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Abstract. In the context of increasing decentralisation of educational management, principals are expected to navigate complex governance 

structures that often limit their decision-making power; however, the extent of their autonomy varies significantly across different 

governance systems. This qualitative conceptual discourse analyses the policy implications of granting school principals’ autonomy in 

school leadership and governance. The findings highlight the need for balanced policies that empower principals while maintaining 

rigorous accountability measures to ensure equitable and high-quality education. Policy recommendations are provided to enhance 

governance frameworks, support leadership training for principals to foster effective school leadership, and foster environments conducive 

to educational excellence. This paper contributes to the ongoing discourse on optimising school governance structures to support principal 

autonomy and improve educational outcomes. Through addressing these issues, this paper aims to offer practical insights for policymakers 

seeking to design governance systems that both empower school leaders and uphold the standards necessary for consistent and fair 

educational practices. 
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1. Introduction  

 

School leadership and governance play pivotal roles in shaping the quality and direction of contemporary 

educational systems (McKay, 2018). At the heart of effective schools are leaders who not only manage the day-to-

day operations but also inspire their staff and students. They are tasked with setting strategic visions, nurturing a 

positive school culture, and ensuring that teaching and learning outcomes meet high standards (Wermke et al., 

2022). Governance structures, typically comprising school boards or committees, work alongside these leaders. 

They provide oversight, set policies, and ensure accountability, bridging the gap between educational objectives 

and community expectations (Du Plessis, 2019). In recent years, the complexity of school leadership and 

governance has increased, reflecting broader societal changes and the growing demands for schools to cater to 

diverse student needs (Gu & Colman, 2023). Leaders must now be adept at navigating technological 

advancements, integrating digital learning tools, and promoting inclusivity and equity within their institutions. 

This shift has necessitated a move away from traditional, hierarchical models of leadership towards more 

collaborative approaches. Limon and Aydın (2020) state that leaders are now seen as facilitators who empower 

teachers and students, fostering innovation and creativity. The relationship between leadership and governance in 

schools is also evolving. Keddie, Blackmore and MacDonald (2024) aver that effective governance bodies 
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recognise the importance of supporting school leaders in their quest for educational excellence. This includes 

providing resources, facilitating professional development, and engaging with the wider community. Moreover, 

governance bodies are increasingly held accountable for their schools' performance, prompting a more data-driven 

approach to decision-making (Blackmore et al., 2023). This symbiotic relationship ensures that schools can adapt 

to changing educational landscapes while maintaining high standards of accountability and transparency. Looking 

ahead, the future of school leadership and governance will likely be shaped by ongoing debates around 

decentralisation, autonomy, and the role of technology in education (Myende, Blose & Adebiyi, 2024). As 

schools become more autonomous, leaders will have more flexibility to innovate but will also face greater 

scrutiny regarding their performance. Technology will continue to be a double-edged sword, offering new 

opportunities for learning while presenting challenges related to the digital divide and cybersecurity (Mugwaze & 

Smith, 2024). To navigate these challenges successfully, leaders and governance bodies will need to remain 

adaptable and foster a culture of continuous improvement and stakeholder engagement. 

 

2. Definition of Principal Autonomy 

 

Keddie and Holloway (2020) define autonomy in school leadership as a pivotal concept, referring to the degree of 

independence and self-governance that school leaders, such as principals and administrative staff, have in making 

decisions that affect their schools. This autonomy can cover various areas, including curriculum choices, staff 

recruitment and development, resource allocation, and the implementation of innovative teaching methods. The 

significance of autonomy in this context lies in its potential to foster environments that are adaptable, 

personalised, and optimally conducive to student learning (Woods et al., 2021). By empowering leaders to make 

decisions based on their professional judgment and intimate knowledge of their school's unique needs and 

challenges, autonomy can lead to more effective and responsive educational practices (Niesche, 2018). The 

impact of autonomy in school leadership extends beyond administrative freedom; it fundamentally alters the 

dynamics of accountability and responsibility within the educational system. Autonomy shifts the focus from 

compliance with centralised policies to outcomes and performance, encouraging leaders to innovate and pursue 

excellence in education. This transition demands a high level of trust in school leaders' capabilities and requires 

robust support systems to ensure that autonomy leads to positive educational outcomes (Limon & Aydın, 2020). It 

also requires a balance to ensure that autonomy does not lead to disparities in educational quality across regions 

or demographics. Furthermore, the significance of autonomy in school leadership is evident in its potential to 

boost morale and job satisfaction among school staff (Blackmore & MacDonald, 2024). When leaders have the 

authority to make decisions that directly affect their work environment and students' success, it fosters a sense of 

ownership and commitment to the school's vision. This can lead to a more motivated and cohesive team, which is 

crucial for implementing effective teaching and learning strategies. Gu and Colman (2023) assert that autonomy 

also allows leaders to tailor professional development opportunities to their staff's specific needs, further 

enhancing the school's educational capacity. However, the successful implementation of autonomy in school 

leadership is not without its challenges. It requires a delicate balance between granting freedom and ensuring 

accountability, necessitating clear frameworks and guidelines to prevent misuse of autonomy. Moreover, it 

demands a change in mindset among all stakeholders in the education system, from policymakers to the 

community, to understand and support the notion that autonomy can lead to better educational outcomes (Wermke 

et al., 2022). Despite these challenges, the move towards greater autonomy in school leadership holds the promise 

of creating more dynamic, responsive, and effective educational environments that can meet the diverse needs of 

students in the 21st century. 

 

Research objective: to investigate the decentralisation of school leadership and principal autonomy within the 

South African education system.  
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 

This paper adopted Transformational Leadership Theory as its theoretical foundation, initially introduced by 

Burns in 1978 and later expanded by Bass in 1985. This leadership style is characterised by its ability to inspire 

and motivate followers to embrace new ideas and perspectives, thereby guiding the organisation towards growth 

and success. Mirkamali (2021) underscores the significance of transformational leadership in fostering an 

environment where innovation and progressive thoughts thrive, positioning it as a crucial factor in the successful 

management and evolution of organisations. 

 

Transformational Leadership Theory closely aligns with the principle of autonomy in educational leadership, 

particularly for school principals. It posits that this form of leadership empowers school leaders to implement 

meaningful changes, promote equity, and adeptly navigate policy frameworks in ways that resonate with the 

specific needs of their school communities. By embracing principal autonomy, transformative leadership paves 

the way for innovation, shared governance, and the restructuring of educational frameworks. These changes aim 

to enhance the educational experience for diverse student populations, demonstrating the theory's profound impact 

in creating more inclusive and adaptable educational environments. 

 

4. Methodological Outline  

 

The methodology adopted in this study is an integrative literature review, a systematic approach that constructs a 

comprehensive understanding by amalgamating knowledge categorised into distinct themes (Pálsdóttir & 

Jóhannsdóttir, 2021). These themes elucidate the paper's objectives and offer a deep dive into the prevailing 

scholarly discourse on the policy implications of principal autonomy in school leadership and governance. To 

achieve this, thematic and narrative analyses were employed to synthesise literature retrieved from relevant 

academic databases using specific search terms. The integrative literature review methodology offers a systematic 

approach to exploring the policy implications of principal autonomy on school leadership and governance. By 

employing both thematic and narrative analyses, this method synthesises knowledge from a broad range of 

academic sources, identifying key themes related to policy implications of principal autonomy on school 

leadership and governance. The review gathers literature on principal autonomy and school governance using 

targeted search terms, thereby constructing a comprehensive understanding of the policy implications of principal 

autonomy for school leadership and governance. Dyantyi, Ncanywa and Nguza-Mduba (2024) state that thematic 

analysis categorises insights into distinct themes, offering a structured reflection on the prevailing scholarly 

discourse, while narrative analysis allows for a deeper exploration of how these themes collectively contribute to 

reimagining higher education for a more just and inclusive future. 

 

5. School Leadership and Autonomy 

 

The role of school principals has historically been centred on administrative leadership, focusing on managing 

staff, ensuring compliance with district policies, and overseeing day-to-day school operations (Pont, 2020). 

However, in recent years, the evolving educational landscape has necessitated a shift in this role. Principals are 

now finding themselves at the helm of not only administrative duties but also a broader educational leadership 

role (Ndwandwe, 2024). This includes fostering a positive school culture, driving instructional improvement, and 

leading the implementation of innovative educational strategies. The dual focus on administrative efficiency and 

educational efficacy underscores the increasingly complex nature of the principalship in modern education 

(Gibson & Bailey, 2024). As educational leaders, principals are now expected to be deeply involved in curriculum 

design and implementation, teacher professional development, and the analysis of student performance data to 

inform instructional strategies. This shift reflects the growing recognition of the importance of school leadership 

for student outcomes. Limon and Aydın (2020) affirm that principals are tasked with creating a learning-

conducive environment, which involves supporting teachers in adopting best instructional practices and actively 
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engaging with students and parents to enhance educational experiences. This multifaceted role requires principals 

to be visionary leaders who can inspire their staff and students towards achieving excellence. Moreover, the 

integration of technology in education has added another layer to the principal's role (Ganon-Shilon & Chen, 

2019). Principals must now oversee the integration of digital tools and resources in teaching and learning 

processes, ensuring that the school remains at the forefront of educational innovation. This means staying up to 

date on the latest educational technologies, guiding the adoption of digital learning platforms, and promoting 

digital literacy among both teachers and students. The challenge lies in balancing the traditional administrative 

responsibilities with the need to be a proactive advocate for technological advancement within the school (Pont, 

2020). The evolving role of principals, therefore, reflects broader shifts in the education sector, underscoring the 

need for dynamic leadership that can adapt to changing educational landscapes. Principals are increasingly 

recognised as pivotal to school success, requiring a blend of administrative acumen and educational insight 

(Gibson & Bailey, 2024). As they navigate these complex responsibilities, principals play a crucial role in shaping 

the future of education, ensuring that schools not only run efficiently but also provide a rich and engaging 

learning environment for all students. 

 

Autonomy in Decision-Making: Curriculum Implementation 

Autonomy in decision-making significantly affects various aspects of educational institutions, particularly 

curriculum implementation. Shabangu (2025) aver that when schools have the freedom to tailor their curricula, 

they can better meet the specific needs and interests of their student populations. This autonomy allows educators 

to design and modify courses that not only align with state or national standards but also incorporate local culture, 

address current events, and cater to the evolving requirements of the job market (Skerritt, 2023). As a result, 

students receive a more relevant and engaging education, preparing them for real-world challenges. 

 

Budgeting and Resource Allocation 

In budgeting and resource allocation, autonomy plays a critical role in ensuring funds are used effectively and 

efficiently. Schools with decision-making power in this area can prioritise expenditures based on direct 

knowledge of their unique needs and objectives (Niesche et al., 2023). This could mean allocating more resources 

to areas with the greatest impact on student learning, such as technology upgrades, library resources, or 

extracurricular programs. By managing their budgets, schools can better support their educational goals and 

enhance the overall learning environment. 

 

Staff Recruitment and Development 

Staff recruitment and development are other areas where autonomy significantly benefits educational institutions. 

With the freedom to hire and develop staff, schools can focus on attracting individuals who not only possess the 

necessary qualifications but also share the institution's vision and values (McKay, 2018). This autonomy enables 

schools to implement targeted professional development programs that address specific needs, promote innovative 

teaching practices, and foster a supportive and collaborative school culture. Consequently, this leads to a more 

motivated, effective, and cohesive staff, ultimately benefiting student learning and achievement. 

 

Community Engagement 

Autonomy in community engagement allows schools to forge stronger connections with their local communities 

(Heystek, 2022). By having the freedom to initiate and cultivate partnerships with local businesses, organisations, 

and parents, schools can build a supportive network that enhances students' educational opportunities and 

resources. These collaborations can lead to internship opportunities, community service projects, and the 

integration of community resources into the curriculum, providing students with hands-on learning experiences 

and a deeper understanding of their community's challenges and assets. Engaging with the community also helps 

in building a sense of belonging and pride among students, further motivating them to succeed (Shabangu, 2025). 
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Balance of Autonomy and Accountability 

Navigating the tension between autonomy and accountability is a complex challenge that principals face in the 

educational landscape (Limon & Aydın, 2020). Autonomy empowers principals to make decisions that best suit 

their school's unique needs, allowing for innovative approaches to teaching, learning, and management (Niesche, 

2018). However, with this autonomy comes heightened accountability, requiring principals to meet or exceed 

specific performance standards. Balancing these two aspects requires a keen understanding of when to leverage 

freedom to experiment and when to adhere strictly to guidelines and expectations. This balance is crucial to 

fostering an environment in which schools can thrive, innovate, and consistently deliver high-quality education to 

students. The balance between autonomy and accountability affects not only the principals but also the entire 

school culture. When principals manage this balance effectively, it sets a precedent for how teachers and staff 

approach their roles within the school. A principal's ability to navigate this tension can inspire teachers to take 

initiative and be creative in their teaching methods, while also understanding the importance of meeting 

educational standards and goals (Keddie, Blackmore & MacDonald, 2024). This dual focus can lead to a more 

engaged and motivated staff and a more dynamic and responsive learning environment for students. Mthembu and 

Bhengu (2025) state that it encourages a culture of trust, in which autonomy is seen as an opportunity for 

professional growth and accountability as a framework for achieving excellence. However, finding the right 

balance is an ongoing process that requires principals to be adaptable, reflective, and strategic. They must 

continuously assess the changing needs of their students, the evolving dynamics of their staff, and the shifting 

expectations of their educational community (Woods et al., 2021). By doing so, principals can make informed 

decisions that align with both their autonomous goals and accountability measures. Effective communication, 

collaborative leadership, and continuous professional development play key roles in maintaining this balance 

(Chibaya & Gcelu, 2026). Ultimately, the successful navigation of autonomy and accountability by principals can 

lead to more innovative, effective, and equitable educational outcomes for all students. 

 

6. Policy Landscape 

 

Employment Equity Act (EEA 55 of 1998) 

The relationship between the Employment Equity Act (55 of 1998) and principal autonomy is a complex interplay 

that balances the legal obligations of educational institutions to foster an equitable work environment with the 

autonomy of school principals in making personnel decisions. Niesche et al. (2023) state that the Employment 

Equity Act mandates eliminating employment barriers for four designated groups: women, Indigenous peoples, 

persons with disabilities, and members of visible minorities, aiming to ensure fair treatment and equal 

employment opportunities for all. Limon and Heystek (2022) argue that principals, in their roles as leaders and 

managers of schools, must navigate these requirements while exercising their autonomy in hiring, promoting, and 

managing staff. This necessitates careful alignment of institutional policies with the principles of equity, diversity, 

and inclusion, ensuring that principals' decisions not only comply with the law but also help create a more 

inclusive educational environment. Altrichter (2019) contended that this dynamic underscores the importance of 

principal training and support in equity and diversity issues, equipping them to make informed decisions that 

uphold both the spirit and the letter of the Employment Equity Act. 

 

South African Schools Act (SASA 84 of 1996) 

The relationship between the South African Schools Act (SASA) and principal autonomy is nuanced and pivotal 

for the administration of education in South Africa. Keddie and Holloway (2020) state that SASA (84 of 1996), 

enacted to provide a uniform system for the organisation, governance, and funding of schools, outlines the roles 

and responsibilities of principals, thereby shaping the extent of their autonomy. While it grants principals 

significant authority in managing the day-to-day operations of their schools, including financial management, 

resource allocation, and staffing, it also places them within a framework of accountability to school governing 

bodies and the Department of Education (Keddie, Blackmore & MacDonald, 2024). This ensures that while 

principals can exercise autonomy in decision-making to adapt to their school's unique needs, they must also align 
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with national and provincial educational guidelines and policies, balancing independence with adherence to 

standardised educational objectives. 

 

Education Labour Relations Council (ELRC) agreements 

Altrichter (2019) states that the relationship between the Education Labour Relations Council (ELRC) agreements 

and principal autonomy is intrinsically linked to the governance and operational structures within educational 

institutions. The ELRC, a bargaining council operating in the education sector, plays a pivotal role in shaping 

policies and agreements that affect educators, including principals (Gu & Colman, 2023). These agreements often 

encompass a wide range of issues, from employment terms to working conditions, and can significantly influence 

the decision-making freedom principals have within their schools. While these agreements are designed to create 

a standardised framework for operations across schools, they can sometimes limit principals' autonomy by 

prescribing specific guidelines and protocols that must be followed, potentially restricting innovative approaches 

to school management and leadership. On the other hand, Du Plessis (2019) asserts that principal autonomy is 

essential for fostering an environment that encourages innovation, adaptability, and personalised approaches to 

meeting students' educational needs. Autonomy allows principals to exercise discretion in making decisions that 

directly impact the quality of education, such as curriculum choices, teaching methodologies, and resource 

allocation (Wermke et al., 2022). However, the extent of this autonomy can be significantly affected by the 

stipulations outlined in ELRC agreements. While these agreements aim to ensure fairness and equity across the 

educational sector, they must also provide sufficient flexibility for principals to adapt to the unique challenges and 

opportunities of their respective schools (Gu & Colman, 2023). Balancing the need for standardisation through 

ELRC agreements with the need for autonomy among principals is crucial to developing a dynamic and 

responsive education system. 

 

7. Impact of These Policies on Autonomy 

 

Constraints on Hiring Practices and Staffing 

Constraints on hiring practices and staffing are a significant area of impact. These policies aim to ensure fairness 

and equality in employment within educational institutions (Hashim, Torres & Kumar, 2023). However, they can 

also impose certain restrictions on how schools manage their hiring processes. For example, the Employment 

Equity Act requires that hiring practices promote equitable representation of designated groups (Limon & Aydın, 

2020). This can limit a school's autonomy to select staff solely on merit or in line with its specific needs, as it 

must also consider equity targets.  

 

Curriculum Compliance and Flexibility 

Regarding curriculum compliance and flexibility, the South African Schools Act sets out the basic framework for 

what schools must teach, aiming to standardise education across the country (Caldwell, 2018). While this ensures 

a minimum standard of education for all students, it can also reduce a school's ability to adapt or expand its 

curriculum to better suit students' needs or to specialise in certain areas. Schools must navigate these regulations 

carefully to maintain compliance while also striving to offer innovative and relevant education (Moloto, 

Ndwandwe & Adewale, 2026).  

 

Accountability Frameworks Affecting Autonomy 

Accountability frameworks outlined in these policies and agreements have a profound impact on autonomy. 

Schools are required to adhere to various standards and reporting requirements, which can affect their operational 

autonomy (Gu & Colman, 2023). While accountability is crucial for maintaining education standards and 

ensuring resources are used effectively, overly stringent frameworks can limit a school’s ability to make 

autonomous decisions regarding its administration, teaching methods, and resource allocation. Balancing 

accountability with autonomy remains a challenge within the educational landscape. 
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Challenges to Principal Autonomy 

Policy restrictions significantly impact principal autonomy by imposing bureaucratic policies that often limit 

principals' ability to make autonomous decisions about their schools (Grant, 2022). These policies can range from 

district-wide curriculum mandates to standardised testing requirements, often leaving little room for principals to 

tailor educational approaches to their students' specific needs or to innovate in response to unique challenges. The 

rigidity of such policies can stifle creativity and initiative, forcing principals to operate within a tightly 

constrained framework rather than exercising professional judgment and leadership (Chibaya & Gcelu, 2026). 

Consequently, the potential for school leaders to implement changes that could directly benefit their students and 

staff is significantly diminished, undermining the efficacy of school-level educational leadership. 

 

External interference further complicates the landscape of principal autonomy. The involvement of external 

stakeholders, including district officials, school boards, and unions, can sometimes overshadow the principal's 

authority, making it challenging to navigate between adhering to external directives and focusing on the school's 

immediate needs (Caldwell, 2018; Hashim, Torres & Kumar, 2023). Such stakeholders often have their own 

agendas or priorities that may not always align with the school's goals or the principal's vision. This dynamic can 

lead to a tug-of-war, in which principals find themselves balancing the need to satisfy external demands with the 

need to advocate for their school's interests. Du Plessis (2019) contends that this delicate balancing act can dilute 

a principal's authority and hinder their ability to make decisive, autonomous decisions in the best interests of their 

students and teachers. 

 

Capacity and training are significant barriers to effective principal autonomy. Many principals may not be fully 

prepared or equipped to exercise the level of autonomy expected of them, due to gaps in their training or a lack of 

resources. According to Gu and Colman (2023), effective leadership requires a diverse skill set encompassing not 

only educational expertise but also managerial acumen, strategic thinking, and the ability to navigate complex 

political landscapes. Without adequate preparation and ongoing support, principals may struggle to genuinely 

leverage their autonomy to enhance school performance and student outcomes. This underlines the importance of 

comprehensive professional development and support systems that equip school leaders with the tools and 

knowledge they need to exercise their autonomy effectively and confidently. 

 

Opportunities for Enhancing Autonomy 

Policy reform  

Myende, Blose and Adebiyi (2024) state that policy reform plays a crucial role in enhancing principals' autonomy, 

enabling them to make more informed decisions that directly benefit their schools. By revising existing policies, 

educational authorities can empower principals by giving them greater flexibility and discretion in operational 

matters. Chibaya and Gcelu (2026) aver that this autonomy can lead to more responsive, tailored educational 

experiences for students, as principals can implement strategies that best meet their communities' needs. 

Moreover, policy reform can also involve streamlining bureaucratic processes, thus allowing principals to focus 

more on leadership and less on red tape, ultimately leading to a more efficient and effective educational 

environment. 

 

Capacity building  

Capacity building for principals is another vital area for enhancing autonomy. This involves providing principals 

with training and support mechanisms that equip them with the skills and knowledge necessary to effectively 

manage their schools (Singh & Mukeredzi, 2024). By investing in professional development programs, 

educational systems can ensure that principals are well-versed in instructional leadership, financial management, 

and other critical areas. Such empowerment enables principals to make better decisions, innovate, and lead their 

schools more effectively (Moloto, Ndwandwe & Adewale, 2026). Additionally, support mechanisms, such as 

mentorship programs and peer networks, can provide principals with the resources and community they need to 

navigate challenges and share best practices. 
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Collaborative leadership 

Shabangu (2025) states that collaborative leadership is essential for expanding schools' decision-making capacity 

and enhancing principal autonomy. By fostering partnerships within governance structures, principals can engage 

with a broader array of stakeholders, including teachers, parents, and community leaders, in the decision-making 

process (Mugwaze & Smith, 2024). This collaborative approach not only democratises school governance but 

also leverages the diverse perspectives and expertise of the school community. As a result, decisions are more 

informed, inclusive, and likely to generate positive outcomes. Furthermore, collaborative leadership strengthens 

the support system around principals, making it easier for them to implement innovative solutions and achieve 

their school's objectives. 

 
Figure 1. The School Autonomy Development Roadmap (SADR) 

Source: Own elaboration 

 

The School Autonomy Development Roadmap (SADR) provides a structured, phased approach for schools to 

progressively strengthen principal and institutional autonomy while remaining compliant with policy and 

accountability requirements. Rather than conceptualising autonomy as a fixed condition or policy end-state, the 

model frames autonomy as a developmental process, achieved through deliberate leadership actions, capacity 

building, and collaborative governance. This approach is particularly valuable in highly regulated education 

systems, such as South Africa’s, where school autonomy must be exercised within legal and accountability 

frameworks. 

 

The model introduces a developmental logic that recognises varying levels of readiness and capacity among 

schools. It allows schools to assess their current level of autonomy, identify realistic next steps, and make 

incremental progress. This phased approach mitigates risks associated with premature decision-making, such as 

policy non-compliance and mismanagement, while also supporting capacity building. Ultimately, it ensures that 

as schools gain autonomy, they also develop competence and accountability. The model is discussed in four 

phases:  

 

Phase 1: Foundational Compliance and Capacity 

The model encourages schools to first build a strong foundation in compliance and capacity by focusing on policy 

literacy and clarifying roles. This phase aims to help schools identify which decisions can be negotiated and 

which cannot, promote shared understanding among leadership, and recognise any skills gaps that might hinder 

effective autonomy. By reinforcing foundational compliance, the model positions policy as an enabling 
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framework for responsible decision-making, especially in environments where fear of sanctions may stifle 

innovation among principals. 

 

Phase 2: Strategic Autonomy Activation 

The model encourages schools to implement autonomy once foundational capacities are strategically in place. 

This involves aligning the school's vision, improvement planning, and leadership practices. Key strategies include 

creatively utilising curriculum flexibility to meet national standards, delegating leadership responsibilities to 

prevent centralisation, and directly linking autonomy to school improvement priorities. This approach aims to 

foster meaningful autonomy that positively influences teaching and learning, rather than superficial autonomy 

limited to administrative decisions. 

 

Phase 3: Collaborative Governance and Community Leverage 

In the third phase of autonomy development, leadership shifts from individuals to collective governance, 

emphasising collaboration with school governing bodies (SGBs), parents, and community partners. Schools are 

encouraged to redefine governance as strategic partnerships, mobilise community resources for expanded 

opportunities, and create local accountability mechanisms that align with national standards. This phase highlights 

that sustainable autonomy relies on legitimacy and trust rather than on authority alone, leading to reduced 

resistance, increased transparency, and shared responsibility in decision-making. 

 

Phase 4: Evidence-Informed Adaptive Autonomy 

The final phase emphasises schools achieving mature, adaptive autonomy based on evidence and ongoing 

reflection. In this stage, accountability is rooted in credibility rather than external control, enabling schools to use 

data to support their decisions, demonstrate their impact on learner outcomes, and engage with education 

authorities to secure policy flexibility. This phase transforms schools into knowledge-producing institutions that 

contribute to system-level improvements, enabling them to adapt dynamically to shifting learner needs and 

contextual challenges. 

 

8. Conclusion 

 

The findings highlight the evolving role of school principals, emphasising the increasing complexity of their 

responsibilities due to the growing focus on educational leadership and technology integration. While autonomy 

empowers principals to make significant decisions in curriculum implementation, budgeting, staffing, and 

community engagement, it also introduces challenges, such as balancing autonomy with accountability. Policy 

frameworks such as the Employment Equity Act and the South African Schools Act influence how principals 

exercise their autonomy, ensuring equity and compliance while sometimes constraining decision-making freedom. 

Additionally, external interference and inadequate training can hinder principals from fully exercising their 

leadership potential. Ultimately, the ability of principals to strike a balance between autonomy and accountability 

while adapting to the demands of policy, school governance, and their communities' needs is critical to fostering 

innovation and ensuring positive educational outcomes. Schools can thrive when principals are equipped with the 

necessary skills and resources, have sufficient support, and are empowered to exercise their autonomy effectively. 

However, the success of autonomy in school leadership is contingent on providing adequate professional 

development, fostering collaboration, and promoting equity and inclusivity within governance frameworks. 

 

9. Policy Recommendations 

 

To foster greater autonomy for principals while ensuring accountability, educational policies should strike a 

balance between granting school leaders decision-making power and maintaining oversight through clear, flexible 

accountability frameworks. Policies should allow principals to tailor curricula, allocate resources, and manage 

staffing based on the unique needs of their schools, while still aligning with national education standards. Regular 
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training and professional development in leadership, financial management, and educational innovation are 

essential to equip principals with the skills to exercise their autonomy effectively. Additionally, collaborative 

governance involving school governing bodies, district officials, and community stakeholders can provide a 

support system that ensures accountability while empowering principals to drive meaningful improvements in 

school performance. 

 

Future research on the evolving role of autonomy in school leadership should explore the dynamic interplay 

between autonomy and accountability, particularly in diverse educational contexts. Studies could examine how 

varying levels of autonomy influence school performance, leadership effectiveness, teacher morale, and student 

outcomes. Additionally, research should consider how principals balance external pressures, such as policy 

restrictions and community expectations, with the need for innovation and responsive leadership. A focus on 

identifying best practices for professional development, support systems, and capacity building to enhance 

principal autonomy would also be critical, ensuring that school leaders are well-equipped to navigate the 

complexities of modern education. 

 

 

References 
 

Altrichter, H. (2019). School Autonomy Policies and the Changing Governance of Schooling. In: Jahnke, H., Kramer, C., Meusburger, P. 

(eds) Geographies of Schooling. Knowledge and Space, vol 14. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18799-6_4  

 

Blackmore, J., MacDonald, K., Keddie, A., Gobby, B., Wilkinson, J., Eacott, S., & Niesche, R. (2023). Election or selection? School 

autonomy reform, governance and the politics of school councils. Journal of Education Policy, 38(4), 547-566. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2021.2022766    

 

Caldwell, B. J. (2018). School leadership and professional autonomy. Wales Journal of Education, 20(2). 

https://doi.org/10.16922/wje.20.2.3  

 

Chibaya, S., & Gcelu, N. (2026). The trust-Ubuntu nexus: redefining collaboration in school leadership in the Free State Province. 

Frontiers In Education, 11. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1739280 

 

Du Plessis, A. (2019). School governance and management decentralisation and school autonomy in the South African education system 

(Doctoral dissertation, North-West University). https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2561-5138  

 

Dyantyi, N., Ncanywa, T., & Nguza-Mduba, B. (2024). Entrepreneurship education as a catalyst for sustainable development in higher 

education institutions. Global Journal of Management and Business Research, 10(6), 49-60. https://doi.org/10.38159/ehass.2024584  

 

Grant, C. (2022). Double stimulation and transformative agency for leadership development of school learners in Southern Africa. 

Pedagogy Culture and Society, 30(1), 53-70. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2020.1805495 

 

Gu, Q., & Colman, A. (2023). Accountability, autonomy and organisational practice: how principals of successful schools enact education 

policy for improvement. In Handbook on Leadership in Education (pp. 115-128). Edward Elgar Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.4337/9781800880429.00015  

 

Hashim, A. K., Torres, C., & Kumar, J. M. (2023). Is more autonomy better? How school actors perceive school autonomy and 

effectiveness in context. Journal of Educational Change, 24(2), 183-212. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-021-09439-x   

 

Heystek, J. (2022). Leadership in the eye of the beholder: stakeholder's perspectives on principals as leaders improving schools in 

challenging contexts in South Africa. School Leadership & Management, 42(2), 126-150. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2021.2016684 

 

Keddie, A., & Holloway, J. (2020). School autonomy, school accountability and social justice: Stories from two Australian school 

principals. School Leadership & Management, 40(4), 288-302. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2019.1643309   

 

Keddie, A., Blackmore, J. & MacDonald, K. (2024). ‘It's like we’re in two different schools’: Contrasting stories of teacher and leader 

autonomy within a distributed approach to leadership. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 52(5), 1082-1097. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432221126001   

https://jssidoi.org/ird/
http://doi.org/10.70132/q5375822949
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18799-6_4
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2021.2022766
https://doi.org/10.16922/wje.20.2.3
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1739280
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2561-5138
https://doi.org/10.38159/ehass.2024584
https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2020.1805495
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781800880429.00015
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-021-09439-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2021.2016684
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2019.1643309


 INSIGHTS INTO REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

ISSN 2669-0195 (online) https://jssidoi.org/ird/ 

 2026 Volume 8 Number 3 (September) 

   http://doi.org/10.70132/q5375822949 
 

250 

 

 

Limon, İ., & Aydın, B. (2020). School principals’ opinions on autonomy in school administration. Sakarya University Journal of 

Education, 10(3), 459-484. https://doi.org/10.19126/suje.648585   

 

McKay, A. (2018). Power and the ‘autonomous’ principal: Autonomy, teacher development, and school leaders’ work. Journal of 

Educational Administration and History, 50(4), 379-396. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220620.2018.1518318  

 

Moloto, B. M., Ndwandwe, N. D., & Adewale, S. (2026). Transformational Leadership in Action: Principals' Experiences of Turning 

Around Underperforming Schools in Rural South Africa. Leadership and Policy in 

Schools. https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2026.2625321 

 

Mthembu, P. E., & Bhengu, T. T. (2025). District leadership strategies and its challenges in supporting teaching and learning: perspectives 

of two districts in South Africa. Frontiers In Education, 10. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1629153  [Mthembu & Bhengu, 2025] 

 

Mugwaze, F., & Smith, C. (2024). Rethinking the Role of the Principal in the Strategic Management of Human Capital in Public Secondary 

Schools in Zimbabwe. Sage Open, 14(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440241254604 

 

Myende, P. E., Blose, S., & Adebiyi, D. O. (2024). Leading teaching and learning in a deprived Nigerian context: leadership practices of 

successful school principals. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 27(3), 686-

704. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2021.1913234 

 

Ndwandwe, N. D. (2024). Confronting a leadership vacuum: the principal's leadership role in peace education in South African schools. 

International Journal of Educational Management, 38(3), 804-818. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-03-2023-0099 

 

Niesche, R., Eacott, S., Keddie, A., Gobby, B., MacDonald, K., Wilkinson, J., & Blackmore, J. (2023). Principals’ perceptions of school 

autonomy and educational leadership. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 51(6), 1260-1277. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432211034174  

 

Shabangu, M. T. (2025). The Principals’ Management Challenges Associated with Covid-19 Pandemic Management Guidelines in the 

Mkhuhlu Circuit, South Africa. International Journal on Multidisciplinary and Applied Research, 1(2), 1-

19. https://doi.org/10.63236/ijmar.1.2.1 

 

Singh, M., & Mukeredzi, T. (2024). Teachers' experiences of continuous professional development for citizenship and social cohesion in 

South Africa and Zimbabwe: enhancing capacity for deliberative democracies. Frontiers in education, 

9. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1326437 

 

Wermke, W., Jarl, M., Prøitz, T. S., & Nordholm, D. (2022). Comparing principal autonomy in time and space: Modelling school leaders’ 

decision making and control. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 54(6), 733-750. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2022.2127124  

 

Woods, P. A., Roberts, A., Jarvis, J., & Culshaw, S. (2021). Autonomy, leadership and leadership development in England’s school system. 

School Leadership & Management, 41(1-2), 73-92. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2020.1811661  

 

Zuze, T. L., & Juan, A. R. (2020). School leadership and local learning contexts in South Africa. Educational Management Administration 

& Leadership, 48(3), 459-477. https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143218814006 
 
 
Ntsika DYANTYI 

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7530-3421  
 

This is peer-reviewed scientific journal https://jssidoi.org/ird/page/peer-review-policy  

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Copyright © 2026 by author(s). Publishing rights by UAB Sustainability for Regions 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution International License (CC BY). 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

  
 

https://jssidoi.org/ird/
http://doi.org/10.70132/q5375822949
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220620.2018.1518318
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2026.2625321
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1629153
https://www.webofscience.com/wos/woscc/full-record/WOS:001588840000001
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440241254604
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2021.1913234
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-03-2023-0099
https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432211034174
https://doi.org/10.63236/ijmar.1.2.1
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1326437
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2022.2127124
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2020.1811661
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143218814006
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7530-3421
https://jssidoi.org/ird/page/peer-review-policy
https://jssidoi.org/s4r/requisites
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

