally to probe beneath 

surface appearances, hence the in-depth interviews. By doing so, I worked with concepts and 

developed my own theories from empirical observation. It was also imperative for me to emphasize 

the importance of the study for both myself, and the social sciences in an education context and 

society.  

 

The aim of this study was: 

-To gather and analyse information and come to intelligible findings of the principal, SMT 

members and teachers’ perspective of ethical leadership 

- To promote a culture of ethical leadership in schools 
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Objectives: 

-To understand ethical leadership from the perspective of principals, the SMT and teachers  

-To determine the ethical theory that best understands ethical leadership in schools 

-To describe the central values that schools pursue 

-To identify the pitfalls of Ethical Leadership in South African schools 

-To determine whether there is a relationship between ethical leadership and morale of the staff  

- To ascertain whether educational laws and policies, in the context of educational transformation 

have valuable significance to keep school principals ethically grounded in their leadership and 

management practices 

 

1.6 Focus and Boundaries of the Study 

 

All studies are limited to some extent. These limitations restrict the scope of the study; therefore, 

the interpretation of the results would be impacted. The limitations are beyond my control as a 

researcher. Delimitations however are in my control, and are concerned with the framework of the 

study, meaning they describe the boundaries set by myself and these are often related to data 

collection (Creswell, 2012, p.623). 

 

1.6.1 Limitations of the Study 

This study experienced several limitations. Firstly, the demographics of the participants only 

comprised principals, SMT members and teachers who are all school officials thus the subject of 

ethical leadership and its findings cannot be generalized or measured to the Education spectrum in 

its entirety, as there are also district officials, circuit managers in the field. Secondly, the study is 

only based in one region in the Gauteng province, involving only 14 participants which made it 

difficult to fully justify some of the findings, therefore a larger sample size would have contributed 

more revealing results. Thirdly, the research deviated from the intended in-person interviews, in 

respect of the District’s protocols (See Appendix E), due to the rapidly evolving Covid-19 situation. 
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1.6.2 Delimitations of the Study 

Although the demographics of participants were limited, I was able to accumulate adequate data 

that fit my type of study. Secondly, the 14 participants who were interviewed rendered rich data, 

thus making the study incredibly satisfying. Lastly, as an alternative to the physical face-to-face 

interview, the social media online platform Microsoft Teams was utilised to collect data. 

 

 

1.7 Organising the Research – Chapter Outline 

 

The research comprises five chapters which include the following. 

 

Chapter 1 – An introduction which gives the contextual and research background to the study 

which also provides the research problem, clear research questions and specific research aims and 

objectives. It states the focus of the study and gives an introduction to the concepts of the study. 

This chapter also identifies the gap in literature which the study intends to fill. It also explores the 

focus and boundaries of the study, which include the limitations and delimitations. This must be 

acknowledged in that it shows that the interpretation of findings in the study are likely to be 

influenced, this includes constraints and shortcomings which are inevitable. 

 

Chapter 2 – Explores the research approach and methodology of the study, the collection tools that 

are suitable to explore the research question and the different methods of the study which will be 

employed. Participants and sampling techniques are also discussed, and techniques that will be 

used to analyse the data gathered. Ethical considerations are also described. 

 

Chapter 3 – Discusses the literature review of the study. These discussions give an analytical 

summary of research that has been done in the past and builds towards research which still needs 

to be done. The chapter also deals with the main theories and concepts of the study. These include 

key concepts such as ethics, virtues and modern moral philosophers’ theories which clearly 

indicate that research on this topic has been done. Other researchers’ theories include ethical 

leadership, discussions of virtue ethics more extensively and the internal goods and external goods 

which are some of MacIntyre’s most prominent theories. 
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Chapter 4 – Deals with the data analysis and interpretation which include collecting the data and 

analysing it so that interpretation of the findings could take place to open up meaningful insights.  

 

Chapter 5 – Discusses conclusion and recommendations which include dealing with a summary 

of the main points and findings of the study. Also, suggesting a continuation for future research on 

the topic preferably on a much larger scale. 
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Chapter 2  

Research Design and Methodology 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter is concerned with the research design and methodology of the study in a qualitative 

approach. The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research design of the study, the 

organisation and the logical description of how the data were collected, the specific instruments 

selected and utilized and the purpose for their selection. It also looks at why specific research 

methods were utilised with justification, and why other methods were not used. The dissimilarities 

between the literature and the empirical part of the study are also elaborated on and help lay a 

foundation for the study. The research aims will first be discussed in detail, followed by the 

research methodology. The chapter also highlights how the participants were selected, the number 

of participants who were interviewed, and outlines pivotal information on the participants who 

took part in the study, such as their years of experience. Moreover, the various roles of the 

participants helped the researcher to understand the phenomenon in a much broader sense which 

helped develop theory derived from analysing the data. Themes then emerged from the data and 

are discussed in chapter 4. The chapter concludes with ethical issues, the limitations of the study 

and the imperative role that the researcher has in qualitative research. The researcher describes the 

following processes which are used to carry out and analyse the data: 

 

2.2 Theoretical and Empirical Research 

 

2.2.1 The Use of Theories 

The research brings the literature in relation to the empirical investigation. For this study to remain 

viable, theories were necessary to support and guide the empirical part of the study. The theories 

are utilised to strengthen and support the findings of the study. Getting close to the participants of 

this study was valuable in its purest sense, therefore bypassing the collection of data and utilising 

theory alone would not be achievable in that the phenomena itself depend heavily on the 

participant’s experience. It is however necessary to employ clearly articulated theories and models 
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as a framework for this kind of research (Mouton and Marais, 1990, p.50). These theories will be 

discussed in the subsequent chapter. 

 

This study employed a valuable descriptive research design to gain insight into the concept of 

ethical leadership and its impact on South African schools. This enabled the researcher to obtain 

and accumulate data through in-depth insight into the phenomena of ethical leadership. The 

exposition of the research was guided and built up by the virtue ethics of MacIntyre, particularly 

his theory of practices, internal goods and external goods, on which I will elaborate in Chapter 3. 

Given this information, I viewed ethical leadership and its nature, especially in the South African 

context as the central phenomenon. This provided a framework of how the data would be collected 

and analysed. 

 

2.2.2 The Empirical Research  

The empirical research part of the study entailed the perception of the participants, thus the open-

ended questions provided ample opportunity for the researcher to engage in a natural conversation 

with the individual. The perspectives of the participants who are in different roles in the school 

organization would assist in identifying how the teachers interpret the same questions addressed 

to the principals, and whether their perceptions could engender distinctive or similar themes to 

emerge. This was the case, as most participants viewed ethical leadership in the same light. The 

theories of this study helped me to interpret and analyse the data, which was collected, they also 

helped me validate my findings. I mostly used them to corroborate the empirical component of 

this study. Without the use of theories, my empirical data would lack solidity. In this regard, ethical 

theories are utilised and are not developed from the data collected. 

 

2.3 Research Approach: Qualitative   

 

The qualitative research approach was chosen to understand in-depth the nature of the phenomena. 

It was the more sensible approach as the problem sought direct experiences of the respondents, 

hence the use of interviews. Qualitative research, however, has its implications. Rudestam & 

Newton (2015, p.50) determine that theory in qualitative research designs is likely to emerge once 

data collection has taken place. This study utilised a descriptive research approach in this regard, 
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this also means that theories from other researchers are heavily considered. More comprehensive 

explanations and analyses appear in the findings and discussions chapter. This technique is applied 

as a form of thematic analysis, elucidating those themes emerged from the raw data and were not 

imposed by the researcher. Theoretical knowledge on this research study will be elaborated on in 

a more refined form in the subsequent chapter. The use of theories allowed the researcher to build 

categories systematically while also allowing flexibility. The data had to be considered closely in 

the rigorous analyses; an approach that is known as qualitative (Cresswell, 2015, p.423). Therefore, 

in this regard, categories and subcategories or themes were identified, engaging the developed 

theories in Chapter 3 with the new data that were collected, hence the diagram was developed in 

Chapter 4, which highlights theories taken from the literature review and integrating them with the 

participant’s own views. 

 

There is a clear logical description of how data were to be collected and analysed. The qualitative 

design offered the researcher the opportunity to understand ethical leadership complexities, to gain 

new perspectives. Educational researchers often make use of this design as it is more suitable in 

understanding the decision processes in education. This research design was undertaken to 

understand the experiences and perceptions on ethical leadership from principals, teachers, 

members of SMT and the impact it has on schools.  

 

2.4 Research Design: Descriptive Research 

 

Table 2.1 below illustrates the types of research designs 

Type of Research Definition and Key Issues 

Explanatory Research  More emphasis on discovering ideas and 

insights 

Breaking down broad and vague 

statements into smaller or precise sub-problem 

statements 

Increasing familiarity with the problem, 

clarifying concepts and notions 

Developing hypotheses 
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Explanatory research is appropriate to any 

problem about which little is known  

Less use of detailed questionnaires is 

flexible with more use of literature survey, 

focus groups and analyses of case studies 

Descriptive Research  These types of study are used in the 

following circumstances 

When one wants to describe the 

characteristics of certain groups 

When estimating the proportion of people 

in a specified population who behave in a 

certain way 

When making a specific prediction 

Types (Longitudinal Studies or Cross-

Sectional Studies) 

Casual Research Aims at determining the cause effect 

relationships, takes the form of field 

experiments and laboratory experiments 

Concentrates on providing evidence 

regarding the cause relationships between 

variables by means of time order in which 

variables and concomitant variations occur 

(Dawn, Gilbert, & Churchill, 2002). 

 

Source: Dawn et al. 2002 
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2.4.1 Descriptive Research 

The research design is descriptive and best-suited for this study; therefore, a design or plan guides 

it. According to Yona (2020, 54) descriptive research describes characteristics of a certain group 

and/or population, it describes and records the participant’s experiences as they are and the nature 

of things. This research was flexible enough to allow new data to emerge, collating the descriptive 

account and attributing it to the absence of theories discussed in Chapter 3. The descriptive account 

of data that were collected is used in accordance to these theories. In conformity of a qualitative 

approach, this aspect of research design is followed utilising descriptive research. The answers to 

the interviews provided insight into the complexity of ethical leadership leading to some in-depth 

understanding of the main question. In this way, the tone for future research is set to administer a 

larger scale utilising a structured questionnaire which would be considered a careful study (Babbie, 

1992, 90).  

 

2.5 Participant Information 

 

A total of 14 participants were interviewed with mostly lead teachers who are familiar with ethical 

leadership discrepancies and/or principles within their workplace. This study satisfies Babbie and 

Cresswell’s qualitative data collection requirements for the small subset of participants being 

interviewed. The smaller population was manageable which helped the researcher to draw 

inferences from the teacher and principal population to a much broader one. It could be impossible 

for the researcher in this regard, to interview all the teachers and SMT members of each school. 

 

2.5.1 Population  

According to Cresswell (2012, p.142) a population in research is a group of people who share 

some characteristics. The population of this study comprised principals, teachers and SMT 

members. These individuals all make up the population of school officials, although they can be 

distinctive in that teachers make up the population of teachers and principals make up the 

population of principals, but they share similar characteristics in that these officials are all on the 

education spectrum. 

 

 



 

 

23 

2.5.2 Research Setting 

Before gaining permission to the research setting, it was pivotal that the researcher respect the site. 

By doing this, s/he must commit to engaging in ethical practices. Collecting data at the school site 

is valuable in that it may provide rich responses in contrast to collecting the data elsewhere. That 

was not the case, as I was restricted to only collecting data online through video conference apps. 

This method was convenient for the researcher as it saved valuable time travelling from one site 

to another and required less transportation duties. 

 

2.5.3 Participant Description 

To help best understand the research problem and question, participants were purposively selected 

and following the qualitative design, the smaller population of the participants provided 

information that suited the study. Participants were selected from four Primary schools, including 

seven teachers, four SMT members and three school principals in the Pretoria North region. 

 

2.6 Participant Selection 

 

The principal, SMT member and teachers of the schools were interviewed personally, taking their 

availability into account, within a period of twelve weeks. The data were collected in two different 

time periods between the principal and the teachers for me to get a reasonable amount of time to 

describe, transcribe and analyse the data. The experience of the school principals is enormous in 

terms of leading and managing along with several education reforms and policy changes which 

have occurred. An important factor in some of the schools is their high enrolment numbers of 

learners each year, with accompanying large demographics of staffing and a variety in ethnic 

groupings of staff, parents, and learners. The above-mentioned schools were carefully selected. 

The selection again helped to address the issue of ethical leadership as these schools are not only 

in the same area, but they are also often in competition in terms of sport, culture, and academic 

awards. It is thus viable for the researcher to depict an accurate account regarding the true nature 

of these variables.  

 

The accumulation of data regarding selecting the schools came from my own intuition and 

observation as a teacher, where we as a school participated in a variety of meetings with the 
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different schools –whether through sports or academic awards. School C interested this research 

study in that they have very poor facilities which often limit the school in optimally participating 

in sports activities like the other schools. How is School C’s leadership style/values contributing 

to these issues? This school was only able to provide their narrations through written interview 

methods as there were issues with the accumulation of technological resources that could provide 

the researcher with rich insights through written responses. 

School D and School B are known for their good educational resources and elevated staff morale 

and competition due to good working conditions while other schools are somewhat disadvantaged 

in resources and other support materials, although School D is now faced with ethical issues and 

has to rebuild the school due to mismanagement. A study in these aspects of the schools helped in 

understanding the ethical approach that each school possesses and what makes each one distinctive 

from the other in terms of laying their ethical foundation to produce excellent results amongst other 

positive climate practices. The researcher purposefully selected an SMT member from each school. 

From each SMT member selected, I then made a formal request that s/he identify teachers who 

might be interested in partaking in the study, using the snowball sampling method. This technique 

was appropriate in that selection was based on my knowledge of the population and the nature of 

the research aims.  

These different schools all provided valuable insight to address the issue of ethical leadership as 

we have learnt from the past research. There have been some dilemmas in some of the schools I 

have selected and in particular School D where there were recent reported acts of 

maladministration, racism and financial mismanagement involving the school principal and the 

management team in May 2021, with the story permeating through mainstream news reports, in 

particular a programme on television called SA tonight on channel eNCA, where the principal was 

interviewed following the incident which took place involving the parents at the school who 

wanted the principal out of the school due to “her discriminating against black teachers, thus 

viewing them as less educated than the white teachers” (Mpofu, 2021).  

 

This is an ethical issue, as management did not put the needs of others above their own, all of 

comes down to a lack of integrity. My exclusion of the private schools in this study does not purport 
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that private organizations determine success in any form but merely that from government funded 

organizations emanates the most public scandals.  

 

2.7 Participant Selection Methods  

 

The sampling approach entails a purposive sampling approach that uses snowballing methods. One 

SMT member of the schools were referred by the principal, then the researcher requested that s/he 

identify the teacher participants who may be interested to each send me their e-mail address so that 

I could send them links for the Microsoft Teams platform, which was used for the interview. The 

study focused on four primary schools around the Pretoria North region in Gauteng Province. 

School A, School B, School C and School D (Pseudonyms are used) are all public schools. The 

population of the staff is fully representative of most racial groups.  These respective schools 

provided rich insights in that they all differ in the quality and standard of education and learner 

enrolment numbers while they are situated in the same area which makes conducting this study 

convenient. 

 

 2.8 Data Generation 

 

2.8.1 Research Methods 

The research methodology of this study featured the semi-structured interview operation. The 

qualitative research methodology is best suited and applied to address the research problem 

systematically. An advantage of including the research methodology in this study is that decision-

making processes are often complex and could lead to many traps (Mouton & Marais, 1993, p.16). 

I will briefly discuss the methodology which is used in the upcoming section. 

 

The online interview method was utilized through the Microsoft Teams Meeting platform to obtain 

in-depth knowledge and understanding of the data and phenomena. The interview was suitable as 

in-person interviews were prohibited due to the rapidly evolving Covid-19 situation. The deviation 

from the intended physical face to face interviews was put in place in respect of the GDE’s 

proposed policies, that in-person interviews at school sites were not permissible. A quantitative 

approach to my study would not be suitable for the nature of the research problem, as the problem 



 

 

26 

is more descriptive. This means that in-depth understanding allows for a complex phenomenon 

such as ethical leadership to be understood intuitively rather than trying to understand it 

systematically. Thus, other existing research has paved the way for further exploration of this 

phenomenon.  

 

This technique also enabled the researcher to create rapport with the interviewees prior to 

addressing the topic. Before the interview took place, mutual trust was built. This was done through 

the explanation of importance of the subject matter to the principals of each school through phone 

calls prior to the interview. This allowed the principals and the teachers ample time to come to a 

resolution regarding sacrificing some of their commitments for the interview. 

 

2.8.2 Data Generation Methods 

The choices for collecting data were influenced by the nature of the current study. The research is 

both conceptual/theoretical and empirical, as discussed in section 2.2. The semi-structured 

interviews concerning ethical leadership allowed for a rich understanding of why participants are 

saying what they are saying. A questionnaire procedure would have been inappropriate for this 

empirical investigation as to acquire valuable responses, the researcher/interviewer could be 

instructed to probe for answers –therefore clarifying the questions asked to avoid “do not know” 

and “no answers” and guard against confusing questionnaires (Babbie, 1992, p.269). I collected 

the data from first-hand experience to prevent possible researcher’s bias. 

 

2.8.3 Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with teachers, SMT members and principals who were able to provide 

me with perspectives that were profound and intelligible. According to Cresswell (2012, 217) a 

qualitative interview occurs when researchers ask one or more participants general, open-ended 

questions and record their answers. He further states that you can ask open-ended questions so 

participants can best voice their experiences unconstrained by any perception of the researcher 

(Ibid, 2012, 218). During the interviews, it was imperative for me to observe behaviour, which led 

me to develop intuitive experience and assisted my subjective understanding. Since interviews 

take account of the non-verbal aspects of communication, as an interviewer I was able to observe 

and ask the questions. While conducting the interview, I took note of the respondent’s gender, his 
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or her ability to respond coherently and their general attitude toward the questions being asked. As 

a researcher, I am sensitive to this ethical issue. It was therefore imperative as a researcher and 

interviewer to remain unambiguous throughout the interview process whilst keeping in mind 

subjective understanding.  

 

Bryman suggests that online interviews can run a risk as opposed to face-to-face interviews, in that 

the participant may cease the exchange, since interviews can sometimes be time-consuming. For 

the researcher to obviate this, she created rapport with the interviewees, as to build trust, telephonic 

calls were made to each principal of the school to make a follow up on the permission letters which 

were sent two weeks prior to the call. The online interview has its prerequisites in that the 

interviewer can acquire further data or follow-up on his/her interviewees which could be onerous 

when it comes to face-to-face interviews (2012, p.668). To further corroborate this, utilizing the 

face-to-face interviews allows for greater profundity. The online interview method however 

rendered a few weaknesses in that connectivity issues delayed one or two interviews resulting in 

rescheduling the interview or resorting to e-mail interviews, some sounds were difficult to hear, 

having to pause consistently, resulting in lost data. Nonetheless, it was a worthy alternative to the 

in-person interview since the world was heavily affected by the Covid pandemic, and safety was 

a priority in this study. 

 

The weaknesses of this method of collecting data included, interviewees not pitching up for the 

interview or being unavailable. It was imperative that the researcher should take into account the 

respondent’s leisure and work time (Bryman, 2012, p.217). The researcher gave all respondents 

ample time to respond although some of the schools took longer than others due to meet 

commitments such as assessments and other extra-curricular activities, as one respondent was a 

teacher from School A where she was teaching extra classes in the afternoons and had to reschedule 

our interview every time. She was genuinely interested in the study as we had communicated by 

e-mail, therefore the researcher opted to set another date and time convenient for her. Another 

inconvenience took place when the SMT member of the same school experienced technical 

problems during the interview and therefore had to schedule another date. These are some of the 

limitations which were encountered but they are discussed in detail in the limitation section in the 

first chapter. 
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2.8.4 Semi-structured Interview 

Prior to the interview, the participants were briefed on the aim and objectives of the study, the 

significance of it, and utilization of video recordings, consenting to be interviewed, the reassurance 

of anonymity and confidentiality and that interviews would be done in English with an agreement 

on the dates and times that were convenient and suitable for them. As per applicable standard of 

the study, the semi-structured interview engendered intelligible findings. As indicated in the first 

section of this chapter themes emerged during the collection process which corroborated some of 

the theories and concepts from this study which will be discussed in the findings chapter; themes 

confirming MacIntyre’s theories of internal goods (integrity results in transparency, accountability, 

equality) and virtues such as empathy which corroborate Thaba’s and colleague’s theory of EoC 

(Ethics of Care). The semi-structured interview gave the researcher an opportunity to have a list 

of questions called an interview guide (Bryman, 2012, p.471). The questions did not necessarily 

follow the initial outline, which gave the interviewer a chance to be flexible in the process. It was 

also imperative as a researcher/interviewer that I kept the questions flowing cogently well, creating 

a premise for follow-up questions (See Appendix H). 

The semi-structured interview was suitable for this study which was discussed distinctly. This 

helped the researcher gain new insights and perspectives on the subject matter. The figure (Table 

2.1) demonstrates that the researcher followed the type of research that is descriptive; there are 

other kinds of research such as explorative and casual. Descriptive research is more prominent in 

qualitative research as it does not involve statistics; therefor it would not be possible for the 

researcher to make a conclusion based on analysed data (Yona, 2020, p.96). Casual research is 

clearly determined by cause and effect; therefore, it would not be fitting for this study as this 

research is based on clarifying theories and/or concepts and less on cause and effect of 

relationships between variables.  

 

2.8.5 Capturing Data 

Video records and e-mail records of all conversations are kept safely on a computer software, as 

well as the notes that were taken during the process. As a researcher, making use of the video 

recordings with the Microsoft Teams Meeting platform reminded me of the comments and/or notes 

which were written down comprehensively. The notes helped me to record the race and demeanour 
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of each participant. Watching these video recordings multiple times helped me to pay attention to 

detail thus reassuring me of validity and actuality, which helped reflect biases, assumptions and 

objectivity. Semi-structured interviews are some of the most powerful ways to collect data and 

Fontana & Frey (2000, as cited in Cresswell, 2012) observed that this type of interview helps us 

understand humans. This instrument was appropriate in that the population involved teachers and 

principals who are adults, whereas if interviews had to be conducted with adolescents, the research 

would be less effective in terms of appropriateness. The instrument also helped reflect the 

conceptualization of ethical leadership in that it is consistent with my intuition, making it critical 

that previous theoretical concepts support and increase an understanding of the phenomenon when 

data is accumulated and analysed. 

As an inquirer, this type of methodology necessitated multi-perspective participants, hence the 

distinctiveness of the education officials, some of whom are knowledgeable in this field, 

contributed significantly to understanding the phenomenon. The interviews were video-recorded 

meaning that the spoken words allowed me to transfer the data from spoken to a typed file, 

transcribing it by hand first and then to a computer document (Cresswell, 2012, p.238). Cresswell 

further posits that recording an interview provides a detailed record of data (Ibid, p.225). Each 

interview lasted up to 40 minutes, although the exact times varied depending on how long each 

respondent took to respond. This will be elaborated on in detail in the subsequent section when 

discussing capturing the data. 

 

2.8.6 Data Analysis Process 

 

Interviews were conducted within four primary schools in the Pretoria North region, namely 

School A, School B, School C and School D (Pseudonyms used). A total of 14 participants were 

involved as the researcher used pseudonyms in this research to protect the identities of the schools. 

Throughout the data analysis process, codes were tracked utilizing the Microsoft excel spreadsheet 

to keep data organized permitting the reorganisation of the categories as new data were collected. 

The researcher then used the text data by marking the different themes by hand in which colour 

highlighters were utilised. Dates were also updated on the excel spreadsheet as data were processed. 

Coding is important in a qualitative study as it helps organize your data in a structured manner, 
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which then helps the researcher identify key themes. Emergent coding, in this regard was utilized 

as the different codes emerged from the data that are of a descriptive nature. 

 

Given this above regard, a thematic analysis is used to analysing the data. The theories were 

developed after the data were collected, based on the empirical component. Therefore, the data 

were used to its actuality. The collected data helped me work with theories based on the views of 

the participants and the existing theories.. This type of coding was not only data-driven but is also 

attributed to the theories developed in Chapter 3. The codes emerged progressively during the data 

collection process thus creating more empirically grounded themes. The themes and categories 

that emerged were also drawn from the literature that was reviewed in the previous chapter. This 

thematic analysis was conducted manually and then coding templates were utilized for verbatim 

transcription. Common themes emerged which led to the understanding of the main question of 

the research, as well as the sub-questions. The interview transcripts were extensively analysed and 

provided a rich description of the data. This gave room for the researcher to revise codes constantly, 

leading to a more refined analysis. The key themes that emerged were: 1. Theme 1: Central Values 

and Virtues; 2. Theme 2: Aspects of Ethical Leadership, 3. Theme 3: Causes of Ethical Problems. 

These themes are discussed in the subsequent chapter. 

 

Since I am a teacher in the field in which the study was being conducted, but not a teacher in the 

particular schools selected for study, there could still be potential bias when analysing the data 

which could affect the outcome of the findings. As the primary researcher, it was critical to remain 

close to the collected data, including the transcripts, to mitigate any bias towards the findings. It 

was therefore imperative that the responses of the participants were recorded and transcribed 

exactly. Babbie (1992, p.272) clearly states that the responses during the interview should not be 

summarised nor paraphrased before the coding process commences. By following this procedure, 

it allowed for the above key themes to emerge thus allowing me to create categories which were 

developed by coding then later describing the connections within these categories in the results 

section. It is the responsibility of the researcher to refer to the research questions and show how 

they link, and how the research study outcomes and/or findings address these questions. Therefore, 

details were developed as well as the creation of thorough knowledge of my own to situate these 
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in the South African context. It was also necessary for me to master the qualitative procedures 

within my discipline, adhere to ethical procedures and be sensitive to this aspect in research.  

 

The themes were organized and interpreted in a way that they link and relate to existing literature, 

yet comparable, taking an objective approach as I described the viewpoints of the participants 

along with the supporting theories. It was essential to keep an open mind as they all have different 

values, none is more important than the other. As a researcher, describing the reality of the 

participant should be clarified from the theoretical construct. Deriving understanding of the context 

of data that gives meaning is pivotal in this study. Forming this emphatic allegiance assisted in the 

theory emerging from the study once the data is collected. Moreover, it was of utmost importance 

for me as a researcher to use a fixed structure when evaluating the empirical study. The research 

approach to this study was qualitative in nature as it was flexible and emergent. Qualitative 

research is a process which entails an exploration of a problem or research question in order to 

develop a detailed understanding of a central phenomenon (Cresswell, 2012, p.16).  

 

The data collected were reduced to themes and each was evaluated subjectively. Taking this into 

account, the following themes were discovered in relation to the theories which support this study, 

The first theme concerns central values and virtues. This includes the virtues of equality, listening 

and empathy as well as the promotion of value-driven leadership, and the internal good of integrity. 

Here the values of achieving excellence and accountability are of great importance. Then followed 

by aspects of ethical leadership such as the principal as a virtuous and ethical leader, the importance 

of role modelling moral behaviour and having self-control (temperance), ethics and the effective 

school principal which discusses the importance of creating a collegial atmosphere and elevating 

staff morale, school governance, constraint development in ethical programmes for school 

principals and the perceptions of ethical leadership. Theme number three was ethical conflicts and 

implications of the school principal, including open communication and accountability, nepotism, 

cultural differences and racism. These are the main themes which were drawn from the participants’ 

views and experiences along with sub-themes which are discussed in detail in the data analysis 

chapter.  
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 2.9 Criteria of Sound Research 

 

According to Bryman (2012, p.406) when qualitative interviews take place with a small subset of 

participants, some researchers argue that it is impossible to know how findings can be generalized 

to other organizations. The aim of this study, however, was to gain understanding in eliciting the 

perceptions of the participants and their conceptualization of ethical leadership. Therefore, it is 

understood by the researcher that the scope of the findings on this concept is clearly restricted.  

 

2.9.1 Issues of Validity and Reliability 

To ensure that this study is sound, credible and the findings were accurate, records of the findings 

were kept in order for me to go back and ensure the interpretation of the data is transparent and 

consistent. This also helped me to describe the participant’s exact accounts, also that their 

responses are kept to actuality. According to Noble and Smith (2015) qualitative research is often 

criticised for its minimal scientific rigour, which may in turn produce poor justification in the 

methods employed by the researcher. Drawing from this, I often referred to the guidelines and risk 

factors as proposed by the CEDU REC risk category. In this regard, it was imperative for me to 

work towards the purpose of this study. The reliability from the participants may also serve as a 

threat if the results are not valid. To ensure this did not take place, I referred to other researcher’s 

methods which are similar to my own, to ensure that the methods of this study were reliable. 

 

2.9.2 Role of the Researcher  

As a researcher, it was of utmost importance and critical to conduct interviews fairly, in that it 

aligns with the research design. It is therefore my responsibility to reduce any bias when an 

interview takes place. As a researcher, I needed to develop core knowledge and understanding of 

the subject matter before interviews commenced. This helped me make original contributions 

towards the core knowledge of the study. For example, figures that were developed by me 

demonstrated interrelatedness between the theories as discussed in chapter 3. This will be 

elaborated on in detail in the findings chapter. It is vital for me to adhere to the principle of 

scientific honesty with respect to plagiarism. Therefore, I ensured that the data that were collected 

during the study were credible and transparent. The responses of those who were interviewed were 

kept to its true nature and exactness.  
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I also need to understand the role that I have in a qualitative study. As a researcher, my image and 

affiliation is therefore crucial in terms of how the participants would respond to the questions being 

asked. Mouton & Marais (1993, p.81) state that the participants’ views of the interviewer employed 

by a highly influential organization such as the University are likely to be answered authentically, 

in contrast to one who is affiliated with suspicion and as a result getting negative reactions. It is 

my responsibility to ensure that such effects are clarified prior to analysing the data which in turn 

should be credible. 

 

2.9.3 Issues of Trustworthiness 

For this study to maintain credibility, it was imperative that I ensure confidentiality as stated above. 

Moreover, conforming to the ethical standards as emphasized. The facet of trust shows respect to 

the participants as well as the site of the study. For this to come to light, I committed to a moral 

rule which involves exercising discretion while collecting data. The interview process may raise 

such ethical issues according to Cresswell (2012, p.232). Moreover, reliability and credibility are 

demonstrated though commitment to the research being conducted while trying to depict an 

accurate account of the study through the perceptions of the school officials regarding ethical 

leadership. This issue is of paramount seriousness in that some participants requested that the 

researcher keep their responses confidential even though I had already accentuated this prior to the 

study being undertaken. A high level of trust was maintained especially taking into account that it 

was clearly not easy for one particular participant to share information of such a sensitive nature 

with a stranger, as a separate private email from the respondent was sent to me to ensure this 

confidentiality. 
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2.10 Ethical Considerations  

 

In respect of ethical consideration and anonymity, I made use of pseudonyms for the names of the 

school, as this research emphasizes the importance of protecting the identities of the participants. 

There were ethical issues which needed to be raised while this study was being conducted and 

some of these issues were kept in mind. While making detailed notes during the course of the 

interview, I noticed the pattern of a particular demeanour within most of the participants, that they 

were familiar with the topic and deemed it essential in the schools, mostly reflecting on other 

schools which were faced with ethical dilemmas, this is considered to be a delicate request in any 

study.  

 

It was imperative for me to respect this ethical consideration to the other organizations which were 

referenced regarding unethical conduct, therefore the issue or ethical dilemma regarding School D 

and its former principal was not directly referenced by one participant (Participant D) and could 

be ambiguous (open to different interpretations), although the incident was made public, I 

interpreted it utilising my own intuitiveness. Moreover, the establishment of building good rapport 

between myself and the interviewee was necessary. Mouton & Marais (1990, p.93) posit that this 

type of action may neutralize initial distrust before an interview takes place, thus serving as a 

control for context effects.  

 

The interviewees were reassured of confidentiality and anonymity before each interview 

commenced, confidentiality protects the participants’ identities respectively and anonymity 

assured them of their true names not linked to the research report and their responses are held in 

high regard. Therefore, as an ethical researcher, discussions of the results/findings of the 

respondents were kept anonymous, to avoid concerns of reprisal or fear. Participants were also 

briefed and reassured of the findings being kept for a minimum of 5 years and thereafter records 

would be permanently destroyed. It was of great importance for the study to gain ethical clearance 

through the University’s Ethical Committee and the Gauteng Department of Education (GDE), 

who ensured that my study follows the correct ethical conduct and that the study met ethical 

standards/requirements.  
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The Ethics Form was first obtained from the University, signed by both the researcher and 

supervisor, then sent to the University’s Ethics Committee by my supervisor. Ethical clearance was 

then granted (see Appendix A). The next step was that the Ethical Clearance was sent to the GDE 

along with permission letters to conduct research, the GDE form was signed and sent to the 

relevant Department, then the last step was all forms had to be sent to the District Director -

Tshwane West D15. When permission was granted through the District (See Appendix D), the 

researcher sent permission letters to the school principals of the proposed schools in order for the 

study to be carried out officially. According to the risk assessment tool (CEDU REC, 2020) the 

potential risk of this study constitutes a low-risk category –non-vulnerable human adults are 

involved, however there is a foreseeable risk of inconvenience. 

 

2.10.1 Informed Consent (see Appendix J) 

Consent forms were sent to the school principals and s/he sent them out to prospective participants. 

They were signed and returned, acknowledging participation in the research thereof. 

 

2.11 Limitations of the Study 

The qualitative, descriptive nature of approach to this study was complex but fitting to 

understand the research question. The limitations on this study included principals and teachers 

not being available due to commitments such as meetings, extra classes and assessments during 

the time in which the interviews were due to take place. I got delayed in this regard. There were 

also issues on technicality problems as interviews were done through the social media platform 

Microsoft Teams Meeting. This was an inconvenience as it forced me to set another meeting time 

as I was prohibited from entering the research sites in respect to the Department of Education’s 

rules and policies, due to the ever-evolving Covid-19 situation. It should be noted that this 

created less discomfort with the participants, but limited the researcher in that the participants 

may not have represented the true nature of things in the e-mail interviews for which some of the 

participants opted. The design of the study is restricted to a small number in population therefore 

the findings cannot be generalized to an entire population. The study is dealing with perceptions, 

so another boundary is that the researcher was not able to interview every teacher in the selected 

schools. A variety of perspectives is restricted to obtain more fruitful findings. Having gathered 

data from only primary schools, limits the researcher as it narrowed down the scope of the study. 
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Chapter 3 

Theories related to Ethical Leadership and a Literature Review 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

In Chapter one, I provided a general orientation to the study, subsequently in Chapter Two, the 

research design and methodology were discussed; precisely how the design was carried out. The 

researcher then explained how data were collected, thus providing the research ethics, limitations, 

and delimitations of the study.  In this chapter, the researcher will be reviewing the literature that 

is related to the study, especially the nature of ethical leadership and how principals and teachers 

perceive this at school level. Thaba et al. (2016) recognize the importance of ethics of care (EoC) 

in Institutions, while the dilemmas that principals are faced with are highlighted (Lashway, 1996), 

having little to no training to resolve ethical issues. I also provided the review of research related 

to theories that underpin this study, i.e., ethical leadership, moral complexities, and virtue. 

Theorists such as the Greek philosopher Aristotle and the modern Aristotelean Alasdair MacIntyre 

who is notable for his modern moral philosophy and critiques, are investigated. The study will also 

focus on how their theories emerged thus giving insight into the nature of ethical leadership and 

its prerequisites in the schools. The discussions are then demonstrated in a comprehensive manner, 

giving clarity on the broader context of their theories along with previous research done 

internationally and in the South African context, as I pursue my research goals while exploring 

relevant scholarly literature.  

 

The perceptions of principals and teachers on the nature and impact of ethical leadership in schools 

are based on these sub-questions: i) What does ethical leadership mean? ii) What are the central 

ethical values that schools should pursue? iii) What are the ethical conflicts school leaders 

experience? iv) What is the relation between ethical leadership and teacher morale? v) Do current 

educational laws and policies promote ethical values?  

 

This section highlights and focuses on the following themes:  

The definition of the following concepts: ethics, morals, and virtue, followed by a brief discussion 

of Aristotle’s views on ethics, MacIntyre’s views on virtue and organisation, and a basic distinction 
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is given between values and virtue. I later discuss the conceptualisation of ethical leadership and 

give further elaboration of virtue ethics. I also discuss the principal as an ethical and virtuous leader, 

then elaborate on the distinction between internal goods and external goods.  

 

3.2 Theories and Concepts 

For me to understand the central phenomena of this study, the theories and concepts are discussed 

to support to the research. This section deals with the key theories and concepts of the study. These 

theories and concepts regarding ethical leadership from the primary schools’ principal and 

educators are analysed and discussed in a comprehensive manner. Also, the existing theories are 

used to make sense of the similarities and differences between previous research and the empirical 

research which was observed by myself as the researcher. I attempted to infuse theoretical 

explanations with the abstract information which emerged from the study, thus placing the findings 

within their context which will be discussed later in the findings and conclusions chapter. Since 

the study was based on principals and teachers’ views and experiences, it was premised on the 

following theories: ethics, morals and virtues, Aristotle’s views on ethics and those of MacIntyre-

virtue and organization, his moral inquiry on the distinction between internal goods and external 

goods, the concept of ethical leadership and the important factor of the principal as an ethical, 

virtuous leader. These theories and concepts make the research findings meaningful and significant 

in that they are argued by a variety of authors in modern moral philosophy. The present study also 

demonstrates how these existing theories typically pertain to the unique role of the South African 

principal. 

 

3.2.1 Defining the Concepts: Ethics, Morals, and Virtues 

Virtues, Morals, and Ethics are sometimes used synonymously, yet they slightly differ, and in this 

study, it is important to indicate how these concepts differ. “Ethics” is derived from the Greek word 

“ethikos’, and ethics is the science of morals in human behaviour. It is that branch of philosophy 

involved with the study of the conduct or character of people. According to Gildenhuys, (2004, 

p.14) it is the systematic study of the principles and methods for distinguishing right from wrong 

and good from bad (Gildenhuys, 2004, p.14). Ethics is as old as humankind and can be traced as 

far back in ancient times as Aristotle’s philosophy as well as the Bible; The Biblical Ten 

Commandments (Exodus 20:1) reflect a form of code of conduct-ethics in which humankind’s 
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behaviour is guided and governed. In short, it can be a set of rules for humans to live by. The 

philosophical model for most of those authors arguing “the virtues approach” to ethics in the 

concept of moral philosophy today is Aristotle (Cordner, 1994, p.291). He was one of the founding 

fathers of ethics and I will discuss his views later in this section. 

 

“Morals” are described as “customs” or “folkways” that may be considered conducive to the 

welfare of society, and so through general observance, turn into the force of law, often becoming 

part of the formal legal code – a set of moral principles. Morals are common-sense guidelines for 

happier living, while ethics can be defined as a study of a moral code and the decisions one makes 

in one’s relationship with others; it is personal and cannot be enforced – morals in this regard, tend 

to become the law of society (Gildenhuys, 2004, p.14). 

 

“Virtue” according to MacIntyre (2007, p.191) is an acquired human quality as well as the 

possession and exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to 

practices and the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods. Throughout 

this research study, the three concepts will be consistently used, and the focus will be on the leader, 

the principal, who is the one to make ethical, personal decisions in his interrelationships with staff 

at all given levels of the school, including the community while exhibiting expected “moral 

excellence.” 

 

In my personal view, MacIntyre’s ethical essence would not claim any stance in this modern era, 

whereas everyone’s worth is seriously considered by leaders, including schools. The school leader 

cannot regard honour or egoism as superior to goodness (internal goods); to being morally worthy, 

especially taking into regard that modern philosophy has abandoned the perspective of virtue to 

construct context-independent ethics (MacIntyre, 1984, p.2 as cited in Stewart-Sicking, 2008). 
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3.3 The Moral Person 

In this section, I will discuss the virtues of a moral person, firstly virtue ethics as described by 

philosopher Aristotle, also the ethics of care and how it relates to Virtue Ethics. Aristotle teaches 

us that virtue has much to do with character, a virtuous person is therefore a moral person. The 

ethics of care is a virtue ethics that has to do with relationships, genuinely exercising care to those 

we have relations with, showing concern for others. This will be discussed in detail in the next 

section. Firstly, I will discuss the origin of virtue ethics. 

 

3.3.1 Aristotle’s Views on Virtue Ethics 

Prior to MacIntyre’s theory on virtues, “virtue ethics” has long been prominent in moral philosophy 

and Aristotle urged for a “virtue approach” model. Aristotle regarded virtues as qualities essential 

in human life. He regarded moral virtue as essentially connected with “eudaimonia”, a concept 

variously construed as happiness, as living well, or even flourishing and hence regarded as 

“naturalistic” or “humanistic”, (living a fully human life) Cordner (1994, p.291).  

 

He regarded courage, like that of a fighting soldier in defence of his city, as a desire for something 

noble, so that it was pre-eminent among the virtues. Thus, his defence of moral courage was 

lacking and differed greatly from Christian-inspired moral ideas or theological virtues of faith, 

hope, charity, the latter regarded as unworldly. Aristotle’s virtues were referred to as 

“megalopsychos - noble, proud, conscious of the requirement to comport himself well in the eyes 

of his peers” (Ibid, p.293), hence equality of moral worth of every human being played no part in 

his ethics. 

 

3.3.2 Virtue Ethics 

Recently, there has been a surge of empirical research seeking to understand the influence of 

leaders on building ethical work practices and employee behaviours (Brown and Trevino, 2006). 

These researchers approached ethical leadership research from a social scientific descriptive point 

of view or perspective. Tracing back to the Greek and Athens culture, and other great philosophers 

and theorists like Aristotle, the word “moral” was strongly associated with “virtues” which have a 
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lot to do with courage, piety, justice, honour and being a good citizen. All these virtues have a lot 

do with the salient characteristic of the moral culture, and up until the theorists of modernity, this 

characteristic has not changed much (MacIntyre, 2007, p.295). 

The recent revival of the Aristotelian virtue ethics and his ethical concerns and modern heirs of 

Aristotle like Kant rationalized “morality as anything other than obedience to rules” (MacIntyre, 

2007, 236). To them, moral and virtuous came to be used as synonyms, also associated with moral 

direction; until in advanced modernity, where Acquinas regenerated it to enable the ordinary 

persons to place them with moral and social discourse (i.e., internal to daily practices), and placed 

them in the following three stages:  

• Virtues as qualities necessary to achieve the goods (internal to practice). 

• Considers them as qualities contributing to the good of a whole life. 

• Relates them to the pursuit of a good for human beings within an ongoing social 

tradition (MacIntyre, 2007, p.273). 

 

Virtue is therefore always defined in relation to these above elements. I fully concur with the above, 

because in their practice as school leaders and managers, not only good results, but much more is 

expected from them; principalship as leadership is the ability to lead other people effectively, 

virtuously, while modelling and pursuing ethical work practices. MacIntyre however, does 

highlight the concern that modern philosophy has abandoned the perspective of virtue to construct 

context-independent ethics (Steward-Sicking, 2008, p.156,) which could lead to the logic of 

“emotivism” to address the ethical concerns in today’s contemporary society.  

 

To conclude this section, Virtue Ethics can be defined in terms of an excellent character trait. 

Leadership must apply this virtue, which is moral character, to situations and effective leadership 

is built upon virtue (Brierton, Graham, Tomal and Wilhite, 2016, p.3). Brierton and colleagues 

believe that the ethical school leaders’ trait must be developed through deliberate, habitual practice. 

Moreover, the principal who is practicing these goods could be valuable in cultivating the way the 

s/he behaves. I corroborate Brierton et al.’s research with MacIntyre’s “internal goods” which can 

be interpreted as goods that are internal to a practice but also requires the presence of “virtues.” 
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According to MacIntyre, virtues and morality can only make sense in the context of practice with 

internal goods, standards of excellence, and the virtues of justice, courage, honesty (MacIntyre, 

2007, p.191). There is however a relationship of virtues and practices, as MacIntyre puts it, the 

account of virtues in terms of practices “provides us with the adequate conception of a virtue which 

is then merely enriched by being in connection with the notions of the good of a whole human life” 

(Ibid, p.275). Given MacIntyre’s account of goods internal to practise, the practice involves 

standards of excellence, obeying rules. Therefore, to enter a practice means to accept authority of 

those set rules (Ibid, p.190). These standards can, however, be criticised.  

 

Some of the first formal investigations focused on defining ethical leadership were conducted by 

Trevino and colleagues (Trevino et al., 2000, 2003). Their qualitative research revealed that ethical 

leaders were best described along two related dimensions: moral person and moral manager. The 

moral person’s dimension focuses on how the leader uses the tools of the ethical leader as a person. 

Strong moral persons are honest and trustworthy. They demonstrate a concern for other people and 

seen as approachable. Employees can come to those individuals with troubles and concerns 

knowing that they will be heard. Moral persons have a reputation for being fair, honest and 

principled-embodying and modelling moral leadership in his/her daily tasks. Lastly, moral persons 

are seen as consistently moral in both their personal and professional lives. The moral manager 

dimension refers to how the leader uses the tools of the position of leadership to promote ethical 

behaviour at work. Strong, moral managers like principals must see themselves as role models in 

the workplace. 

 

They make ethics salient by modelling ethical conduct to employees in the workplace. Moral 

managers set and communicate ethical standards and use rewards or punishment to ensure those 

standards are followed. They “walk the talk” and “talk the walk”, patterning their behaviour and 

organisational processes to meet moral standards. Trevino and colleagues further argue that 

individuals in power must be both strong moral persons and moral managers to be seen as ethical 

leaders by those around them. Weak moral individuals are likely to be seen as hypocrites, failing 

to practise what they preach. Conversely, a strong ethical character who is a weak moral manager 
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runs the risk of being seen as being silent on ethical issues, ethically neutral, not really caring about 

ethics (Yussen & Leoy, 1975, as cited in Trevino et al., 2003).  

3.3.3 Ethics of Care (EoC) in a School Organization 

There is an urgent need for school leadership that is competent, ethical, and dynamic (Thaba et al., 

2016, p.91) since schools face moral decline. The ethics of care would be a valuable element of 

leadership programmes and the curriculum (Ibid, p.92). According to Thaba et al. (2016) the lack 

of such an explicit ethical approach prevent principals to address immoral acts in schools. Taking 

this into account, principals need to understand ethics. For example, the ethics of care values 

emotions and focuses on character traits of empathy, compassion, sympathy, friendship, and 

sensitivity. The ethics of care upholds the “good of a concern for the welfare of others”. Moral 

Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre makes this more notable in his seminal work “After Virtue”(2007).  

In his book, he introduces the practice of internal goods-of excellence, which is the exercise of 

virtue in practice (MacIntyre, 2007, p.190). Moreover, the school principal should use this practice 

to elevate his/her staff’s morale. By doing so, he will surely be considered to value “excellence” 

within his/her domain above status, money, and power.  

 

Although standards of “excellence” will vary among individuals, MacIntyre argues that virtue and 

morality can only make sense in the context of practice (Ibid, p.91). Therefore, the virtue of care 

has meaning in the context of practice. We can liken this to courage. We hold this courage to be 

virtue, as the care for others causes which is crucial to so much in practices requires the existence 

of it. MacIntyre elucidates this by stating that if someone claims to care for an individual or 

community but is not willing to risk danger on his/her behalf, his genuineness of care is then put 

into question (Ibid, p.192). On the grounds of this, we can therefore evaluate our leaders based on 

their actual character.  

 

3.3.4 The Virtue of Integrity 

The virtue of integrity is one of the major themes of the central values of each of the school 

organisations where my study was undertaken. In the above segment, we learn that ethical leaders 

possessing internal goods is not only essential to themselves but also to an institution in which 

they lead. MacIntyre believes people should improve themselves, meaning developing good 
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character in context of practice, and that virtues not only enable us to achieve goods internal to 

practice but also increase our knowledge in the developing quest for good, or to do good 

(MacIntyre, 2007, p.219). This theory can be comparable to the integrity of a person. Lashway 

(2006) corroborates MacIntyre in that people become virtuous by practising virtue; therefore, 

having integrity must be a constant companion. A leader who honours and upholds the virtue of 

integrity becomes someone who is transparent, and who favours justice and fairness.  

 

Lashway (1996) regards integrity as a simple human virtue that should be rooted in an ethical 

leader. In contrast, Raga and Taylor (2005) posit that legislations for abiding by ethical codes of 

conduct that are aimed at improving integrity are unlikely to end unethical behaviour (cited in 

Cheteni and Shindika, 2017, p.3). It appears this internal good is more of an individual moral 

agency as opposed to following a set of simple rules. In form of practice, integrity requires the 

exercise of virtues. The virtue of integrity, according to MacIntyre (2007, p.203) is the one virtue 

recognized by the tradition which cannot be specified except if you are allotting it in accordance 

with the whole human life. This virtue, therefore, renders the notion of having purpose in a whole 

life. Integrity in terms of practice then becomes an intrinsic responsibility (Grigoropoulous, 2019, 

171), which in turn can; enable an individual towards achieving a human telos, while also enabling 

one to discharge his/her role in society and/or in the community. 

 

3.4 The Distinction between Internal Goods and External Goods 

From MacIntyre’s standpoint, we can say virtues, like that of integrity, stand in a different position 

to internal and external goods (2007, p.196). Institutions which only recognized goods which are 

external, such as status, prestige, competitiveness would dominate (Ibid p.196), and practices could 

become corrupted. Internal goods then are obtained through exercising virtues, these can be an 

outcome of excellence, in this regard, they can be recognized through a school’s governance. 

Excellence, then in any institution lies in its own ethical conduct (Zide, 2017). 

 

Given the above information, the ethical leadership of principals aims to promote the goods of 

education such as, virtue (Internal Goods) and excellence in governance (Internal Goods and 
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External Goods). Therefore, institutions are not like practices, these must not be confused. 

Institutions are characteristically more concerned with external goods such as the acquiring of 

money, competition, and status (MacIntyre, 2007, p.194) this good could then be corruptible, 

therefore preventing good governance. To establish what these goods are, MacIntyre’s distinction 

between the goods is helpful in that not only do the goods promote the professional values of the 

school as an institution but they also help develop the ethics of “self”. The distinction also 

illuminates the ethical dilemma principals experience when they must negotiate between the 

internal goods and the external goods of education (e.g. that come in form of money and rewards).   

 

MacIntyre maintains that social theory should embody features of practical social life, and that a 

positive account of work in conditions of human flourishing, can be found at the centrality of the 

virtues themselves, and their relationship to practices and contemporary institutions. According to 

him (1985, p.330, as cited in Beadle and Moore, 2016), in these institutions, there are “Internal 

goods”; goods that are proper ends, and “External goods” which are goods done for the sake of 

something else. The former “Internal goods” are generally derivable from the exercise of virtues 

in search of excellence, while the latter are e.g., prestige, status, money and are externally linked 

to the practices. He further refers to external goods as “goods of effectiveness” and internal goods 

as “goods of excellence”. It would be difficult in social contents to pursue the goods of 

effectiveness without cultivating at least to some degree the goods of excellence (MacIntyre, 1988, 

p.35, as cited in Beadle and Moore, 2016). 

 

MacIntyre alluded many of his thoughts to the corporate institutions, and on schools and education 

as a practice, where he himself later criticised capitalist corporate institutions structured in terms 

of power, status, as rewards that may ultimately become corrupt and their practices sink in 

competitiveness and defeat the means to justice and truthfulness. In education, school leaders are 

expected to lead by the example of good, virtuous, moral stance, and acquire goods of excellence 

within their hearts, making ethics central to the daily running of the school, shaping it to be the 

“heart” of leadership. 
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3.4.1 MacIntyre on Virtue and Organization 

MacIntyre’s theory and ideological commitments among modern scholars were in social science, 

relations between social structure, social roles, as well as characters and in particular relations 

between motives and action, because he believed theory is active self-reflection in the context of 

practice (MacIntyre, 2007, p.326, as cited in Beadle and Moore, 2016) and that the purpose of 

theory is to enable practitioners to develop a better understanding of that social life. MacIntyre 

maintains in After Virtue (2007) that a positive account of human flourishing can be found at the 

centrality of a conception of the virtues. He dwelled much on the contemporary corporate 

organizations (1953-1980), strongly criticizing capitalism, where bureaucracy is a mode of 

production, both in public and private organizations, while utilitarianism is a mode of decision-

making. He investigated the general theory of virtues, goods, practices, institutions and how they 

relate, combining weaknesses of developing a universal rational morality and recovering the 

virtue-based account of morality. 

 

In his doctrine on contemporary organizations, MacIntyre specifically makes judgments about the 

bureaucratic organization and from his account, we can witness his condemnation of capitalist 

system in institutions (Beadle and Moore, 2006). Contrastingly, as noted in his earlier work (1959), 

his stance on a capitalist system was made prevalent in that era, and according to him, it creates 

the social conditions in which people can reach their potential, further providing an ethical 

framework for the whole life of a person (Gregson, 2015). Drawing from this account, for 

MacIntyre, practices may excel in societies as all practices have different codes (MacIntyre, 2007, 

p.193) depending on which virtues are valued in the organisation.  

 

He (MacIntyre) differentiated between internal goods, referring to goods that are proper ends, 

those internal to practice, that involve standards of excellence and accepting authority to those 

standards and external goods, referring to goods done for the sake of something else, the 

relationship of these to practices or institutions (Ibid, 2006). Internal goods as obtainable from 

various kinds of intellectual stimulation are generally derivable from the exercise of virtues in a 

search for excellence (goods of excellence), while external goods are goods of effectiveness, and 

can be achieved in a variety of ways not linked to any practice, which can be status, money, or 
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prestige. He purports that in social contexts it would be difficult to pursue the goods of 

effectiveness without cultivating at least to some degree, the goods of excellence (MacIntyre, 2007, 

33 as cited in Beadle and Moore, 2016). To him, internal goods should be the ones privileged, 

otherwise of the opposite can occur, and the concept of virtues (necessary for the achievement of 

internal goods) might suffer. 

He maintains that the concept of practice brings dispositions of acting and feeling as he believes 

that to act virtuously is to act from inclination formed by the cultivation of the virtues (MacIntyre, 

2007, p.149) and are applicable to all practices and situations involving an individual. He mentions 

the individual’s “telos” (the good for man) – the qualities we must possess in order to achieve the 

“eudemonia” (well-being), and without a determined conception of the final telos, there cannot be 

any beginning to a “quest” (the search for the unknown). MacIntyre also alluded to the concept of 

the unity of a person’s life, meaning to evaluate a person’s life requires the context of the 

relationships they are involved in, and the possible shared future of those relationships – they 

enable us to understand the “story” of his/her life and the experiences derived (telos) he/she had; 

we are narrative animals continually in search for a narrative quest.  

 

He subsequently described “the virtues” to be understood as those dispositions which will not only 

sustain practices and enable us to achieve the goods internal to practices, but which will sustain us 

in the relevant kind of quest for the good, by enabling us to overcome dangers, harms, temptations, 

and distractions which we encounter, and which will furnish us with increasing self-knowledge 

and increasing knowledge of the goods” (MacIntyre, 2007, p.219). The moral life of any person 

does need “telos”, and they must be shared within the community, as virtues are developed, hence 

he believes practices are housed by institutions (also part of his theory), however MacIntyre 

strongly criticised corporate bureaucratic institutions for their concern with External goods, by 

acquiring material goods, money and structured in terms of power and status that are distributed 

as rewards, such that practice and care for common goods are always vulnerable to stiff 

competitiveness. 

 

Without virtues such as justice, courage, truthfulness, practices could not resist the corrupting 

power of institutions (Ibid, p.194) as productive and service work seem to ignore internal goods 
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while they fail to provide conducive environments within which virtues may flourish. He finally 

also felt pity for the lives of managers in capitalist organisations as they are compartmentalized 

and are faceless, instruments not by virtue of some act of will of their own but by virtue of the 

structure of the corporation. By 2004, MacIntyre together with Dunne, looked into the relevance 

of teaching (Beadle and Moore, 2006), whether it is a practice or a profession, but the dynamics 

of their theory there met challenges. The research study I focus on, keen interest on almost all 

MacIntyre’s theories and some concepts which will naturally flow with the discussions. Most 

concepts fit well into this research study. Aristotle did regard virtues as qualities essential in human 

life. Much though that might be right, his was misleading in excluding women, who in modern 

social sciences play equally vital educational and societal roles.  

 

The morals, ethics and virtues are still rightfully expected to form part of every school leader’s 

conduct. MacIntyre’s theory “Internal goods”, still aligns with Aristotle’s views on the importance 

of virtues in leadership; and this study embraces his theories and concepts. The principal as an 

accountable officer and everyone involved in a leadership position at the school must engage in 

exercises of virtue in search of excellence, particularly for the good of the community. Secondly, 

schools are professional practices where virtues and excellence must be practised. MacIntyre failed 

to conclude how he regards schools as professional practices, where all the elements of excellence 

must flourish as exercised by school leaders and teachers. While principals are encouraged to 

practice excellence, some may pursue those goods which are external. The school principal’s final 

“telos” must drive him/her to achieve his/her eudemonia because as s/he interrelates and interacts 

with stakeholders of the school (teachers, parents, learners) s/he has this quest to succeed in 

achieving the “vision and mission” of his/her school. 

 

The external goods are not necessarily dangled like “rewards” as in corporate institutions, but the 

education department will have vacant promotion posts advertised and any deserving individual 

can apply to fill them up, thus those applying need to earn their worth, they cannot push themselves 

which is the reason they have to motivate staff. It remains a question what motivates staff, internal 

or external goods? MacIntyre alluded to evaluating the person’s life as a whole requires the context 

of the relationships. There I concur with him, as the principal through his behaviour, needs to 
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model the internal goods, virtues and ethical character that everyone at school may wish to emulate 

such behaviours – that may also contribute to boosted morale. 

 

3.4.2 Ethical Leadership: A Basic Distinction between a Value and a Virtue 

MacIntyre teaches us that values are the internal goods and ethical conduct understood as virtues 

are defined by the pursuit of the good. For example, transparency can be understood as a strategy 

to achieve a value, therefore it may not be a value, if we associate it with the end or goal of 

(achieving excellence). What is the purpose for having transparency? We do not pursue this “value” 

for its own sake, as certain confidential information should not be made available, for example, 

with reference to the SMT members of a school organization, teachers may feel disregarded and 

left out if certain information is not relayed to them from the DBE (Department of Basic Education), 

that only involves the SMT about the teachers. There is a purpose for this disregard and therefore 

transparency is not a value to those SMT members who are not sharing the information.  

 

Virtues on the other hand, are more personal and depend solely on an individual’s own conception 

or perception, they are not universal. They differ from one person to the next, which begs the 

question, namely which virtue is of more importance than others. This approach on virtue is easily 

linked in relation to systematic and personal values, which will be briefly discussed in the segment 

below. McIntyre talks about virtue in relation to the social order (MacIntyre, 2007, p.182). For the 

philosopher Homer, the notion of human excellence is that of the warrior. For Aristotle, on the 

other hand, it is the Athenian gentleman. Given this regard, whichever scheme is desired by the 

individual is what is deemed important, therefore subjective, and not based on a universal set of 

values. Values and virtues are therefore not well-distinguished in our common understandings, and 

this was the case with the findings produced as a result of the interviews. 

 

3.5 How Personal Values Relate to Systematic Values 

In Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics (384-322), virtue is a mean, since it has the aptitude for aiming 

at a mean (Ross and Brown, 2009, p.35) and can be referenced in accordance with conflict between 

a person’s emotion and his head (thinking rationally and not according to emotion). In other words, 
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virtue as a mean can only emerge out of a stand-off between opposite habits, as it takes a stand 

between two conflicting habits such as abstinence and indulgence. In this regard, virtue and value 

becomes a choice and since our rational souls (as humans) govern our thought, this choice becomes 

our distinctive activity. We can therefore say virtues are formed in a person by doing his or her 

actions by means of which man originates his own actions (Ibid, p.32). This draws me back to a 

school leader who must make a choice when faced with ethical dilemmas as discussed below. 

 

When principals or school leaders are faced with ethical dilemmas, it becomes more complex for 

them as they are public officials with obligations to people who have competing values and beliefs 

(Lashway, 1996). People often stray and fail to meet their own ethical demands; therefore, 

systematic ethical systems are put in place to ensure accountability. They take refuge in “policies” 

in order to reflect the “norm” and to stay in the safe lane. It would be prudent for school leaders to 

follow policies and codes as they not only have moral obligations to their profession but also to 

society (Ibid, 1996). Ethics are personal but they are not divorced from the social and institutional, 

therefore a general view of ethical leadership is universal, but facets of what some people deem a 

value could only be understood in a cultural context (Brown and Mitchell, 2010, p.603). 

 

3.5.1 The Principal as an Ethical, Virtuous Leader 

Stogdill (1950, p.40, as cited in Katranci et al., 2015) states that leadership is the act of influencing 

activities of a group toward goal setting and goal achievement, for example, the goods of 

excellence, those intrinsic to practice. In a similar way, Hollander (1978, p.26, as cited in Katranci 

et al., 2015) saw leadership as a process of influence between leader and his/her follower, and an 

effort to control and exert power over other people. He further states that “…what is more, leaders 

are inspirational figures; they deal with interpersonal aspects of managers’ jobs like change, 

inspiration, motivation, and influence.” I fully corroborate Hollander’s statement, as my study 

focuses on the principal as an educational leader at school, hence needs all the above. He/she needs 

to execute his/her leadership and management skills anchored in the goods, the deep ethical morals 

that always stand him/her in good stead. It is also true that with good leadership skills, he/she will 

execute management functions effectively. 



 

 

50 

Dealing with the educational landscape that is unpredictable these days in our country, first means 

that he/she deals with multiple challenges, second dealing with interpersonal aspects also means 

he/she directly deals with staff’s morale, hence interrelatedness is involved. The principal will for 

example, need interpersonal skills to deal with ethics of diffusing or promoting and establishing 

ethical values. He/she would need technical skills to deal with ethics of ethical decision-making, 

reliability, resolving, and ethical dilemmas of educators/staff. The principal needs to uplift or boost 

staff’s morale, because it is also an ability, the most needed one, to inspire the employees of the 

school so that common organisational goals can be achieved (Katranci et al., 2015). 

 

Brown and Mitchell (2010) state that what leaders incentivise communicate what they value and 

motivates employees to act in ways to achieve such rewards. It is not a surprise then, that 

employees rely on their leaders for guidance when faced with ethical questions or problems. 

Research supports this contention and shows that employees conform to the ethical values of their 

leaders (Schminke, Wells, Peyrefitte, and Sabora, 2002, as cited in Brown et al., 2005). School 

principals fall within that category; they must exercise ethical work practices so that their staff will 

be enthused and influenced positively at all levels. Patton (2008) states that virtues are attitudes or 

character traits that enable us to act in ways that develop our highest potential. Virtues are like 

habits and once acquired, they become characteristic of a person. A virtuous leader is therefore an 

ethical person. According to MacIntyre and Dunne (2002), virtues protect the integrity of teaching 

and sustain the ethos of the school.  

 

When principals depict, embrace, and recognise their role as virtuous, ethical leaders, schools’ 

performance and productivity cannot be compromised. Zide (2017) once cited those advocators 

and agents of ethical leadership not only believe in excellence and orderliness, but equally the 

embodiment of social justice, fairness, transparency, honesty, accountability, and sticklers for 

adherence to procedure and policies. As an “accountable officer” (South African Standard for 

Principalship, 2015, p.12) he drives the vision and the mission of the school, through the support 

of firstly his school management team (SMT), and secondly the rest of the school staff at all levels 

of the school as an organization. Ethics is therefore the basis of service excellence in governance 

as well as leadership. MacIntyre (1988, p.273) had his own account of virtues and attached the 
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tradition of virtues in everyday life, in a variety of social practices, like schools and communities, 

and as qualities necessary to achieve the goods, contributing to the good of life as a whole. 

 

3.6 An Overview of Relevant Literature 

 

In the previous section, conceptual and theoretical investigations of ethics, virtue and value were 

executed. This informs the empirical investigation. It also informs the discussion of the literature 

of this section. In this section, the literature that is related to the research questions is reviewed. 

No study can properly flourish without reviewing previous literature. Bryman (2012, p.8) explains 

that the literature review is an important element in all research. He further asserts that reviewing 

literature helps the researcher establish what is already known about the topic being investigated. 

This helps illuminate the framework or foundation of the study. This aspect is of the utmost 

importance in that a researcher is expected to link and add their own research to the existing 

literature and/or findings. (Creswell, 2012, p.80) corroborates this in that conducting a literature 

review for the study supports or modifies the researcher’s findings. The existing literature or others’ 

ideas can also be a contrast or a comparison to the researchers’ study. According to Hart (2018, 

p.36), literature reviews can provide “the impetus for a research programme or alter the way we 

see or do things.” Holliday (2016) asserts that the role of qualitative research is to fill the “gaps” 

that surround findings towards the objective truth.  

 

The aim of the literature review is to provide the audience with the researcher’s inquisitiveness 

about the topic. Merriam and Tisdell (2015, p.91) go on to say that reviewing the relevant literature 

in your study is like engaging with the researchers who have gone before you, those who were 

fascinated with the same topic while Yona (2020, p.29) states that it provides a way to acknowledge 

previous scholars’ work, thus clarifying whether further research is needed. The researcher’s duty, 

given this regard, would be to highlight the strengths and shortcomings of the study leading to 

identifying their theoretical framework (foundation) as the literature review provides the 

framework for establishing the importance of the study or research problem, and benchmark the 

findings by comparing their own results with the results of other studies (Creswell, 2012, p.105).  
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3.6.1 The Ethics of School Leadership 

 

Over the years, the status of the South African Education system has undergone several changes 

(Christie, 2010, p.8). According to Christie, principals are not sure what to do or how to govern in 

moral terms. A systematic approach in transformational leadership could, however, help facilitate 

change. Good governance, on the other hand, demands greater emphasis on ethical conduct, 

accountability and professional skills that highlight the value of ethical leadership (Thaba et al., 

2016). The tone that is observed at the top in a school organization plays the most crucial role in 

trickling down signals. There is a need to revisit the process of appointing school principals and 

re-conceptualise performance management (Duku, 2010, p.29-30) as this can also have an impact 

on positive outcomes such as quality education (Lashway, 1996). 

 

It is not always the case that policies, legislations, training programmes for principals and even 

those of teachers, can turn principals as school administrators and teachers into ethical gurus. I 

concur with Leslie, Snyder and Giddis (1998), Peterson and Finn 1(985), as cited in Kirby, Paradise 

and Protti (1990) who noted in their research, that programmes designed to train school 

administrators were “unconnected to the issues which they were engaged in resolving” (Kirby et 

al., 1990). They further assert that “courses in ethics are rare in educational administration 

programmes while instructional resources are virtually non-existent.” In response to the lack of 

resources and to a growing concern over unethical practices in the profession, they attempt to 

describe “typical ethical dilemmas confronted by educational administrators and to determine 

normative levels of ethical reasoning of practising school administrators.” Kirby and others’  

(1990) study was based on 23 school principals, about typical ethical dilemmas that they had 

experienced. The four main ones that emerged centred on the following: i) teacher competence, ii) 

student behaviour, iii) teacher/student conflict and iv) teacher/parent conflict (1990, as cited in 

Lashway, 1996).  

 

An “ethical dilemma” is not a choice between right and wrong, but a choice between two rights, 

for example considering a bribe would be a normal temptation, deciding whether resources should 

go to a gifted curriculum, or a dropout prevention programme would constitute a dilemma (Kidder, 

1995, as cited in Lashway, 1996). As leaders, principals have such ethical responsibilities too. 
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According to Greenfield (1991, as cited in Lashway, 1996), much of a principal’s authority is moral, 

that is, teachers must be convinced that the principal’s point of view reflects values that they 

support. Coercion through bureaucratic authority, according to Greenfield (1991, as cited in 

Lashway, 1996) will rarely leave a lasting effect.  

 

When it comes to resolving ethical dilemmas, there is no “moral cookbook.” In addition, Lashway 

suggests and believes that most moral philosophers agree on the following guidelines: i) Leaders 

should have and be willing to act on a definite sense of ethical standards, ii) Leaders can examine 

dilemmas from different perspectives, e.g. who will be affected, in what ways, or the world would 

be a better place by accepting certain widely accepted standards (such as being transparent and 

telling the truth) and how we would like to be treated under similar situations (caring), iii) Many 

apparent dilemmas are actually “trilemmas”, offering a third path that avoids the either-or thinking, 

iv) Teachers should possess the habit of conscious reflection, wherever it might lead them 

(Lashway, 1996).  

 

3.7 Virtues that Leaders must Practice: 

 

3.7.1 Ethical Leadership 

Recent literature suggests that Ethical Leadership is essential when it comes to leading and 

managing a school (Mthiyane, 2018, p.165). The South African school is in dire need of this 

leadership in the ever-changing educational climate (Thaba, Kanjere, Malatji and Wadesango, 

2016, p.91). Thaba et al. recognize the importance of EoC in the South African Higher Education, 

as it rests on the notion that South African schools today face a moral decline and that we need a 

new generation of World class leaders who understand ethics (2016, p.92). Although we have a 

moral situation in the modern social order in which virtues enable the individual to achieve the 

goods internal to practice, Wang, Xing, Xu and Hannah’s study and results (2021) posit that ethical 

leadership is not necessarily a universally useful practice to decrease unethical behaviour, as this 

premise has not been adequately tested, according to them. Going back to Aristotle’s theory, virtue 

should be practised, and it has meaning in the context of practice, therefore it must be habitual. 

(Wang et al., 2021) further posit that a more nuanced understanding of ethical leadership and its 
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contingent effects must be understood better. It is clear that the premise that teachers/staff who 

perceive their leader as ethical may not necessarily engage in ethical behaviour themselves. 

 

Lashway (1996) states otherwise, in that an ethical leader’s responsibility is rooted in simple 

human integrity. It is therefore the principals’ responsibility to create a moral institution as they 

are public officials who are often perceived as the “moral agents”. Moreover, using their status 

with restraint and discipline, as with expectation, they are likely to influence others’ behaviour 

because of their seniority position in the education spectrum. (O'Keefe, Messervey and Squires, 

2017) found in their study that staff who perceived the principal as higher in ethical leadership 

were unlikely to engage in unethical behaviour. This also leads to organizational outcomes such as 

positive teacher morale and job satisfaction. 

 

It has become intelligible and evident from many researchers’ findings that the school leader’s 

actions permeate (un)ethical behaviour in the workplace. Thaba et al. (2016) emphasise the 

importance of ethics of care. These researchers found that there is a moral decline, not just in the 

South African schools but in society. They advocate the EoC to be an integral part of the curriculum 

in school leadership programmes for principals which are discussed in the first section of this 

chapter. This may assist them in addressing ethical dilemmas in the school organization and 

according to them may also mitigate corruption and the collapse of the Education system. Lashway 

(2016) further postulates that there is no ethical “cookbook” for principals to resolve ethical 

dilemmas. The role of the principal as discussed and discovered, is multi-dimensional. To date, the 

research has been done on his/her role as an ethical leader with a less nuanced understanding of 

the many hurdles it comes with. In broader context, I look deeper into the collapse of morality 

within the education system. 

 

3.8 Moral Collapse and Degeneration of the South African Education System 

 

Empirical research on the nature of ethical leadership in the South African context has been done 

on a minimal scale. Here and there as reflected above, startling discoveries, theories emerged, 

highlighting the following: educational authorities are rendering laws, legislations, policies that 

strive to commit principals to ethics and morality; accountability, values and virtues without total 
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success. Principals are still main culprits in several corruption scandals and unethical practices 

within schools throughout the country. Such unethical activities further heighten the need to 

question the department’s role in the training and the development of school leaders in their moral 

framework and leadership capabilities. Greenfield (as cited in Lashway, 1996) points out that 

schools face a unique set of ethical demands. They are moral institutions designed to promote 

social norms making principals moral agents who must make tough decisions that favour one 

moral value over another. In contrast, some principals today find themselves implicated by the 

manifestations of the external goods; embezzlement of funds, abuse of power and financial 

irregularities for private gain, to name some of the putrefactions engendered by school leaders. In 

2013, Corruption Watch, a non-profit organization that helps combat corruption in the schools have 

received 60 reports of corruption at schools that mostly involve mismanagement of funds by school 

principals and the administration in South African public schools (Corruption Watch, 2013).  

 

In 2018, the same organization discovered that poor governance is what led to corruption in the 

schools and that better structures and principles needed to be implemented (Ibid, 2018). In another 

report, the Minister of Basic Education confirmed back in 2016 that there were corrupt practices 

that involved irregular appointments of school principals and teachers. It is evident from the 

ministerial report that the education system was and is being exploited. In a similar fashion, The 

Citizen discovered the country’s schools to be among the most common breeding grounds for 

corruption (The Citizen, 2018). This statement alone should cause for concern. It appears our 

country is in a serious moral lapse and the decline of morality is becoming more evident. The cause 

of moral decadence and deterioration in our schools may also be that society has neglected 

Religion, God, and His teachings since the establishment of neoliberalism ideologies in the 

Education field. 

 

According to (Gardner, 1995) “great leaders embody the message they advocate - they teach not 

just through words but through actions while honesty and courage is depicted, as these are qualities 

that are appreciated by subordinates.” Additionally, Block (1993) advocates stewardship as 

something that “asks leaders to acknowledge their human faults and limitations, rather than hiding 

behind their position of power or their status.” Whichever virtue is desired, moral philosophers 

going back to Aristotle have emphasised that, it must become habitual. “People become virtuous 
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by practising virtue because it is not something that can be held in reserve for momentous issues, 

it must be a constant companion” (Lashway, 1996). Finally, this means, to be an ethical leader is 

not a matter of following a few rules. The leader’s responsibility is complex, rooted less in 

technical expertise than in simple human integrity (Ibid). 

 

As and when principals depict, embrace, and recognize their role as ethical leaders, school 

performance and productivity may be the outcome. Zide (2017) once cited “Advocators and agents 

of ethical leadership not only advocate for excellence and orderliness but equally the embodiment 

of social justice, fairness, transparency, accountability, and sticklers for adherence to procedures 

and policies.” Ethics is therefore a basis of service excellence in governance as well as leadership. 

I would equate what Zide argues in this statement with that of MacIntyre’s ethics of internal goods 

which I reviewed in the first section of this chapter. Acquiring such virtues, the South African 

school needs the ethically, professionally developed value-based principal who will cope and 

remain unshaken even if the winds of change may be blowing all over the educational landscape.  

 

The principal should therefore refrain from blaming these changes for his/her own inadequacies. 

His/her leadership must apply virtue ethics and build on a moral character to challenging situations 

to attain and sustain a positive climate practice. So far, we have noticed that ethics is based on 

many different constructs, but my focus will mostly be on the virtuous, ethically sound principal. 

Despite there being no clear consensus on what constitutes ethical behaviour, principals should 

capitalize on applying virtue ethics more vigorously, thus institutionalizing ethics in the workplace 

(van Aswegen & Engelbrecht, 2009, p.228). On the other hand, unethical behaviour concerns all 

staff/teachers, and Naidoo (2012) warns that to curb and/or prevent this type of behaviour, ethical 

leadership should be demonstrated in daily behaviours through the leaders; leaders must send 

strong messages about ethics by establishing clear sanction systems and incentives to hold 

employees accountable for their actions. This demonstration would enable a dual lens in that both 

the leader and the follower will be serving a unique role in promoting ethics in the organization.   
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3.8.1 Ethics and the Effective Principal: The Importance of Creating a Collegial 

Atmosphere, an Ethical Institution and Elevating Staff Morale 

 

I have thus far elaborated on the importance of the school principal developing a virtuous character 

in his/her organization, as an exemplar to his/her staff. The ethics side of him/her is much argued, 

but what about the kind of leadership s/he possesses to help boost his/her staff morale? Nowadays 

as previously highlighted, a lot of uncertainty prevails, and reforms change us more than before. 

In the education system alone, we have been faced with unfavourable conditions, low morale of 

the teachers, learners’ rights which all affect everyone. Thus, when school leaders are good, 

morally focused, fair, and trustworthy, a school is likely to function effectively.  

 

Through his/her influence and ethical leadership, there is collaboration and collegial atmosphere 

at the school. Ethics must therefore become the organizational priority in making decisions. This 

requires that principals examine their character and have the inward virtues that direct their own 

behaviours (Brierton et al., 2016, p.2). Brierton and colleagues highlight those ethical influences 

of teachers and learners who work and learn in schools were developed and established before they 

were part of the organizations, and that people often describe themselves as a collective, when they 

share the same values, beliefs, norms and/or attitudes. These researchers argue the importance of 

leaders working collaboratively with both the faculty and staff to provide policy and instruction to 

promote positive learning and teaching environments (Brierton et al., p.28-29). When school 

leaders maintain these high ethical standards and values, they are likely to influence behaviour 

within the whole school culture (Ibid, p.16). On the contrary, the ineffective leader may be an over-

estimator, possessing self-enhancement bias (Greenwald, 1980, as cited in Brown and Mitchell, 

2010, p.597). According to (Atwater, Ostroff, Yammarino and Fleenor, 1998, as cited in Brown 

and Mitchell, 2010, p.597) previous research suggest that such leaders suffer moral complacency 

as they rate themselves higher and more favourable than other stakeholders, moreover, seen as less 

effective by their superiors.  

 

By nature, most schools do not encourage discussions about ethical issues, although Lashway 

(1996) propounds the need for forming an ethics committee in schools (raising ethical awareness). 

Sergiovanni (1992 as cited in Lashway, 1996) asserts that “truly effective schools are those with a 
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shared covenant clearly articulating the school’s core values and providing a standard [according 

to] which actions will be judged.” Virtue Ethicist MacIntyre criticises modern liberalism and its 

constructs, including liberal education and its systems. His critique of modernity stems from theory 

and liberalism (MacIntyre, 2007), he also argues that modern moral frameworks are inadequate 

and that the older conception of morality should be supported in today’s modern world, as the 

establishment of enterprise culture (External goods) can be deemed a threat to education. An 

essential part of this dissertation is that modernity and neoliberal notions have often been a 

stumbling block for promoting ethicality in schools today. 

 

3.9 Policies in the South African Education System 

 

With departmental policies and regulations being put in place, along with laws and legislations in 

education that aim at promoting high standards of professional ethics and values, school leaders 

are then expected to subscribe to these standards, however it is frequently not the case. In this 

subsequent section I will briefly and critically discuss the relevant policies in the context of ethical 

leadership, then the discussion of educational policies and practices will follow. 

 

3.9.1 The Policy Context of Ethical Leadership 

The Corruption Watch document clearly state in their “Lessons from Solicited Reports into 

Corruption in Schools”, that despite South Africa boasting a strong democratic framework that 

includes a universally admired Bill of Rights, an independent judiciary, reasonably free and robust 

media, and the existence of powerful anti-corruption statutes. Public perceptions are that levels of 

corruption are increasing (Corruption Watch, 2018, p.2). Corruption Watch (CW) endeavours to 

contribute to the fight against corruption, engaging several members of the public, including 

parents, teachers and learners. Their campaign which started operating from 2012, detailed reports 

on various manifestations of perceived corruption in schools. Interestingly, they mainly came from 

school leaders (Ibid, p.3). By the end of December 2013, the number had increased from 68 reports 

in 2012 to more than 600 reports, making schools appear as the top location for corruption (Ibid, 

p.4). Most corrupt activities in schools across all provinces emanates from financial 

mismanagement (44%), theft of funds or goods (24%), and corruption related to tenders or the 

acquisition of goods and services (16%). It is further indicated that “the whistle-blowers most 
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frequently implicate principals (63%) as the main perpetrators of these corrupt actions, while 

members of the SGB account for 27% and other members of staff also said to be complicit in these 

acts” (Ibid, p.10).  

 

3.9.2 Educational Policies and the South African Constitution 

What is gravely concerning is that despite CW’s effort in highlighting gaps in education 

legislations and their recommendations, along with initiatives such as the Moral Regeneration 

Movement (MRM) to the Department of Education (DoE) and provincial governments; corrupt 

activities are still reported to date concerning such. However, the DoE is not actually turning a 

deaf ear to all these, for example, in 2015 the document “Policy on the South African Standard for 

Principalship”, was issued where the Minister of Education Mrs A.M. Motshekga defines the role 

of school principals and key aspects of professionalism, image and competencies required in-depth, 

while serving as a guide to address professional leadership and developmental needs (South 

African Standard for Principalship, 2015, p.5).  

 

Although the policy document targets the role of the principal as the leading professional in the 

school, it highlights a strong emphasis on shared leadership, grounded in and embraced by the 

principles of Batho Pele and Ubuntu, because leadership and management of the school highly 

regard core societal, educational, and professional values, and promote core values underpinned 

by the Constitution of South Africa. Four elements in the document are highly regarded, namely i) 

understanding the core purpose, ii) subscribing to educational ethics and social values, iii) 

processing skills and knowledge to the key areas of principalship and iv) having the necessary 

personal and professional qualities. Lastly, the Standard purports that “ethical leadership in all its 

various facets, and more particularly in leading diversity, is of paramount importance for an 

effective principal (Ibid, p.32).  

 

Even with the existence of explicit, well documented legislation and educational policy documents, 

in our country, unethical practices, corruption, etc. seem to be unending, not only among principals 

but at times with teachers as well. According to Van Aswegen and Engelbrecht (2009, p.228), 

ethical leadership “demonstrates the will and ability to strategically position, design, and sustain 

an organization successfully, to develop employee competence, and to direct human and 
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organizational energy in pursuit of performance and achievement that stand the ethical test of 

effectiveness and efficiency”. Van den Akker, Heres, Lasthuizen and Six (2009) contend that being 

an ethical leader is about being both a moral person and a moral manager. Ethical leaders increase 

awareness of what is right, good, and important, inspiring their followers to become leaders, who 

go beyond their self-interest for the good of the organization.  

 

3.9.3 Policy and Practice 

In fact, it seems as though the initiatives such as Batho Pele and Ubuntu are only construed 

externally thus have minimal stimulation concerning how a principal should or would carry him-

/herself as a leader. Raga and Taylor (2005, as cited in Cheteni and Shindika, 2017) assert that such 

legislations that are aimed at improving integrity are unlikely to put an end to unethical behaviour. 

In context of practice, a school leader is expected to always demonstrate ethical behaviour. 

Lashway (1996) illuminates this in a much broader context, that it is unfortunate that principals 

have not been trained to deal with ethical dilemmas in the school. Lashway further asserts that they 

are unsure of what to do in terms of morality; how to carry oneself in moral terms. Moreover, the 

DoE (Department of Education) implementing ethics measures and/or policies may not execute 

these to suit the needs of the South African principal. 

 

The literature discussed in this chapter indicates that changes/reforms in the ever-changing South 

African Education system results in a perplexed approach for the principal, this is where the DoE 

have failed to deliver in terms of implementing ethical programmes internally. In the SASP (South 

African Standard for Principalship, 2015, p.5) the different developmental needs for the 

professional principal are clearly highlighted. These include a) enhancing the skills and 

competencies of the principal, b) improvement of procedures for selecting principals, c) the 

induction and mentoring of principals and d) the professional and preparation of principals. There 

is a clear indication of what is required of the principal, that informs them of their leadership and 

management role in the school (Ibid, p.9) making demands, thus leaving the principal in a 

whirlwind of uncertainty on how to tackle and understand change. It must be understood that the 

principal’s role is changing, and strict adherence to Legislations and Educational policies have 

placed pressure on him/her in sustaining a school organization successfully, so that the practice of 

leadership by and conduct of the school principal must be deliberately moral (Lashway, 1996). 
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However, Starratt (1991) notes that to assume that schools embody desirable standards would be 

“ethically naïve”. It is therefore the principal’s duty to ensure that s/he exercises authority fairly 

and ethically. 

 

3.10 Chapter Summary 

This chapter started by discussing the theories and concepts, subsequently, reviewing the literature 

of the undertaken study. In the theories and concepts section, the origins and descriptions of the 

key themes were discussed and addressed by modern philosophers. Without the theories and 

concepts section my study would have minimal support and evidence to the problem under this 

study’s actuality. The literature review section centred around the major issues, debates and 

arguments linked to the problem, the perceptions of researchers on the topic, followed with an 

overview of policies which helped to identify the theoretical framework of the study. The possible 

challenges of this practice include school leaders not having adequate support from the top officials 

in the Education Department. They have to face ethical dilemmas on their own with the pressure 

of exercising his/her authority in an ethical manner. The subsequent chapter will discuss the 

research findings and attempt to link them to the theories developed in this chapter. The chapter 

also highlights the data is procedures and the way the data were collected. 
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Chapter 4 

Analysis and Interpretation of Data  

 

4.1 Introduction  

 

In the previous chapter, the theories, and concepts as well as an overview of literature were 

discussed in a comprehensive manner. The first chapter specifically stated and introduced the 

concept of Ethical Leadership and its historical background which helped establish the questions 

of the study. In this chapter, data are analysed and divided in two sections. The first section denotes 

the process of the data analysis, and the second section deals with the interviews. This was 

achieved through qualitative in-depth semi-structured interviews. This key focus of this section 

should provide and describe the research findings with reference to the purpose of study, which 

included investigating principals, teachers and SMT member’s perceptions on ethical leadership. 

This method of collecting data elicited their views in a comprehensible manner. The chapter further 

describes these research findings for all the objectives of the study. The objectives of the study 

were: 

 

• To understand ethical leadership from the perspective of principals, the SMT and teachers  

• To determine the ethical theory that best understands ethical leadership in schools 

• To describe the ethical values that schools pursue 

• To identify the pitfalls of ethical leadership in South African schools 

• To determine the relation between ethical leadership and teacher morale 

• To ascertain whether educational laws and policies, in the context of educational 

transformation, have valuable significance to keep school principals ethically grounded in 

their leadership and management practices 

 

The purpose of this study was to richly describe the perceptions of principals, teachers and SMT 

members on Ethical Leadership in South African schools. Video-recorded interviews were 

conducted with some participants who opted for email interviews. Both procedures led to 

informative findings.  
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 4.2 Demographics Information 

 

This section will present a summary of statistics of the participants/respondents to the interview 

questions. As outlined in the methodology chapter, the questionnaires were conducted in interview 

form with a total of 14 participants utilising a purposive sampling technique. These participants 

made up the sample. This included professional teachers, the SMT members and principals of the 

participating school organisations. For confidentiality and protection of the participants’ identity, 

pseudonyms are used. 

 

4.2.1 Participants’ Characteristics  

 

School Principals 

Three school principals were interviewed in this study. Pseudonyms are used to distinguish them. 

The years of experience that they have is greater than that of teachers. The selection process of the 

school principals was implemented according to the knowledge of the researcher, through e-mail. 

Then utilizing the purposive sampling technique, the researcher requested that s/he (the principal) 

identify the SMT member who may be interested in the research. This process was elaborated upon 

in detail in Chapter 2. 

 

SMT Members  

The School Management Team are all familiar with the management of the school and educational 

reforms and policies. Four members were interviewed in each of the four schools. These members 

were carefully selected by the principal and assisted the researcher in selecting teachers who would 

be interested in the research. 

 

School Teachers  

The schoolteachers made up most of the participants which is illustrated in the tables in the first 

section of this Chapter. Also, the older the teachers the better the experience they had in the 

education field. They were recommended by the SMT members of their school. 
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4.2.1.1 Years of experience in their profession 

 

Table 4.1 Years in the Education Field  

 

Years of Experience Participant Number Numbers in Percentage 

5-10 8 58% 

11-20 3 21% 

 30 3 21% 

Total 14 100 

 

 

4.2.1.2 Demographic Profile in Work Experience 

 

As the researcher, I deemed it necessary to ask about the participants’ experience in the Education 

field. The researcher believes that this may influence their perceptions when responding to the 

questions asked. The availability of the participants in the time of the interviews could explain 

why most of them had less work experience, as the more their experience, the less likely they 

would be available. Many of the school principals and the members of the SMT interviewed have 

vast experience in their position while many of the educators are less experienced in the teaching 

field. 

 

 

4.2.1.3 Participant’s Profile in Age 

 

Table 4.2 

Participants’ Age Range Participants’ Number 

Frequency 

Number in Percentage 

50-65 3 21% 

40-49 2 14% 

20-39 9 65% 

Total 14 100 
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The above table demonstrates the age range of the participants. This aspect of the demographics 

will hold paramount value in discussing the findings as age can contribute to helping unveil which 

qualities the younger participants value in opposition to the much older participants. We can also 

identify that in most cases the higher the rank of the education official the older they are. 

 

The table below presents the number of participants based on gender. To sustain balanced views, 

it was vital that I should highlight the gender and racial differences. The aspect of gender 

demographics displayed highlights that more females were involved in the study than males. We 

can detect that only 36% who were interested in the study are male and a percentage of 64% are 

female. However, in context of the staff demographics in the schools, the male participants are 

adequate. I also deemed it essential to include the race demographics in the next table to gain in-

depth understanding of the issue of race as highlighted in Theme 3. Although the researcher 

analyses all participants’ views as a single group, it has been evident that in the Education field 

particularly in primary schools, there are more females than males. Moreover, few studies have 

demonstrated how the gender variable likely influences opinion as well as the thought processes 

that determine Ethical Leadership. 

 

 

4.2.1.4 Participant’s Profile by Gender 

 

Table 4.3 

 

Gender 

 

School A 

 

School B 

 

School C 

 

School D 

Participant’s 

Number Frequency  

 

Number in Percentage 

Male 1 2 1 1 5 36% 

Female 3 2 2 2 9 64% 
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The above table demonstrates the participant’s profile by gender. As highlighted in their 

study as discussed in chapter 1, Eranil & Ozbilen (2017) found that female teachers found 

principals’ ethical leadership levels and climate practices higher than their male counterparts. 

However, in my study this was not the case, the participant’s perceptions were more concerned 

with behaviour and character rather than gender. My study has not shown how their (male and 

female) views correlate or differ. It has however demonstrated that female participants show more 

interest in ethical leadership studies, hence I found it necessary to create the above table. 

 

4.2.1.5 Participant’s Overall Profile 

 

Table 4.4 

Participants Age Range Gender Race Seniority Years in 

Experience 

Participant A 

(PA) 

20-39 Female Black Level 1 Teacher 5-10 

Participant B 

(PB) 

20-39 Female  Black Level 1 Teacher 5-10 

Participant C 

(PC) 

50-65 Male White Principal >30 

Participant D 

(PD) 

20-39 Male White SMT Member 5-10 

Participant E 

(PE) 

40-49 Female White SMT Member 11-20 

Participant F 

(PF) 

20-39 Female White Level 1 Teacher 5-10 

Participant (PG) 50-65 Male Black Principal >30 

Participant (PH) 20-39 Female Black Level 1 Teacher 5-10 

Participant I (PI) 40-49 Female White Acting 

Principal 

11-20 

Participant J (PJ) 20-39 Male White Level 1 Teacher 5-10 

Participant (PK) 40-49 Male White Level 1 Teacher 11-20 
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Participant L 

(PL) 

20-39 Female Black SMT Member 5-10 

Participant M 

(PM) 

20-39 Female White Level 1 Teacher 5-10 

Participant N 

(PN) 

40-49 Female White Level 1 Teacher >30 

 

 

 4.3 Data Presentation  

 

The data are presented and analysed as follows: 

- Theme 1 articulates the virtues and values that are central to a school system from the 

perceptions of the principals, SMT members and the teachers. This theme demonstrates the 

importance of Ethical Leadership as reported by the Teachers, SMT members and the 

principals. The sub-headings which were identified are presented in the figure below. The 

data provided in the figure, reports the virtues and values which participants regard as 

important. 

 

- Theme 2 deals with mainly the aspects of Ethical Leadership and its attributes; what school 

leaders attribute to ethical leadership. Making meaning of the theories from the perceptions 

of the participants. 

 

- Theme 3 deals with the causes of ethical problems and effects of unethical behaviour; 

including issues with open communication and a lack of transparency. 

 

Table 4.5 Key Themes   

Themes Categories Sub-Categories 

Theme 1 4.4. Central Values and Virtues 4.4.1 The Value of Equality: 

Virtue of Equal regard or 

Fairness 

4.4.2 The Virtue of Listening 
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4.4.3 Promoting Value-Driven 

Leadership 

4.4.4 The Virtue of Integrity: The 

Dignity of a Person 

4.4.5 The Value of Excellence 

4.4.6 The Virtue of 

Accountability 

4.4.7 The Virtue of Empathy 

4.4.8 Teacher’s Perceptions of 

Ethical Leadership 

 

 

Theme 2 4.5 Aspects of Ethical 

Leadership 

4.5.1 The Principal as a Virtuous, 

Ethical Leader: Role Modelling 

Moral Behaviour 

4.5.2 Self-control (Temperance) 

4.5.3 Ethics and the Effective 

School Principal: The 

Importance of Creating a 

Collegial Atmosphere and 

Elevating Staff Morale 

4.5.4 School Governance: 

Constraint Development in 

Ethical Programmes for School 

Principals 

 

Theme 3 4.6 Causes of Ethical Problems 4.6.1 Open Communication and 

Lack of Transparency  

4.6.2 Nepotism, Cultural 

Differences and Racism 
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4.4 Theme 1: Central Values and Virtues  

 

Principals, SMT Members and Teachers were all asked about which values are central to their 

school educational values. The aim was to gather data and to develop an ethical theory to 

understand ethical leadership from the theories developed in Chapter 3, with perspectives of school 

officials.  

 

 

4.5.1 The Value of Equality (Virtue of Equal regard or Fairness) 

 

As we have learnt in the previous chapter, values refer to the things we regard as important in the 

sense that they provide an orientation point or direction for our thoughts and actions. Virtues then 

refer to character traits which are informed by values. According to MacIntyre (2007, p.273) 

virtues are qualities or values that are necessary to achieve goods internal to practice and they 

contribute to good of a whole life. Virtue has a lot to do with courage, justice (which can be equated 

to equality), piety, honour and being a good citizen (Ibid, p.275). The virtue that occurred the most 

according to this interview question was equality in school leadership. It appears that upholding 

the value of fairness is important for teachers such as Participant A (Pseudonym used) who is a 

Grade 7 Science and Technology Teacher at School A narrated her response to the above question 

as follows: 

 

I would consider ensuring equality and fairness in the school as the foreground perception when considering 

values withheld at school, in fully drawing the common central value “inclusivity”, as according to what the 

education curriculum implements in learning [PA].  

 

Considering transformational leadership and education reforms in living up to these values, she 

continues: 

 

Equality as far as content coverage is concerned, is not always possible nor feasible. I think with 

implementing succession in ensuring education is inclusive would be possible to live up to the school’s values. 

The unfortunate thing is the fact that the background of our learners is not the same, assuming… living up to 
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these values will be unequal as we have different learners. It is not always possible to live up to these values 

as the background, situation and experiences affect how the school lives up to such expectations [PA] 

 

 

Participant K expresses the concern of lack of fairness in the school when asked about the effects 

of unethical leadership: 

 

There is a lack of equality treatment to employees, and challenges are not being addressed in the correct way. 

Employees are also not adhering to the DoE’s education policies. Principals must ensure that they address 

challenges in fair way [PK] 

 

He goes on to say that:  

 

The school should strive to lead, manage, and control the learning, teaching and assessment and that 

discipline is maintained equally, supported by policy practice and the availability of policies [PK] 

 

It appears that upholding the virtue of fairness by the leaders of the school is important to some of 

the participants as this outcome affects the learners of the school. An educator tends to work 

efficiently and with efficacy when the school system values or upholds fairness, then s/he becomes 

motivated. This ethical demand is not always simple to implement as principals must often make 

decisions that favour one moral value over the other (Lashway, 1996). Participant A’s response 

clearly highlights inclusivity, that is recognizing everyone without any discrimination. This is a 

very important virtue to uphold as a leader, to clearly outline the core values of the school, and to 

judge ethical dilemmas with the same standards. Participant K had a concern with the management 

of the school treating the employees in a fair manner when unethical practices arise. He supports 

his statement with revisiting policy then bringing change where necessary. Teacher interviews 

mostly highlighted the importance of good relationships between themselves and other 

stakeholders, including the learners. Principal Interviews, on the other hand expressed the 

importance of listening to all members of staff despite cultural differences and backgrounds. But 

we witness a complete contrast to what the teachers express above.  

 

This above concept confirms MacIntyre’s virtue of fairness, but in this regard, the virtue which is 

valued depends on the relationship the principal has with his or her stakeholders. According to 
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MacIntyre we define our relationships to people who share the same purposes and standards which 

inform a practice (MacIntyre, 2007, p.191). 

 

4.4.2 The Virtue of Listening 

 

Participant C (Pseudonym used) is a principal with 37 years of experience at the same school, and 

he teaches us the following regarding fairness: 

 

In order to be an ethical leader, one must listen carefully to both sides of the story and if conflict arises, do not 

give your own opinion, be neutral, because if you do not it will cause divide and differences among staff. Also, 

set out realistic goals that will work, be fair, respectful, and honest [PC]. 

 

The above segment agrees with Lashway’s view on how leaders can resolve ethical conflicts. 

According to him, leaders should examine conflicts or dilemmas from different perspectives, in 

that leaders should anticipate the consequences of the choices s/he makes and who will be affected. 

Moral rules can also be used as another approach to handle conflict, that is leaders following 

accepted standards of the world; telling the truth (Lashway, 1996). 

 

4.4.3 Promoting Value-Driven Leadership 

 

The participants were also asked what role the school plays in the quest to promote the values of 

Equality, Empathy, Listening, Integrity. These values seem to be upheld and/or desired at their 

schools and seem to be the core of their everyday activities; these would be displayed in settings 

such as meetings which take place on a regular basis. They mostly gave dissimilar answers, 

although Participant D, the DH (Department Head) in Social Sciences at School B and Participant 

E also a DH and SMT Member at School A highlighted the importance of the School Management 

Team’s role in defining these values. Participant D narrates the following: 

 

The SMT must set the example through displaying these values through all the facets of management and 

leadership. Once teachers see this display of values, they will also model it. This sets a firm example to the 

learners of what is expected of them through the value-driven model [PD]. 
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In support of Participant D, Participant E expresses the following thoughts: 

 

The role that the school leadership plays in promoting values is through regular subject, phase and staff 

meetings where staff members are informed of what is happening at our school. These lead to transparency. 

Mentoring and commitment from the SMT help to establish a positive and professional staff. All staff 

members are treated in a professional manner [PE]. 

 

Participant D believes that a value-driven model in a school should be followed to accommodate 

all different religions and cultures, he believes that the management of the school should be the 

example and set the tone at the top in permeating this type of leadership. He writes the following 

when asked about the possibility of schools living up to its values: 

 

Any system will have its challenges. In our school, where we are multi-cultural and religious, it is easier to 

follow the value-driven model, because it relates to any culture and religion. When referenced to, learners 

can relate the value back to their background. It sets a firm example of what is expected from humanity and 

society in general, rather than a specific culture, race, or religion [PD]. 

 

The above theme of a value-driven model can be linked to the concept of ethical leadership, that 

is instilling values that guide and give a sense of purpose for individuals, even outside of school – 

living well and flourishing. From the findings, we discover that there are several factors that affect 

promoting values at a school, especially when it comes to embodying the message that they 

advocate for; learning to “walk the talk” and “talk the walk” meaning you practise what you preach 

(Brown and Mitchell, 2010, p.584). These findings are corroborated by Mthiyane (2018, p.187) 

who indicates that there is a need for value-based leadership, and that Universities should play a 

role in developing these leadership capabilities.  

 

4.4.4 The Virtue of Integrity: The Dignity of a Person 

 

Integrity can be regarded as a strong value to education officials. In his article “Social Structures 

and their Threats to Moral Agency” MacIntyre critiques this moral agency, that it can diminish in 

corrupt work environments. According to him, moral agents must understand themselves as 

accountable to those they engage with (MacIntyre, 1999, p.316). Those who possess this virtue 
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require that they exhibit the same moral character in different social constructs (Ibid, p.318). 

Transparency is suggested in some studies as a quality that is most appreciated by subordinates 

(Richardson and others, 1992). It is a quality all leaders should strive for, although it would be 

“ethically naïve” to simply assume that social organisations such as schools embody desirable 

standards, as these benefit some people at the expense of others (Starratt, 1991).  

 

As highlighted in chapter 3, these standards that present in the form of internal goods are then 

embodied through practice, to achieve the desired virtue. However, schools are institutions and are 

concerned with external goods, therefore the ideals of practice are often vulnerable to the external 

goods of the school (MacIntyre, 2007, p.194). In a social context, we understand it to elicit integrity 

which will be discussed in detail below. To be transparent as a leader, means to be open and to not 

shy away from communicating with your staff members, no matter the situation you are facing. 

This displays a strong moral person’s quality. A leader who is silent on ethical issues in the 

workplace is no better than the one who misleads others so therefore does not care about the ethics 

of integrity. The virtue of integrity relates to the value of dignity. To uphold the value of dignity 

means to have simple human integrity, it is a basis from where we can value ourselves and others, 

treating others with respect. 

 

Participant F, a Level 1 teacher at School D states the following when asked about the values which 

are central to her school: 

 

Our school’s values strive towards honesty and equality. Because we all come from different backgrounds, 

the policies of honesty and equality are very important to the school. In ensuring this, we can all come to a 

common ground and include everyone without having to discriminate against each other [PF].  

 

Honesty is a virtue associated with one’s character, Participant F seems to value truth or doing 

things right, upholding this principle would make one a virtuous person.  

 

Participant K from the same school also includes this value when responding to the values which 

are central: 
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Responsibility, love, accountability, honesty, integrity, trust, innovation, teamwork, determination, patience, 

culture, and excellence [PK]. 

He goes on to say that: 

 

Our school lives up to these values to a very large extend [sic]... as schools cannot be led without the stated 

values, also leading, managing, and controlling schools through values is an obligation [PK]. 

 

Participant J from School B, states the following when asked about the factors preventing schools 

to achieve these values:  

 

Going against the schools’ code of conduct and what the government has instructed us to do is what prevents 

schools from achieving the values of excellence, honesty, sincerity, loyalty, and respect [PJ]. 

 

The virtue of Integrity as discussed by Lashway in chapter 3 is considered a vital requirement and 

a core value for ethical leadership. Participant G, Participant D and Participant E all suggest that 

having integrity is imperative if you are going to lead people. The respondents regard having 

integrity as a leader as a vital virtue, as without this, conflict would precipitate. With a view to 

context, MacIntyre alludes to the concept of unity; evaluating that a person’s life requires the 

context of the relationship they are involved in - they enable us to understand his or her life’s story. 

Virtues are like habits and once acquired they become a person’s character. Virtues therefore 

protects the integrity of teaching and sustains the school’s ethos (MacIntyre and Dunne, 2002).  

 

4.4.5 The Value of Achieving Excellence 

 

The achievement of excellence requires effort and even pain at times (Zide, 2017). According to 

Zide, excellence and especially in governance must be achieved to the highest ethical standards. 

Achieving excellence can therefore be in form of external goods or internal goods. In this regard, 

the school as an institution embraces both, as where ethical leadership is developed (internal 

goods), the external goods will be the outcome - organisational productivity and performances 

(Zide, 2017) these values of excellence can then equally embody both sentiments. The schools also 

seem to value both the rewards, as they are concerned with producing good results, while 

simultaneously possessing the desire of engendering an ethical culture. 
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Participant G the principal at Greenwood primary states the following when asked about the values 

his school lives up to:  

 

Our school is dedicated to delivering standards of excellence and modelling integrity and inclusiveness. Our 

learners come from different backgrounds and the most important factor is to be inclusive in our goals and 

objectives… and strive to be fair in our value system [PG]. 

 

Participant D writes that:  

 

Our school base [sic] our values on integrity, respect, excellence, care, and responsibility [PD]. 

 

Participant E thinks schools should strive towards the following to achieve excellence:  

 

I would say integrity, positivity, transparency, and accountability. Transparency by all SGB members and 

the SMT, integrity and accountability from the SMT. Loyalty and positivity also make our team a committed 

team. We also strive to resolve conflict matters in a democratic and professional manner. Emotional 

intelligence is important values in our school [PE]. 

 

The above value of excellence is corroborated by Zide (2019). His view on excellence can be 

attributed to service excellence in governance, that ethics is the basis of such a value. He further 

states that institutions which are led by such hegemony (ethical leadership) are able to promote 

excellence.  Excellence, according to Zide should be governed and fostered by the highest ethical 

standards (Ibid, 2019).  

 

4.4.6 The Virtue of Accountability 

 

The virtue of accountability is used in relation to the other, as an end. Accountability in this regard, 

breeds trust, builds honest relationships. MacIntyre attributes accountability to being a heroic 

virtue (MacIntyre, 2007, p.126). According to MacIntyre the exercise of this virtue requires a 

particular human and a certain social structure. This heroic virtue requires the presence of a specific 

social structure which is, in MacIntyre’s words, irrevocably lost (Ibid, p.126) The latter is that this 
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virtue should be exercised towards being an intrinsic good, as institutions such as schools all have 

their different values. Not only are you accountable, but you ask others to be accountable, for you 

are part of their story as much as they are of yours (MacIntyre, 2007, p.218). A willingness to 

accept responsibility goes hand in hand with simple human integrity and the role of leadership in 

promoting ethics in the school has become overtly overlooked. Participant D explicitly expresses 

the following on ethical conflict in the school which often comes down to accountability: 

 

Some of the SMT members uphold them to different deadlines to the rest of the staff. Where certain 

documentation needs to be handed in on a specific date, these members do not… that crosses the boundaries 

of integrity and responsibility. As a school we have faced a serious case where an ex-employee stole test 

papers from our systems, this crosses the boundary of honesty [PD].  

 

When asked how the school deals with these ethical issues, he continues as follows: 

 

Most of the time it will only be a disciplinary discussion, where a SMT member will only warn you about 

the mistake you have made. It never comes down to a written warning. The disciplinary discussion does have 

value because staff members know that they have wronged the system [PD]. 

 

It is clear in the above segment that some schools do not hold some staff members to the same 

standard as others. Thus, accountability is applied to some but not to others. It is overtly 

highlighted by Participant D that there are issues of fairness and accountability in this school. This 

theory confirms MacIntyre’s theme of accountability. Any virtue desired from the participants 

should become habitual, as MacIntyre expresses, and must be something to strive for. We can 

therefore attribute accountability to being a value and a virtue, a value as it is bound to fail 

(MacIntyre, 2007, p.218) the virtue of accountability can be understood only in the form of practice, 

to enable us to achieve goods internally to practice but also sustains us in a quest for good and 

reaching our highest human potential (telos) so we may be able to overcome dangers or temptation 

(MacIntyre, 2007, p.219). For example, if we value accountability, accepting responsibility for our 

own actions, we will most likely gain respect and trust while also sustaining honest relationships. 
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4.4.7 The Virtue of Empathy 

 

The ethics of care (EoC) is often said to be a Golden Rule for school leaders, for example, how 

would we like to be treated to resolve ethical dilemmas? Sergiovanni writes eloquently on this 

issue: 

 

“In order to act morally one must place themselves in the shoes of another’s while not having regard for oneself 

and always treat others as an end, never a means.” (Sergiovanni, 1993, p.3) 

 

The above statement highlights the ethics of care as it entails a courageous virtue. MacIntyre (2007, 

p.123) states that to be courageous is to be someone whom others can rely on. In this regard, you 

are viewed as heroic. This is an important ingredient in caring; therefore, principals should not 

seek to further individual interests but to demonstrate a concern for the welfare of others, 

consciously care for others, focusing on traits of compassion, sensitivity and friendship.  

 

 

Participant D elaborates patently on the ethical good of caring:  

 

The ethical goods that schools should strive towards is a system of transparency, where educators feel happy, 

they feel looked after and cared for. If these values of honesty, responsibility, integrity and care and respect 

is [sic] modelled throughout, staff will resemble that, the school will thrive! [PD].  

 

The virtue of empathy is proving to be of the greatest import in the education system, and this 

research demonstrates the necessity of harnessing it. Participant N, an experienced teacher at 

School C also values this ethics, as she states the following when asked about the values that 

schools should strive towards: 

 

Every school needs a leader who are [sic] caring, supportive and compassionate. Ones who will lead a school 

without only thinking about herself or himself but thinking of others around them. This is a true leader and 

one you can trust [PN]. 

 

The virtue of empathy corroborates MacIntyre’s virtue of courage. We can therefore hold courage 

to be a virtue. This virtue can be attributed to MacIntyre’s theme of internal good of excellence as 
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one can have the capacity to risk harm when caring for others, which takes courage (MacIntyre, 

2007, p.192). The virtue of caring is therefore characterized in light of ourselves and others, 

despite what the standards and codes of society may be. In this case, possessing empathy is a virtue 

that school leaders can practise but it is not an achievable goal, as it is closely linked to the 

character of an individual. Thaba and colleagues (2016, p.91) also confirm the concept of caring, 

that schools may face a moral decline as this ethics is not included in leadership programmes. The 

ethics of care (EoC) is important to the participants as it shows concern for the emotion of others, 

focusing on character traits of empathy and compassion. 

 

4.4.8 Teacher’s Perceptions of Ethical Leadership 

 

What ethical leadership means to teachers is discussed below: 

 

At the end of each interview the researcher asked what ethical leadership entails in their own 

evaluation. After a careful content analysis, it was evident and indicative that all the interviewees 

value this form of leadership, for example modelling moral behaviour and having integrity. The 

most frequently occurring ethical good in this inquiry and possibly the most valued is integrity as 

highlighted in the beginning of this section. It seems that schools strive towards the virtue of 

integrity, that is being transparent, responsible, and accountable as a leader and possibly also as a 

person. A leader’s character is in some aspects more critical than his or her position, as most people 

are likely to remember you as an individual - how you carried yourself as opposed to a leadership 

position. Given this regard, a transparent leader/person is less likely to cheat and/or become 

corrupt even at the cost of achieving external goods - s/he thinks more about his/her integrity than 

about external goods. MacIntyre poses this idea coherently, that the possession of virtues may 

hinder us in achieving external goods (MacIntyre, 2007, p.196). In other words, to be truthful may 

sometimes be injurious, in the sense that your reputation may be tainted by being involved in a 

socially undesirable act and also accepting responsibility, perhaps for the school leader, acts such 

as the embezzlement of funds, but your integrity remains. It is also hard to achieve as we have 

witnessed many leaders struggle with sustaining this internal good of integrity that they all value 

so much. A lack of transparency and inclusion from the management of the school was an aspect 

that was concerning from the Level 1 teachers. It is indicative that they want to be heard in some 
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of the ethicality issues within the school, but when raised the SMT sweeps them under the 

“professional rug” teachers do not, in this regard, feel valued nor play an important role in the 

school system. They believe that the value driven model could combat most of the ethical issues 

within the school. 

 

Principals 

Majority if not all the principals who were interviewed in this study expressed the importance of 

transparency and integrity. However, some of their viewpoints could be rendered somewhat 

disingenuous in the context of accountability. Referencing an incident which took place at one of 

the schools which were studied, the former principal of the school was implicated by mistreating 

her staff members and having been involved in the mismanagement of funds. This highlights 

serious issues of ethicality with the former leader of the school. This incident alone should be a 

call for moral awareness in the school. Participant D referenced this exact incident which took 

place in May 2021 when asked about the effects of unethical leadership. He stated that “…the 

school has to rebuilt [sic] from the ashes.” This is an expression that alludes to something that must 

be revitalized after going through destruction, like the phoenix bird that rises from its ashes. 

 

SMT Members  

SMT Members held the opinion of mentoring and professionalism as very important aspects in 

their governing roles. In the age of neo-liberal governance and transformational leadership in 

educational institutions, mentorship can be valuable. Level 1 teachers on the other hand, were 

naturally more concerned with inclusiveness and equality, being treated fairly, among learners and 

staff members. One teacher mentioned that living up to the school values is not always attainable 

as everyone comes from different backgrounds, thus making equality more difficult to obtain. In 

other words, not everyone will interpret the school’s values the same way, some may deem them 

valuable while others may not, due to the different belief systems. Although SMT members value 

ethical leadership, concerns from teachers are mostly attributed to them and principals should 

therefore be intervening and initiating strategies in ensuring that SMT members are held to the 

same standard as any other stakeholder in the school organisation.  
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Central Values and Virtues of a School System 

 

 

Figure 4.1: The most valued principles in school leadership (Source: Researcher’s Own Work) 

 

Based on the objectives of the study, I created the model above of central values that are highly 

regarded in the different schools, as these can shape the organizational structure of the school.   

 

 

4.5 Theme 2: Aspects of Ethical Leadership 

 

Aspects of Ethical Leadership: Factors that affect ethicality with each position 
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Figure 4.2: Aspects of Ethical Leadership: Factors that affect ethicality within each rank Source: 

Researcher’s Own Work 

 

The above-mentioned model outlines factors that were discovered by the researcher. These factors 

elucidate the processes of ethicality rather than the outcomes of it. In each ranking from the 

principal to the teacher, the factors mentioned are likely to influence (un)ethical behaviour. First, 

role modelling behaviour from the principal and his/her self-control are of paramount importance 

according to the respondents. Principals who do not display good moral behaviour are likely to 

permeate unethical behaviour within the entire school structure. The SMT plays another pivotal 

role when looking into shared values and governance. Good governance determines positive 

outcomes and vice versa. When the SMT lacks vision, standards are not set and the objectives are 

likely to fail. Therefore, the SMT must ensure that they promote the school to high standards, 

involve teachers in decision-making processes, while the Department Head (DH) ensures the 

quality of education of the school. Once the top officials of the school have succeeded, the 

Educators would also likely feel valuable, morale will be high, and at a more fundamental level, 

they would have produced or created the notion of Internal goods (excellence) in teaching and in 

learning. 
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4.5.1 The Principal as a Virtuous, Ethical Leader: Role Modelling Moral Behaviour 

 

The participants were all asked what Ethical Leadership means according to their own evaluation. 

Many regarded modelling good moral behaviour as an imperative part of promoting ethical 

leadership in the school, even during ethical conflicts, there should be a definite sense of ethical 

standards within the school. Leaders, more imperatively principals, should be willing to act on 

these standards when faced with ethical dilemmas (Lashway, 1996). Brown and Mitchell put it this 

way, that an ethical leader is described best along two dimensions: the moral person and the moral 

manager. This person of strong morality is trustworthy and honest, is concerned about others, thus 

seen as principled and fair, and the moral manager sees himself/herself as role models in the 

organization which they lead (2010, p.584).  

 

Brown and Mitchell further pursue that an effective role model in the workplace requires more 

than power. These role models must be credible in moral behaviour terms, as in being considerate 

towards others, treating them fairly and being honest, and that assists them to become worthy of 

being emulated (Ibid, p.585).   

 

Participant G elaborates on modelling good behaviour as a principal and explains the following 

when asked about being an ethical leader: 

 

To be an ethical leader means to be an honest individual, to be accountable for your actions and set a good 

example for others. It also means to maintain a certain character... to carry yourself in a certain way to the 

community or to the public, to always remain neutral no matter how big or small the conflict [PG]. 

 

In her own evaluation, Participant H of School C highlights the importance of modelling good 

moral behaviour… 

 

By far, I believe that as a teacher ethical leadership is my responsibility to model moral behaviour in my 

school as well as in my classroom, as I will be in a position of power and have more influence. Integrity, 

moral behaviour, and ethics are essentials to being a great leader, a teacher, or an epistemological enabler. 

Ethical leadership would be I and the schools [sic] leadership demonstrating and promoting appropriate 

conduct. This essentially means making sure we promote good and genuine citizens of the public in the 

education system [PH]. 
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In the above segments, we can understand how setting a good example and modelling moral 

behaviour is so crucial in any school, according to the teachers, SMT members and the principal. 

Educators need to model good behaviour and values. This concern can be attributed to the low 

morale of the teachers today. When the SMT are supportive of the teachers and vice versa, it can 

be valuable towards the day to day running of the school. This aspect of leadership can be attributed 

to Brown and Mitchell’s notion of leaders teaching others around them ethical conduct through 

their own behaviour, as ethical leaders are relevant role models occupying powerful positions 

(Brown and Mitchell, 2010, p.585). 

 

4.5.2 Self-Control (Temperance) 

 

It appears the temperance of a school leader is appreciated by some participants. A demonstration 

of self-discipline and self-control can be of high value as you show your staff members that you 

are able to control your own behaviour and emotions when dealing with conflict and dilemma. 

Leaders with self-control are then able to govern themselves and become less self-serving and 

more responsive to their employees. The virtue of self-control corroborates Aristotle’s doctrine of 

the median, that virtues constitute finding a balance between two extremes, we achieve the virtue 

of self-control by finding the middle ground and making choices (MacIntyre, 2007, p.150). 

 

During the interview with Participant C, s/he mentioned s/he values self-control as a leader as s/he 

had just been involved in a meeting between two-educators who were involved in conflict prior to 

our interview. He states the following: 

 

The aim of to live up to our value-systems but that is not always achievable [sic]. As a leader you must 

implement rules that will work, you must have self-control and be very sure, have open communication with 

your staff, you must listen to both sides of the story when faced with such situations of teacher conflicts as 

challenges will arise… have respect for each other [PC]. 

 

Participant A states this about self-control and having discipline: 
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I would mostly uphold the effect of self-control by all participants of the school as a requirement. Self-

discipline is one of the central values at the school. Moreover, the ability to recognize and establish 

relationships based on trust and respect and recognizing everyone without discrimination and lastly, humility 

and integrity should also be looked up to [PA].  

 

The above aspect of self-control in leadership can be attributed to MacIntyre’s notion of Virtue 

Ethics, having high ethical standards and self-regulation as an individual. This aspect can also be 

linked to the concept of a principal being both a moral manager and a moral person, as cited by 

Brown and Mitchell (2010, p.584), behaving virtuously while also ensuring ethical standards are 

followed (systematic) as without self-control, unethical leadership may result, impeding 

effectiveness in the workplace. 

 

4.5.3 Ethics and the Effective School Principal: The Importance of Creating a Collegial   

Atmosphere, an Ethical Institution and Elevating Staff Morale 

 

There are several factors that bring leaders and followers to a common ground and shared values 

in an organization are some of the more pivotal factors in this regard. Participant E writes the 

following when it comes to some of the shared values in her school: 

 

Our school have [sic] transformed, and we have an inclusive staff from general assistants, admin, and teachers. 

All staff members are included in staff meetings, informal gatherings, birthdays, and functions. Our Facebook 

page is a living example of our values and transformation at our school [PE]. 

 

You get the sense of inclusivity and community building within this school. There is clear regard 

for the different backgrounds and multi-culturalism of the staff members and that it is imperative 

that they all come to a mutual agreement and have a common ground. Participant J, at his school 

notices the cultural differences when asked about the factors that make ethical leadership difficult, 

he writes as follows: 

 

As a school of a diverse staff with multi-cultural backgrounds, we all have different perspectives. This is 

where the difficulty then lies... so it is imperative that we have a value system put in place and one that works 

for everyone [PJ]. 
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Community building and collegiality should be valued by any organization. This above value of 

collegiality is corroborated by Brierton et al. (2016). Teachers and principals who share the same 

values in the school are likely to come to a common ground. Leaders who work collaboratively 

with both faculty and staff, according to Brierton et al., promote positive learning and a positive 

collegial atmosphere. Participant D, on the other hand highlights the difficulties of ethical 

leadership when there is a diverse group of cultures as not everyone has the same beliefs and/or 

attitudes. He then expresses the importance of a value system that works for everyone, the system 

that he mentions may include policies, ethos and vision of the school which can also protect a 

school’s integrity. 

 

4.5.4 School Governance: Constraint Development in Ethical Programmes for School 

Principals: 

 

School leaders do not only govern others in the workplace, but they are also expected to govern 

themselves. The functioning of a school organization depends heavily on the way it is governed. 

The SMT members and the SGB members for example who are regarded as the top entities should 

be able to provide governance that will create efficient and effective schools.  

 

Participant K narrates the following when asked if the DoE is doing enough to harness ethicality 

at schools: 

 

The role of the Department is crucial when it comes down to promoting ethics in the schools and is thus 

important that they offer us direction. They (DoE) should not only implement values but also follow up on 

them, to make sure that they correctly being put in place [PK]. 

 

Participant K further elaborates that running a school should not only be based on actions by the 

principal and SMT, but also involve the teachers in important decision-making processes. 

 

The values which Participant K expresses in this segment could easily be linked to school leaders 

abiding by the school’s code of conduct or policies as directed by the DoE. He also highlights the 

value of participation by teachers in decision-making. It becomes clear that some teachers feel 

excluded from some of the school’s major decisions.  
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He narrates the following when asked about the values that schools should strive towards: 

 

Having self-discipline, excellence, accountability... and modeling [sic] good behavior [sic] at all times 

[PK]. 

 

The regime of governance today is shaped around the practice of accountability and decision-

making processes. For public services, such as schools to flourish in performance regulations, the 

SGB (School Governing Body), and the SMT members should maintain good governing practices 

as ethical leadership can be advanced through good governance. The Department of Education that 

was often mentioned during the interviews have not fully equipped school leaders. There seems to 

be several factors within the education system and its link to the provision of social development 

programmes which are implemented but are not followed up on. 

 

It becomes clear in the following narration from Participant D when asked about the DoE playing 

a substantial role in harnessing ethicality in school principals and schools. He states the following: 

 

The Department of Education (DoE) has policies and directives on this topic, but they do not enforce it as 

per say. They are not actively following up or implementing programmes on this topic as they should [PD].  

 

Participant D expresses concern for the DoE implementing ethics programmes such as the code of 

professional ethics, also from SACE, then not following up on them, meaning that the DoE only 

intervenes or demonstrates concern when unethical conducts have already taken place, hence why 

he mentions “…they are not actively following up as they should”. 

 

Participant E states the following when asked the same question: 

 

In difficult manners, facilitators and the district office are involved. The IDO is also contacted in serious 

cases of conflict [PE]. 

 

Participant L, a SMT member at School C made the following remark: 
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The Department does not give us the full support as we need it. There are many strategies that they can utilize, from 

programmes and workshops to teach the values as well as instill them within ourselves so we can always be setting a 

good example, and importantly setting a good example to the learners [PL]. 

 

Participant K on the other hand seems to think it is the principal’s responsibility to ensure that the 

disciplinary measures as directed by the DoE are applied: 

 

Yes, the Department does provide its policies to schools. Principals must make sure that they implement the 

principles. Intervention is made by the Department (DoE) in the failure by school principals to apply 

disciplinary measures [PK]. 

 

Participant D on the other hand thinks the DoE is playing a substantial role in harnessing ethicality: 

 

 They do, you know, by giving policies of how to go about… taking the school forward [PD]. 

 

He goes on to say that: 

 

 …unethical leadership could bring the school to a possible standstill, if issues are not resolved accordingly 

and according to policy, otherwise we are going against the school code of conduct and what the government has 

instructed us to do [PD]. 

 

The extracts above reveal that intervention strategies on promoting ethics in the schools from the 

DoE is not adequate and that governance of the school can only run efficiently if the DoE supports 

them fully, being an overseer on harnessing ethicality, and curbing unethical leadership and/or 

behaviours by providing ethics training for principals and SMT members. They should themselves 

be the example they expect others to become. The laws and policies that shape ethical values in 

education as discussed in the previous chapter in 3.6. offer some direction to school leaders, and 

clearly stipulate adherence to these regulations. Participant D seems to believe that the Department 

plays a substantial role in harnessing ethicality and stresses the importance of using policy as our 

guidance. But we learn from organizations like CW that they paint a rather bleak picture regarding 

school leaders adhering to these laws which in turn helps protect them. Principals in this regard 

should be empowered as leaders and trust in the daily decisions that they make. The participants 

also mention social programmes that the DoE should implement to teach ethics, the impression 
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that is presented here is that it should perhaps be mandatory for school leaders to undergo courses 

or workshops in ethics for leaders to govern ethically. 

 

4.6 Theme 3: Causes of Ethical Problems 

 

4.6.1 Open Communication and Lack of Transparency 

 

Ethical leaders communicate ethical expectations through formal processes e.g., codes, policies, 

incentives etc. (Brown and Mitchell, 2010, p.585). They implement a two-way street 

communication. Leaders should be able to listen effectively to staff members concerns as listening 

is much more than just simply hearing words, therefore communicating well also involves listening 

well or being a great recipient (Babbie, 1992, p.294). 

 

Participant C values communication and believes in listening to all parties when faced with ethical 

dilemmas, and as highlighted earlier when asked about the central values at his school, he seems 

to deem it quite valuable to a school organization. When asked about the factors that make ethical 

leadership difficult, he explains: 

 

As the head or principal of a school, you are the leader, and you have to make some important decisions for 

the school to run efficiently and be very sure. We have school attendance problems and when reporting this 

to the Department nothing happens... that is already failing us, the support is then not sufficient [PC].  

 

Participant C clearly highlights the DoE’s lack of communication when reporting issues such as 

absenteeism in the schools. He believes that they could do better in following up on this issue, 

hence he mentions “…when reporting (communicating) to the DoE nothing happens” [PC]. 

 

Participant F states that she values communication from the school management greatly, she 

narrates the following when asked the same question as above: 

 

Conflict in the school is likely to arise among teachers and the heads of the school if and when there is a lack 

of communication. This aspect is of great value for me because it makes us teachers also feel important, if 
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we are updated on the latest information coming from the Department and not just the SMT members make 

us feel that we are included in making decisions [PF].  

 

Participant D writes the following when asked about the effects of (un)ethical leadership: 

Unethical leadership has a direct effect on the school. It will break the bonds between the SMT members and the 

teachers, and move downwards into the learners, where there will be no respect. I take an example of a 

neighboring school where ethics came into play. The principal was thrown out by the parents because she had no 

transparency. It broke the school system and now the school needs to be rebuilt from the ashes [PD]. 

 

The above sentiment reflects what many schools are witnessing today. A lack of accountability, 

not by a teacher, but by a school head. This becomes a concern not only for the school, but for the 

DoE. Questions arise concerning the criteria set and utilized for the placement of a school principal, 

is it solely based on qualifications and experience? What are the other factors the DoE should 

consider when appointing a school principal? Previous research found implications to be among 

school principals more than any other official in the school and also highlights a dark side of 

leadership in the schools that is often overlooked, destructive and toxic. In this regard, we are yet 

to explore whether ethical leadership is a solitary concept or should only be used solely in context, 

as it is a complex phenomenon. 

 

4.6.2 Nepotism, Cultural Differences and Racism  

 

Participant B had a great concern with favouritism at the school where she works. This aspect alone 

clearly demonstrates that there are issues of ethicality within the school system, she writes the 

following when asked about factors that make ethical leadership difficult. 

 

The factors that contribute to the complication of ethical leadership is favouritism and accompanied by 

personal associations, nepotism and empathy levels that trump professional standards and behaviour [PB].  

 

She further elaborates on conflict at the school when asked about it and how the school deals with 

it: 
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Some unethical behaviours that have been experienced include unfair treatment based on skin colour and 

background as well as popularity among teachers and parents. And more subjects and periods are given to 

these teachers and admin overload with exclusion of social activities organised by the school leadership [PB].  

 

Secondly, information that is withheld from teachers such as important documents from the district or 

department that need to be completed as well as minimal or less payment for teachers of colour, unfair 

treatment [PB]. 

 

Thirdly, teachers getting special treatment... because they are dating or have a relationship with a member of 

the SMT and having access to privileged information pertaining other teachers. These are merely a few ethical 

conflicts that have been experienced by many of the colleagues at the school [PB]. 

 

She states that the school rarely deals with these ethical conflicts and would rather ignore them 

and not be liable. She continues to say that... 

 

Most of the conflict situations are not resolved but merely swept under the professional rug. Most of the times 

that these situations are brought up in staff meetings, the SMT will either blatantly ignore the concerns or 

justify their actions but never fully take responsibility [PB]. 

 

When it comes down to the values that are central to her school, she notices the biased and 

favouritism system being put in place at her school, she expresses the following thoughts on that: 

 

At our school, there is an overwhelming presence of injustice and favouritism among colleagues and School 

Management Teams. Certain teachers receive preferential treatment from the principal and other leaders in 

the school, if they find you appealing and culturally fitting. Furthermore, at times, important information is 

withheld from teachers and only the SMT is privy to such information that affects the day-to-day running of 

the school as well as teachers lesson planning. Many teachers feel excluded in certain social activities 

organized by the school, and this is based on the opinions and ‘popularity’ among other teachers and parents 

[PB]. 

 

At her school, Participant H states how they deal with conflict is greatly based on following… 

 

The most common resolution on ethical conflicts you find the school doing is its initiative to draft policies 

that address ethical conflicts. Secondly, you would constantly find an assembly or worship time set to address 

some ethical conflicts experienced at school and to successfully confront learners and sometimes teachers 
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with a collision between general belief systems about morality, ethics, or justice. Learners in my school are 

given the code of conducts in their diaries to always remind themselves of the behaviours expected from 

them. In resolving a specific issue, one needs to identify the problem as they see it, and make use of their 

superiors, meaning following the protocol of the school in addressing an issue [PH]. 

 

The issues of nepotism highlighted by some of the teachers and SMT members is clearly 

concerning, and something that needs to be investigated by the DoE.  

 

Participant M states the following when asked about factors that make ethical leadership difficult:  

 

When speaking in terms of inclusiveness and the different cultures in the school, ethical leadership can be 

difficult. It is not easy to satisfy everyone because not all of them have the same belief systems. It is therefore 

important for the management to be as neutral as possible if there is conflict [PM].  

 

The beliefs that she mentions include …religious and cultural beliefs. 

 

Participant D says this: 

 

There are cultural barriers, that makes it difficult to have a successful ethical leadership in the school. The 

way an Afrikaner goes about leading people, might be different to that of a British [sic] or African. That 

influences communication and processes [PD]. 

 

Participant I, an acting Principal at School D values “…excellence, transparency, loyalty, and 

respect”. She is concerned that the parents at her school are not living out these values for the 

learners as they all come from different cultures and backgrounds. She narrates the following when 

asked about the conflicts she experiences at her school: 

 

Parents are not living out the values and they don’t set an example to the learners. They (parents) don’t 

reprimand their children… respect is a HUGE problem! [PI]  

 

She later emphasized that parents are not involved in their children’s education when asked about 

the factors that make ethical leadership difficult… 
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These values are lacking as parents, parents are not involved in the education of their children. Education 

and discipline start at home. Educators are getting tired of naughty learners, we are not motivated anymore... 

[PI] 

 

…we as the School Management Team must set the example and live out the values, also attend 

courses to instill these values in learners. The SMT must be supported by the parents and the SGB (School 

Governing Body) [PI]. 

 

Participant D follows up with the following on what makes ethical leadership difficult: 

 

There are some few children that come from impoverished or neglected families, that makes ethical 

leadership slightly difficult, as some do not live with their parents and are raised by external family members, 

so therefore part these children misbehave [PD]. 

 

 

The above concepts of nepotism, cultural differences and racism can be attributed to MacIntyre’s 

stance on heroism and could be compared to that of being a “slave”, slave in reference to someone 

who is outside of the heroic community (MacIntyre, 2007, p.127), and those making others feel 

unworthy, at the expense of others could also be attributed to that of a “villain”. This aspect 

constitutes wholly to unethical behaviour or morally inappropriate behaviour and that disconnects 

the leader from moral standards. Participant B is genuinely concerned about the unfair treatment 

from the school leaders, that if you are culturally fitting you receive better treatment. Participant 

D stresses a very important factor that cultural differences may influence the way a school is run, 

which can make ethical leadership difficult to achieve, hence he references that children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds can make this type of leadership difficult to achieve. I assume that 

perhaps these children are not taught the “correct” values, making the model of a value-drive 

leadership even more difficult to implement for school leaders. According to Brown and Mitchell 

(2010, p.587) leaders are seen as perpetrators of deviant acts in institutions. They set the tone; it is 

their duty to ensure that everybody receives equal treatment in the workplace. 

 

 

School A – Summary  
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What I have accumulated from School A was that despite experiencing many ethical issues, they 

have a strong school management team who are willing to address the issues first-hand. Their 

school principal shows concern in terms of support and the overall social development structure 

from outside the school organization. The school also has issues with school attendance among 

both learners and teachers, and this fact was highlighted by one participant as a great concern, as 

it displays a lack of commitment.  

 

School B – Summary 

School B is a mostly Afrikaans medium instruction school and is known for its great facilities. The 

participants expressed a concern for unequal treatment among the teachers. One participant held a 

strong opinion about teachers of colour who are sometimes not included when management 

discloses information that comes from the District/Department, withholding important documents 

from them due to the colour of their skin. This a great ethical issue in that even post the apartheid 

regime, there is still a lack of trust in the system. 

 

School C – Summary 

School C is a school known for not having the best facilities and this often limits the school in 

partaking in sports activities to the optimum level like the other neighbouring schools. The 

participants in this school shared similar remarks, as they held the opinion of accountability and 

being exemplary as to enhance ethicality in the education system. One participant stated that 

attending workshops for the SMT and principal may be a good way forward to combat unethical 

behaviours.  

 

School D – Summary 

School D was in the hot waters recently regarding their former principal who was dragged by the 

parents of the school out of her office, throwing her off her chair, with the video going viral on 

social media for the world to witness. The Gauteng Education MEC even went to the school site 

after the incident took place. It had been reported that the then principal “discriminated against 

black teachers (whilst being black herself) and viewed them as less educated than their white 

counterparts” (Mpofu, 2021). The damning report which was released also indicated that “she 

lacked adequate management skills to lead ethically.” The participants were not asked about the 
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incident but rather referenced it with the questions being asked, as an example of unethical 

leadership. School D is known for its good facilities and good functioning system, and with the 

Department having dealt with the crisis, it seems the school is ready to get right back on track as 

it appointed a new acting principal. Hopefully this time the appointing committee have learned 

their lesson and attempted to improve their principal placement criteria or measures. 

 

 

4.7 Chapter Summary  

 

The most common theme and striking feature of ethical leadership that has emerged from these 

findings was integrity: having transparency as a leader. It is evident from the interviewees that 

without this ethic, it would be impossible to lead. The second most occurring theme was fairness 

or equality which can be easily linked to nepotism and favouritism, the other occurring themes in 

the last section of the finding’s discussion. The issue of race still exists in the schools, as one 

participant expressed her concern for some teachers receiving preferential treatment based on their 

skin colour. This shows that some leaders are yet to reckon with what the principle and/or spirit of 

Ubuntu expects of them. Three main themes were identified: Some of these findings confirm the 

theories of MacIntyre and Aristotle, that of internal goods and standards of excellence - virtues 

such as honesty and truthfulness (MacIntyre, 2007, p.191) goods that are internal to practise. While 

institutions such as schools are concerned with pursuing external goods (Ibid, p.194), the former 

School D principal’s behaviour has confirmed that institutions such as schools can be corruptible 

on account of external goods, as in involved with the acquisition of status, money, and power. 

Today’s modernist ideas, in terms of schools being “market-places” have proven to us, through 

initiatives such as Corruption Watch that there are some toxic leaders who are seeking to exploit 

the education system, only to benefit themselves even in the swathe of our country’s economic 

destruction. The narratives in this findings chapter provide us with input that schools are still 

hindered by unethical leadership, negatively affecting mostly the teachers’ morale among other 

ethics.  

 

The absence of adequate accountability measures from the DoE was also meticulously expressed 

by some of the participants. One participant indicated that even though they offer directives, they 
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are not actively implementing programmes on this sensitive topic as they should. Numerous 

unethical acts such as the one involving a former principal of one of the schools which were 

researched could be circumvented had the correct preventive measures been put in place (e.g., 

ethics committees being formed at schools), that also includes the criteria set in which a school 

leader is to be placed, there should be some moral agency in him/her, since much of a school 

principal’s duty is moral by nature. These recommendations will be elaborated on in the final 

Chapter which concludes this dissertation. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Conclusion, Summary of Chapters and Recommendations  

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In the previous chapter, the data collected from the study were analysed, interpreted, evaluated, 

and discussed. The data that were gathered generated fruitful findings to the study. To further 

satisfy this dissertation, a final reflection is made, and recommendations are proposed to the higher 

education authorities. This chapter recapitulates the main questions of the study and attempts to 

ascertain whether the objectives of the study have been achieved or not, and it briefly summarises 

the dissertation chapters. The chapter also aims to reflect on the study and findings and offer 

direction and/or suggestions for future research on the topic. Having dealt with the perceptions of 

principal and teachers on the nature of ethical leadership, the chapter concludes by proposing 

recommendations, thus suggesting further inquiry into ethicality, preferably within the school 

system. The findings revealed that in the public schools, along with a code of conduct should be 

developed a social organization which comprises of honesty and integrity among other virtues and 

that school leaders should not retract from the true purpose of education. Since principals are the 

main culprits in several scandals, unethical activities heighten the need to question the DoE’s role 

in the training and development of school leaders in their moral framework and capabilities. 

 

5.1.1 Summary of Chapters 

 

In the first chapter, I gave a brief background to the study, introduced a contextual and a theoretical 

background. The chapter also outlined the research problem, the purpose of the study and the 

limitation it had encountered. 

 

In the second chapter, the research design and methods that best suited the study problem were 

discussed. I determined to use a qualitative, descriptive design approach and the methods which 

were employed; that included the sampling techniques and several methods utilized to analyse data. 
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In the third chapter, I dealt with the literature review; the main theories and concepts that support 

the study, and its notions. These theoretical frameworks were used to engage with the data collected 

through the interviews, and that assisted me greatly in writing chapter 4. 

 

The fourth chapter dealt with the findings of the research and discussed them comprehensively 

according to the framework of the study. 

 

5.2 A Summary of Study Findings according to the following sub-questions: 

 

The main research question was, what are the perceptions of school leaders and teachers on 

Ethical Leadership in a South African context? 

 

The focus of the study was to explore and describe the perceptions of primary school officials on 

ethical leadership and the impact it has on schools. The study was driven by bringing moral 

awareness in the schools to help curb unethical leadership. The three themes which emerged were 

grounded on the following questions which were posed to the participants: i) In their own 

evaluation, what does ethical leadership mean?; ii) What are the central values of their school?; 

iii) What values should schools strive towards and/or pursue?; iv) What are the effects of 

(un)ethical leadership?; v) What is the relationship between ethical leadership and teacher morale? 

 

5.2.1 What ethical leadership entails in the participants’ own views: 

 

Findings pertaining to the above sub-question demonstrated the participant’s knowledge on ethics 

and its prerequisites. Participants mostly held the opinion that without this practice, unethical 

behaviour could heighten. Most rendered similar responses, in that they were both subjective and 

objective. The findings also suggest that participants had a general knowledge on the theorization 

of ethics, ethical leadership and what this entails. Most of their reasoning on ethical conflicts and 

issues demonstrate that they highly regard ethical leadership/behaviour and conduct. 

 

 

5.2.2. What the central values of the schools are: 
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I created a diagram that highlights the virtues school leaders desire to uphold and the central values 

of schools according to them (see the diagram below). A diagram was subsequently developed by 

the researcher, that depicts factors affecting ethicality within each rank (presented in chapter 4). 

These factors are identified in an effort to understand where each seniority is impacted. Principals 

mostly value modelling exemplary behaviour, the SMT members mostly desired the virtue of 

accountability while teachers value equality, being treated with fairness. These sets of values are 

at times in conflict, as teachers, being at the lower rank of the school, are concerned about the issue 

of equality that is not being demonstrated by the higher ranks (principals and SMT). Teachers are 

entitled to this value, they are expected to be treated fairly, considering the heavy workloads that 

they are faced with. Principals who are expected to be impartial, value modelling good moral 

behaviour. Their impartiality is then brought into question as one participant expressed her concern 

of some stakeholders of the school being treated better than others based on skin colour. 

 

 

 

 

    Central Values of the School System – The Researcher’s Own Work 
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5.2.3 Ethical conflicts teachers, SMT members and principals face: 

 

The participants articulated some of the challenges that they experience in their schools. 

One participant (schoolteacher) voiced her concern of members of the school management having 

relationships with teachers, resulting in them receiving better treatment than others, as others 

receive beneficial treatment from the principal based on skin colour. The principal and the SMT 

of this school in this regard, display issues of favouritism and inequality, thus making him/her lack 

equal dignity and trust in the company of his/her staff. Participant C highlighted the issue of 

communication by the DoE. She expressed that when reporting challenges in the school such as 

teacher or learner absenteeism, no action is taken by the Department, while Participant D 

highlighted that unethical leadership has direct effect on the schools and that it breaks the bonds 

of the school staff (teachers and SMT members). This is especially true as it will likely result in 

lack of respect and accountability. The recommendations will be discussed later in this chapter as 

most administrators have not received training on how to deal with ethical conflicts. 

 

5.2.4 What the effects of (un)ethical leadership are: 

 

The findings to this sub-question above provided varied accounts from the participants. They 

mostly agreed that unethical behaviours have consequences, for example, the principal from 

School D who demonstrated that staff who experienced unethical behaviour suffered the 

consequences when first, the parents of the school dragged her out of office, second, the DoE 

further implicated her and third, her credibility has been tainted. A lack of accountability and open 

communication were also a concern from participants, as unethical conducts are increasing thus 

little has been done with regard to the higher authorities. e.g., SACE. The scanty support and 

guidance from educational authorities engenders a lack of trust, and eroded relations. All the noted 

unethical behaviours are a result of a lack of the central values as mentioned by participants. 

 

5.2.5 What is the relationship between ethical leadership and teacher morale? 

 

It is indicative in this study, and in previous research that the morale of teachers is enhanced where 

ethical leadership is practised. The findings of this study from the perceptions of principals and 
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teachers suggest that without ethical practice, unethical behaviours may surface; inequality, lack 

of integrity, fairness, hence issues of nepotism, favouritism, and racial injustices heighten. When 

teachers feel less cared for and/or disregarded from the management, they are likely to feel 

unmotivated and unproductive. 

 

When teachers feel valued, the morale is likely to be boosted. They have more contact and 

interaction with students and have the greater power to influence the environment either in a 

positive or negative way. It is therefore important that school leaders show much compassion and 

care for teachers, more importantly treating them with fairness, as they (principals/school leaders) 

have great influence on the morale of teachers. 

 

5.3 The following recommendations are made regarding the findings of the study in 

Chapter 4: 

 

5.3.1 Recommendation one in accordance with sub-question 5.2.1 (Promoting Ethical 

Leadership in Schools) 

 

A set of vibrant theories emerged that are desirable and that can reinforce ethical leadership as 

highlighted by the participants; given this regard virtuous leadership seems prudent and needs to 

be inculcated from teacher training institutions and should be one of the criteria to be required 

when principalship selection is done. Ethical standards should be available and satisfied when 

monitoring in the schools is done. Ethics workshops as suggested by one participant and a course 

on ethics need to be regarded before appointing principals or during recruitment processes. There 

are clear exploitations and pitfalls in the education system, as per Corruption Watch investigations 

and findings (2018). The integrity of the appointment processes of school officials is compromised 

in this regard. Therefore, prior to being appointed, principals need to undergo a mandatory 

workshop on ethics as part of their preparation programmes. 

 

 

5.3.2 Recommendation two in accordance with sub-question 5.2.2 (Promoting Value- 

Based Leadership/Approach in Schools) 
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School leaders should be able to reflect on the values of the schools as well as the self. They 

should be able to review the effectiveness of their own approach in terms of values. In order for 

them to avoid value conflicts, school leaders should then take on a holistic approach. When 

evaluating or dealing with conflict. This can be achieved when the principal/school leader is 

aware of his/her own values and the shared values of the organisation, ultimately finding a 

balance between the two. 

 

In addition, ethics courses in all university programmes should be mandatory and should be 

integrated with all education programmes. This course may assist students in developing the skills 

necessary to critically analyse social issues and may also help develop their competence once they 

are in their profession. This course can include discussing ethical issues with their peers which 

may in the long run alter their own values and virtues. This may also help change their views on 

ethics overall, deeming it essential, not only as a systematic process but also for their own personal 

development. 

 

5.3.3 Recommendation three in accordance with sub-question 5.2.3 (Promoting High 

Levels of Respect among School Leaders) 

 

School leaders should demonstrate fairness and respect to others (students, teachers, and general 

workers) no matter the hierarchy. In cases of conflicts, school leaders should listen attentively 

and value opposing views in a composed and fair manner, even if their values do not align with 

their own. It is therefore imperative for the school leaders to increase his/her knowledge on the 

subject matter, by attending workshops and training. 

 

In addition, SACE officials should make it mandatory for the training of school leaders, 

including teachers on the Code of Ethics as part of a preparation programme. The code of 

professional ethics is highly valued in the education system and should be treated as such by all 

officials at all educational levels, and enforcement must be taken seriously. 
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5.3.4 Recommendation four in accordance with sub-question 5.2.4 (Creating an Ethical 

Culture by Forming an Ethics Committee) 

 

Policy-making reforms could implement ethics committees in schools, this committee will be like 

any other ethics committee in other disciplines, such as law or health. The role those educational 

leaders play needs to be notable and totally embraced if ethical leadership is to be afforded. They 

too need to be virtuous and ethical themselves and not just through policy documents like SASP, 

to schools expecting miracles to happen. Such documents aim to enhance the professional image 

and principal’s competencies, but incidents of lack of competence, corruption activities, fraud, 

financial mismanagement in principals for personal gain are becoming more and more common 

by the day. This is the direct result of improper monitoring, or poor support to principals and lack 

of training on ethical leadership. The following are further recommended:  

 

i) Sharing among school principals of success stories on ethical behaviour and ethical 

leadership in order to inspire other school leaders on ethical conduct. 

ii) Ethical practice needs to be one of those issues when school monitors and 

facilitators visit the schools on a monthly or quarterly basis, and if ethical practice 

lack, they (facilitators) as seniors can motivate and guide principals in the schools. 

iii) School authorities need to constantly organise workshops and conferences for 

principals, to ensure that they are meeting ethical and moral behaviour standards 

and instil this behaviour in them, and also to enforce the workshops vigorously. 

iv) Such conferences can also be dealt with at international level, so that moral and 

ethical interrelatedness can be admired, valued, and shared for character building 

and other leadership morals/ethics are also purposeful for personal, school 

leadership and wider community levels. Our schools, communities and countries 

all need ethical, virtuous school leaders who instil an atmosphere of trust, care, 

integrity, a boosted morale among followers, ultimately everyone within the 

schools strive to emulate such. 
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5.3.5 Recommendation five in accordance with sub-question 5.2.5 (Promoting a Positive 

Climate to boost Teacher Morale) 

 

Good and ethical principles are an important key to school reform, they go beyond self-interests. 

Participants made recommendations that value-driven leadership should be practised in order for 

schools to succeed. Principals can therefore adopt an approach that is proactive, by arranging for 

meetings where ethics are discussed. All schools need to establish ethics committees as suggested 

to Policy-Makers. All stakeholders of the school need to reach a common ground on school policy, 

rules and regulations governing the day-to-day running of the school. Being ethical as a school 

leader means serving selflessly and being virtuous, taking everyone with you to strategically 

position, design and sustain the school successfully. If others notice the principal aiming to build 

his/her capabilities for teaching competencies, their morale will be boosted, and this will also have 

a positive effect on future leadership. 

 

 

5.4 Suggestions for further scholarly research 

 

In conclusion, future scholarly research on ethical leadership should be conducted on a larger scale 

study and methods must be utilized that are quantitative by means of surveys and/or questionnaires. 

Different variables should be employed to determine the full nature of ethical leadership and its 

dynamics, perhaps a mixed-method approach could be utilised. Conducting research in this manner, 

may advance the subject matter by gaining a full understanding of it. It may also be prudent for 

future researchers to gain understanding of this form of leadership in a cultural context, as this can 

play a major role in understanding how different cultures interpret leadership styles. 
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5.5 Final Reflection 

 

The purpose of this research study was to uncover the nature of ethical leadership and the impact 

it has on South African schools through perceptions of teachers, principals and SMT members, 

also building on their theorisations in engaging with a vibrant set of theories from a variety of 

authors on the subject. The semi-structured interview assisted in elucidating what virtues are 

desired to be practised by school officials and which values schools deem as central and imperative. 

MacIntyre’s theories and especially his account of virtues and ethics, assisted me greatly in 

developing a coherent view of ethics. He believes virtue should become a habit, then we can 

flourish, just as a musician develops his or her skills through practice. This idea helped me set a 

framework against which perceptions and actions could be understood. In conclusion, we can all 

agree that without ethical practice unethical behaviours are likely to surface, also not disregarding 

that this form of leadership comes with its complexities when facing difficult situations and/or 

dilemmas. Principals and SMT members are facing an uphill battle to create ethical institutions 

and govern ethically. I hope that all of us can change how we view ethics, and moral leadership in 

our country as a whole, and not only in the schools. 
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Appendix B (GDE Permission Letter) 

           

 

 

RE: REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH AT SCHOOLS IN 

PRETORIA NORTH-TSHWANE WEST DISTRICT  

 

Title of Research: The Perceptions of Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in Schools in 

Pretoria North-Tshwane West District. 

 

Date:  28 April 2021 

Attention: The District Director 

Department: The Department of Basic Education  

 

Dear Ms. Galego, 

 

I, Precious Madiga am doing research under the supervision of Professor Dirk Postma, a 

professor in the Department of Educational Foundations towards a degree of Master of 

Education (M.Ed.) at the University of South Africa (UNISA). I am engaged in a research study 

entitled “The Perceptions of Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in South African 

Schools”.  

The study aims to understand ethical leadership from the perspective of principals and teachers. 

This study will highlight the importance of ethical conduct within the South African school and 

will also hopefully determine the outcomes of ethical leadership. It is envisaged that the findings 

of this study could assist in internalizing moral and ethical awareness in the schools thus 

encouraging high ethical thinking. 
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I am therefore requesting your permission to conduct my research study utilizing one-on-one 

interview methods. In this regard, with the rapidly evolving COVID-19 situation and the 

trajectory of the pandemic growing exponentially, safety precautions are put in place. It is my 

responsibility as a researcher to make the safety of the participants a priority, therefore 

interviews will be conducted using social media platforms e.g. The Microsoft Teams Meeting 

platform.  

Your permission for the principals, educators, and SMT members in five schools in Pretoria 

North-Tshwane West District to be involved in my research study will be appreciated. The 

researcher undertakes to share the outcomes of the study with the Department of Education and 

all stakeholders who have a vested interest in the education fraternity.  

I have attached the ethical clearance certificate from the University’s Ethics Review Committee 

for your perusal. Your favourable consideration of this request will be highly appreciated. Thank 

you in advance for your assistance. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Ms. Precious Madiga 

(Masters Candidate) 

Ref: 58308539 

Cell: 066 218 6007 

Supervisor: Professor Dirk Postma 

Tel: 012 429 4065 
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2019 GDE RESEARCH REQUEST FORM 

 
REQUEST TO CONDUCT RESEARCH IN 

INSTITUTIONS AND/OR OFFICES OF THE 

GAUTENG DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 
 

1. PARTICULARS OF THE RESEARCHER 
 

1.1 Details of the Researcher 

 a) Surname and Initials: MADIGA 

b) First Name/s: PRECIOUS MOKUKUNI 

c) Title (Prof/Dr/Mr/Mrs/Ms): MS. 

d) Student Number: 58308539 

e) SA ID Number: 8804290356085 

 f) Work permit no. (If not SA   
   citizen) 

 

 
                                

1.2 Private Contact Details 

 a. Home Address  c. Postal Address (if different) 

99 JAN FREDERICK AVENUE, NINA 

PARK 
 

  

  

  

b. Postal Code: 0182 d. Postal Code:   

e. Tel:N/A f. Cell:0662186007 

g. Fax:N/A h. E-mail:preciousmadiga@gmail.com 

 

 

    

For admin. Use only: 
Ref. no.: 
Enquiries: 011 3550775/1379 

Gumani Mukatuni/ Busi Mchunu 
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2.1 Purpose of the Research (Place a cross where appropriate) 

Undergraduate Study – Self  

Postgraduate Study – Self × 

Private Company/Agency – Commissioned by Provincial 

Government or Department 
 

Private Research by Independent Researcher  

Non-Governmental Organisation 
 

National Department of Education 
 

Commissions and Committees 
 

Independent Research Agencies 
 

Statutory Research Agencies 
 

Higher Education Institutions only 
 

2.2 Full title of Thesis / Dissertation / Research Project 

The Perceptions of Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in South African Schools- 
Pretoria North District 

 

 

 

2.3 Value of the Research to Education (Attach Research Proposal) 

Bringing morality and ethical awareness in the schools. See the attached Proposal. 

 

2.4  Date  

a. Estimated date of completion of research in GDE 

Institutions  
August 2022 

b. Estimated date of submission of Research Report 

/Thesis/Dissertation and Research Summary to GDE: 
 



 

 

119 

2.5 Student and Postgraduate Enrolment Particulars  

a. Name of institution where enrolled: University of South Africa (UNISA) 

b. Degree / Qualification: Master of Education (MEd) 

c. Faculty and Discipline / Area of    

    Study: 
Philosophy of Education 

d. Name of Supervisor / Promoter: Professor Dirk Postma 
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Appendix D (GDE Approval Letter) 
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Appendix E (GDE No School Access Policy) 
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Appendix F (Permission Letter to the Principal) 

           

 

 

 

RE: REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH AT YOUR SCHOOL 

ORGANIZATION   

 

Title of Research: The Perceptions of Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in South 

African Schools. 

D ate:   May 2021 

Attention: The Principal 

Department: The Department of Basic Education  

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

 

I, Precious Madiga am doing research under supervision of Professor Dirk Postma, a professor in 

the Department of Educational Foundations towards a degree of Master of Education (M.Ed.) at 

the University of South Africa. For you to participate in the study, you should understand what the 

study is about. I will highlight the possible risks and benefits of the study for you to make an 

informed decision. We are inviting you to participate in a study entitled: The Perceptions of 

Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in Schools in South Africa. 

The aim of the study is to understand ethical leadership from the perspective of principals and 

teachers. This study will highlight the importance of ethical conduct within the South African 

school and will also hopefully determine the outcomes of ethical leadership. It will focus on the 

views of the principal, one SMT member, one lead teacher, and one post level 1 teacher – I will 

also request that the SMT Member identify the teachers who would be interested in the study. 

Data will be collected using semi-structured one-on-one virtual interviews as opposed to the 

intended in-person interview due to the rapidly evolving COVID-19 situation. Henceforth, safety 
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is a priority while conducting the study. You will be interviewed using the Microsoft Teams 

Meeting Platform for approximately 20-30 minutes respectively at any time convenient to you in 

the two-week period. You will receive the interview link via e-mail once consent has been given. 

Pseudonyms will be used to represent your name so therefore your participation is anonymous and 

the responses will be kept confidential. Participation is voluntary so therefore you are welcome to 

withdraw at any time you wish. 

Your school has been selected because of its unique structure in leadership style and the large 

demographics of the staff. Your perceptions and input would provide meaningful insight into the 

value of ethical behaviour in your school. The benefits of this study are that ethical leadership in 

schools would be taken into serious consideration in the South African Education system more 

especially recognized by the Department of Basic Education and more importantly emphasizing 

creating an ethical school climate that is value-based, that teachers can also learn from. Promoting 

morality within the school. 

There are no potential risks and/or discomforts in this study, hence the importance of signing the 

consent form. Data will strictly be kept confidential and will not be carried out in a cursory manner. 

There will be no reimbursement or any incentives for participation in the research but I would be 

happy to share the findings with you after the research is completed. Do not hesitate to ask 

questions before or during participation. I have attached the consent form. 

 

 

Thank you in advance for your assistance. 

Yours sincerely, 

___________________________  

 

Ms. Precious Madiga 

Masters Student 

Ref: 2021/04/14/58308539/01/AM 

Cell: 0662186007 

 

Supervisor: Professor Dirk Postma  Phone: 012 429 4065 



 

 

124 

Appendix G (Participant Information Sheet) 

 

 

 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET      

 

Date: May 2021 

Title: The Perceptions of Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in South African Schools. 

 

DEAR PROSPECTIVE PARTICIPANT 

My name is Precious Madiga and I am doing research under the supervision of Professor Dirk 

Postma, a professor in the Department of Educational Foundations towards a degree of Master of 

Education at the University of South Africa. We are inviting you to participate in a study entitled: 

The Perceptions of Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in Schools in South Africa. 

 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY? 

This study is expected to collect important information that could highlight the importance of 

ethical conduct within the South African school and will also hopefully determine the outcomes of 

ethical leadership.  

 

WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO PARTICIPATE? 

You are invited because teachers play a significant role in effective leadership and the day-to-day 

running of the school. Leadership should not only be located in the principal but within all staff. 

The teachers’ experience and insight on ethical leadership could open a broader perspective of 

ethical dimensions of leadership in schools. 

 

I obtained your contact details from the Gauteng Department of Education. The prospective 

participants in the study include; the principal of your school, 1 SMT member or HOD and 2 

teachers. There will be 4 other school organizations where data collection will be taking place 

bringing a total of approximately 20 participants in the research study.  
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WHAT IS THE NATURE OF MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY? 

The study involves voice recordings utilizing in-depth semi-structured interview methods. The 

kind of questions that will be asked in the interview will include the following;  

-Which values are central to your school? 

-What role does school leadership play to promote these values? 

-What ethical/value conflicts does the school come across? 

-How does the school deal with ethical conflicts? 

 

These are some of the questions which will be explored, and will be flexible as to obtain in-depth 

accounts of your experience on ethical leadership and your insight into this type of leadership. The 

one-on-one interview will take into account covid-19 protocols and may be conducted through 

social media platforms if needed. It will range in length from 20 minutes to 30 minutes for each 

respondent.  

 

CAN I WITHDRAW FROM THIS STUDY EVEN AFTER HAVING AGREED TO 

PARTICIPATE? 

Participating in this study is voluntary and you are under no obligation to consent to participation. 

If you do decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep. You are free to 

withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.  

 

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 

The benefits of this study are that the nature of ethical leadership in schools would be taken into 

serious consideration in the South African education fraternity, and more importantly creating an 

ethical school climate that is value-based, and that teachers can also learn from. 

 

ARE THERE ANY NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES FOR ME IF I PARTICIPATE IN THE 

RESEARCH PROJECT? 

Under the research ethics risk assessment tool (CEDU REC), the potential risk of the proposed 

research falls in the category of low risk – that means that human participants are involved, and 

non-vulnerable and non-sensitive information is also involved. There is, however, the foreseeable 
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risk of the interview method being utilized to collect data, this concern will be reassured with 

anonymity in that this form will guide you into making an informed decision to take part in the 

study. 

 

WILL THE INFORMATION THAT I CONVEY TO THE RESEARCHER AND MY 

IDENTITY BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL? 

Your name will not be recorded anywhere and no one will be able to connect you to the answers 

you give – this measure refers to anonymity. Your answers will be given a code number or a 

pseudonym and you will be referred to in this way in the data, any publications, or other research 

reporting methods such as conference proceedings – this measure refers to confidentiality.  

 

The following officials will have access to the findings/results of the research study; the District 

Director, the GDE Director of Education Research and Knowledge Management. S/he will be 

supplied with the hard copy and the PDF electronic copy. The completed research documents will 

be kept for a period of 5 years to protect the interested parties and to ensure findings/results will 

be used for research purposes only. Your answers may be reviewed by people responsible for 

making sure that research is done properly, including the supervisor, the transcriber, and members 

of the Research Ethics Review Committee.  

 

 Your anonymous data may be used for other purposes such as, a research report or article journal. 

Privacy will however, be protected – the report may be submitted for publication but individual 

participants will not be identifiable in such a report. 

 

HOW WILL THE RESEARCHER(S) PROTECT THE SECURITY OF DATA? 

As mentioned above, hard copies of your answers will be stored by the researcher for a period of 

five years in a locked cupboard/filing cabinet at the University for future research or academic 

purposes; electronic information will be stored on a password protected computer. Future use of 

the stored data will be subject to further Research Ethics Review and approval if applicable. 

 

WILL I RECEIVE PAYMENT OR ANY INCENTIVES FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS 

STUDY? 
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There are no incentives put in place for this research study. 

 

HAS THE STUDY RECEIVED ETHICS APPROVAL 

This study has received written approval from the Research Ethics Review Committee of the REC 

CECU, Unisa. A copy of the approval letter can be obtained from the researcher if you so wish. 

 

HOW WILL I BE INFORMED OF THE FINDINGS/RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH? 

If you would like to be informed of the final research findings, please contact: Precious Madiga 

on 0662186007 or email: preciousmadiga@gmail.com.  The findings are accessible for a period 

of five years.   

 

Should you have concerns about the way in which the research has been conducted, you may 

contact: Professor DJvR Postma on (012) 429-4065 or e-mail: postmdj@unisa.ac.za. 

 

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet and for participating in this study. 

Thank you. 

 

Ms. P.M. Madiga 

Masters Student 

Ref: 2021/04/14/58308539/01/AM 

 

_________________________  
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Appendix H (Interview Guide Questions) 

 

 

 

 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED.    

  

Title of Research: The Perceptions of Principals and Teachers on Ethical Leadership in South 

African Schools. 

Researcher: Precious Madiga 

The aim of this study is to understand ethical leadership from the perceptions of school 

principals and teachers. I will make a brief introduction about the topic of my study, state the 

aims and objectives as well as the contributions it would make to the schools and society as a 

whole. 

 

The interview will be underpinned by the following key Questions: 

• What are the ethical problems schools in South Africa encounter today? 

• If we understand ethical leadership as a commitment to educational values, what are the 

central values of your school? 

• What are the ethical/value conflicts that you experience in your school and how do you 

resolve these conflicts? 

• What are the effects of unethical leadership? 

• What are the ethical goods and values that schools should strive towards?  

• What do you believe are the factors that prevent schools from achieving these goods? 

• In your own opinion and evaluation, what does ethical leadership entail? 
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Appendix I (Turnitin Certificate) 
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Appendix J (Informed Consent) 

 


