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Abstract

In this article, we argue that personality and self-leadership are determinants that play a role in the performance
of a school. We consider aspects such as the leadership style of the principal, motivation, and support in this
regard. We followed a qualitative phenomenological approach in the interpretivist paradigm. We conducted
semi-structured interviews with eight principals in both performing and underperforming schools. We found that
the principals of both kinds of schools had the same types of personality and concluded that the personality of a
principal does not determine whether a school is performing or underperforming. Self-leadership occurs more
naturally in the principals of performing schools than in those of underperforming schools. Furthermore, the
self-leadership of principals in underperforming schools is suppressed because of their particular circumstances.
It is recommended that principals practise and develop self-leadership.
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Introduction

It is well documented that leadership in schools is the most important factor in the
achievement of improvement in school performance (Alazmi, 2015; Clark & O’Donoghue,
2016; Oc, 2018). The principal’s leadership, in addition to classroom teachers’ leadership,
still has the most important influence on learners (Hou et al., 2019). When leadership is
scrutinised, several arguments emerge. According to Garcia-Tufidn et al. (2016), leadership
maintains the critical balance between management tasks to conserve the existing culture of
leadership initiatives to create new goals, policies, and procedures. For this reason, strong
leadership is required. School leaders have to set direction, develop people, and redesign the
organisation (Raihani, 2008). Leadership focuses not only on what people do but, more
importantly, on how and why something is done (Spillane, 2006). Berkovich (2016) has
argued that leadership establishes and maintains a sense of direction and purpose for a school.
In yet another argument, Day et al. (2016) have added that leadership is significant when a
conducive and caring school environment has to be established. Included in the area of
leadership are studies on school effectiveness, leadership, and job satisfaction in schools
(Botha, 2017; Iwuanyanwu-Biemkpa, 2017; Nganget al., 2015; Setwong &
Prasertcharoensuk, 2013; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2014), studies on schools in general
(Marcella, 2017), and studies on effective, well-performing, good schools and on ineffective,
underperforming, weak schools (Kent et al., 2016). However, the personality and self-
leadership of school principals have not yet been much explored.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation and the United Nations
Children’s Fund both emphasise access to, equality in, and quality of learning in education,
regardless of educational objectives (Wilson-Strydom & Okkolina, 2016). Although 543
schools in South Africa achieved a 100% pass rate in the 2018 National Senior Certificate
Examination, 6,335 schools did not. From 2011 to 2015, only 111 of the 6,772 South African
schools achieved a 100% pass rate. From 2012 to 2016, 111 schools did so, and from 2013 to
2017, of the 6,805 schools, 115 achieved this. In 2018, the number of schools achieving a
100% pass rate was greater, at 6,878, but the growth in a 100% pass rate has not been
significant.

The preceding information about pass rates in schools raises the question of why a 100% pass
rate, especially a continual 100% pass rate, is not maintained in all schools in South Africa.
For the purposes of the investigation on which we report in this article, the assumption is that
underperformance is difficult to measure. However, we can claim that schools that do not
achieve a 100% pass rate do not perform as well as those schools that do. The purpose of our
study was to determine how the personality and self-leadership of the school principal
influence its performance. In other words, our aim was to investigate the link between self-
leadership and personality. This link serves as the basis for the empirical investigation
conducted in a number of schools. In the following section, we present a report on this
empirical investigation, followed by a discussion of the findings and some recommendations.
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As mentioned above, this study was based on the link between personality traits, self-
leadership, and school performance. First, we explore the notion of personality, what scholars
have said about it, and how it plays a role in school leadership. Second, we consider self-
leadership as a concept and discuss how it plays a role in school leadership. Third, we discuss
the empirical investigation to understand how personality and self-leadership are linked to
school performance.

Conceptual framework

Personality

Several studies have been done on the concept of personality including Babyak (2014) and
Carnes et al. (2015). Personality is comprised of those unique traits that individuals possess
that distinguish them from other individuals (Carnes et al., 2015). These traits determine
individuals’ thinking, actions, norms, and values. Models, theories, and tests have been
designed to gather more information about personality. The Big Five Personality Model
(Carnes et al., 2015) emerged as an example; it has five trait dimensions that have been
labelled as extraversion (being outgoing, positive and self-confident), agreeableness (being
soft-hearted and caring), conscientiousness (being responsible and hardworking), neuroticism
(displaying anxiety and nervousness) and openness to experience (being curious and
experimental). Other personality tests have emerged over the years, including the DISC test
(Alshehri et al., 2018) that is centred on the four different personality traits of dominance (D),
influence (I), steadiness (S), and conscientiousness (C), and De Bono’s six thinking hats and
360-degree feedback evaluation (Aithal & Kumar 2016).

It is evident that personality plays a role when it comes to making decisions regarding the
appointment of leaders (Carnes et al., 2015). One’s personality starts with a view or picture of
oneself, i.e., one’s self-concept. Asri (2014) conceptualised self-concept “as self-image and
self-esteem, which includes all feelings and thoughts of all talents, capabilities, benefits,
strengths and weaknesses, through interaction with others” (p. 230). In addition, Asri (2014)
postulated that self-concept consists of three main components, all of which address the
image of an individual regarding their physical appearance, ability or capability, attitude
towards the future, self-esteem, and self-owned outlook. When an organisation is involved, it
is inevitable that personality traits will emerge when the leader of the organisation has a
relationship with their followers. Of course, followers have perceptions, expectations, and
conceptual prototypes of leadership (Babyak, 2014). Consequently, the personality traits
revealed by the leader will influence their followers. However, leaders and followers are
interdependent. This means that although the leader has specific personality traits, these traits
will emerge only when there is interaction between and among the leader and the followers.

As early as 1929, Lide identified specific personality traits of school principals in America.
These traits included adaptability, breadth of interest, broadmindedness, considerateness,
dependability, enthusiasm, leadership, and punctuality. Yet, when these traits were placed in
order of importance, punctuality was placed at the top, followed by magnetism (having an
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attractive personal appearance and a pleasing voice), industry (displaying perseverance and
patience) and promptness (displaying efficient dispatch and alertness) (Lide, 1929 p. 143).

One of the most important tasks of effective and performing organisations is choosing an
effective leader since leaders affect not only their own performance but also that of their
followers. In this regard, Carnes et al. (2015) emphasised the importance of interviews in
choosing leaders since “personality information is a desirable outcome of the interview
process because it is likely to translate into actual performance” (p. 371). Running a school
requires specific personality traits that contribute to the achievement of set goals that have to
be achieved. According to Ali et al. (2011), there is a direct relationship between a principal’s
personality traits and their performance. These researchers focused on extroverted and
introverted principals. In their study, the principals who were extroverts performed better
than those who were introverts. In a study conducted by Bakhsh et al. (2015), the results
revealed that stress tolerance as a personality trait was a significant predictor of leadership
effectiveness. In addition, they found that attractive looks, emotional stability, and self-
confidence played a role in the effectiveness of school principals. Their study further revealed
that principals who possess and display these personality traits are highly effective in their
leadership and can get work done punctually by their followers. In yet another study by
Balyer (2017) trust was found to be the most important personality trait a leader could have;
there is a strong relationship between teachers’ trust in the school principal and better
performance of the school. Furthermore, respect, reliability, and consideration were found to
be the most important personality traits in a principal if school performance was to be
achieved. Schools are human communities, so these personality traits are essential to good
performance.

In a comprehensive study of personality traits and leadership styles, Hassan et al. (2016)
found that leadership styles relate to personality traits so any investigation into the
effectiveness of principals should include an examination of the principal’s leadership style
and personality since effectiveness, personality, and the style of leadership followed are
interrelated.

There are two schools of thought about personality traits. One has argued that personality
traits differentiate leaders from followers, while the other claimed that personality traits
differentiate leaders from effective leaders. Effective leadership, however, is not limited to
personality traits; it is more complicated than this. There are specific personality traits that
emerge when effective leadership is involved—intelligence, confidence, and initiative
(Ibukun et al., 2011). Intelligence is related to how knowledgeable a leader is. When it comes
to self-confidence, a leader can show self-confidence in one situation, but this may not
necessarily be the case in another. Initiative and vision are connected; effective leaders have a
vision and use their initiative to achieve it.

Self-leadership

For Bryant (2020), self-leadership is about the sense of who one is, what one can do, and
where one is going. Self-leaders are self-motivated to take purposeful action and, therefore,
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they make better leaders, entrepreneurs, and team members. In influencing oneself to achieve
the self-direction and self-motivation necessary to behave and perform in desirable ways,
three aspects come to the fore; these are self-awareness that implies one’s intentions and
values, self-confidence that refers to knowing one’s strengths and abilities, and self-efficacy
that focuses on one’s ability to handle whatever comes one’s way (Bryant, 2020). Bozyigit
(2019) suggested that self-leadership consists of three different types of strategies: 1)
Behaviour-focused strategies focus on providing specific approaches to identifying
ineffective behaviours and replacing them with more effective ones; 2) natural reward
strategies explain situations in which the fun aspects of the task or activity are motivated or
rewarded by the individual; and 3) constructive thought pattern strategies specify ways of
thinking about one’s experiences and habitual ways of thinking. In yet another explanation of
what self-leadership entails, Browning (2018 p. 16) proposed 12 guidelines:

set goals for your life; lead by example; be fearless; honour others; embrace new ideas
and opportunities; question everything; do what is right, not what is easy, find
goodness and beauty in everyone and everything; actively reject pessimism; be the
change you want to see in the world; surround yourself with mentors and teachers;
and care for and about people.

It is evident that self-leadership has positive effects on work-related outcomes, organisational
effectiveness, team building, and group cohesion. Reddy and Jooste (2015) argued that
strategies of self-leadership involve creating ways to make the task more pleasant to perform.
For Sesen et al. (2017), the crux of self-leadership lies in the relationship between self-
leadership and job satisfaction, organisational commitment, and innovation. About the
relationship between job satisfaction and self-leadership, they argued that individuals with
high self-leadership skills have greater job satisfaction when they have a great deal of
autonomy in working places where they can use their self-leadership skills. However, when
education departments are involved, the rules and regulations are clearly set out and
principals are forced to comply; this means that self-leadership is often not possible. Still, the
principal can use self-leadership if the situation calls for it. By doing so, they experience a
sense of greater freedom and job satisfaction. Furthermore, individuals with strong self-
leadership skills see themselves as innovative and creative. In today’s educational
environment and with the rapid development of technology, it is imperative that principals
think innovatively and creatively. In this regard, self-leadership becomes evident. Waiting for
something to happen is not an option; actual action is essential in the 21st century (Sesen et
al., 2017).

Tat and Zeitel-Bank (2013) have expressed the opinion that self-leadership consists of
specific competencies. They note that training the mind to listen increases the ability to
concentrate under stressful dynamic circumstances. In addition, active listening is one of the
most important skills of a leader (Van de Mieroop et al., 2020). Self-awareness means
listening to one’s inner self. Van de Mieroop et al. (2020) have noted that increased
sensitivity to trust oneself may help one to trust in one’s own decisions. Also, according to
Houghton et al., (2003), one needs to overcome one’s inner resistance and engage in positive
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thought. By doing so, one may be open to new ways of thinking that might help one to be
better prepared for new challenges. To conclude, Tat and Zeitel-Bank (2013) stated that
individuals are able to develop selected self-leadership competencies through physical
experience and awareness along with intellectual reflection.

It is well-documented that there is a link between school leadership and learner achievement
(Badenhorst & Koalepe, 2014; Carmon, 2009; Kythreotis et al., 2010; Sun & Ni, 2016). The
modern school principal can no longer function simply as a building manager tasked with
adhering to district rules, carrying out regulations, and avoiding mistakes. According to the
Wallace Foundation (2013), modern school principals have to be leaders of learning who can
develop a team by delivering effective instruction. Individuals who have self-leadership
qualities of managing themselves can better lead and manage their organisations. The link
between self-leadership and principalship is clear since leading a school is an entrepreneurial
endeavour as well. For this reason, on the one hand, self-leadership is applicable when school
turnaround is in question (Wallace Foundation, 2013). On the other hand, as McConnell
(2017) has argued, although the self-leadership of principals correlates to learner achievement
in a small way, it is outweighed by other factors when all others are considered. However,
given the multitude of factors that have an impact on learner achievement, even finding a
weak significant correlation is important (McConnell, 2017). Following the same line of
thought, it can be said that self-leadership is valuable when teamwork is involved since self-
leadership has an impact on the team and this influences its overall performance.

Personality, self-leadership, and school performance

According to Ali et al. (2011), school principals who are emotionally stable perform better at
managerial aspects while neurotic school principals lack managerial skills. Other
contributions to the study of personality and self-leadership are those of Furtner and
Rauthman (2010) and Bailey et al. (2016). For the former, self-leadership correlates with the
full set of the big five personality dimensions.

People scoring higher on self-leadership could be characterized as open-minded,
intellectual, creative, energetic, dynamic, and controlled. They also pursue plans and
goals in the long run with perseverance, while not neglecting to self-motivate and
self-reward themselves. Self-leadership holds potential for explaining motivated and
goal oriented behaviors and is also important in more applied fields (e.g.,
management) (Furtner & Rauthman, 2010, p. 350).

Daud (2021 p. 2) postulated that self-leadership is “an approach to self-focus and be[ing]
proactive and reactive for the achievement of goals.” Self-leaders possess the personality to
distinguish themselves from others and thus become superior.

Long et al. (2017 p. 18) claimed that self-leadership, with a focus on behaviour-focused,
natural reward and constructive thought pattern strategies and personality, as well as
“openness to experience, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness and neuroticism or
emotional stability”, has an influence on job satisfaction. In another study, Mutalib (2017)
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postulated that the extraversion personality trait provides a unique prediction of self-
leadership. A study of the interaction between extraversion and stressful environments
revealed that individuals who are in high-stress situations are not influenced much by their
personality traits to engage in self-leadership. Individuals who are most likely to practise self-
leadership are those who are highly extroverted in low-stress situations.

Studies have also focused on the link between personality traits and performance. These
include the studies of Hakimi et al. (2011) and Ali et al. (2011). A few studies have also
focused on the link between self-leadership and performance. Sarmawa et al. (2017) revealed
that work culture is a partially mediating influence of self-leadership on employee
performance. Consequently, self-leadership has a direct influence on the culture of leadership
that has an influence on employee performance, while work culture has a significant
influence on employee performance (Sarmawa et al., 2017). However, we could find no
evidence of a link between the personality traits and self-leadership of school principals and
school performance in the literature.

Research design and methodology

We used an interpretivist approach in our investigation. The basic point of departure for
interpretivism is to explain human behaviour using a subjective interpretation of that (social)
behaviour (Creswell, 2012; Maree, 2013; McMillan & Schumacker, 2010). Qualitative
approaches are characterised by intensive studies, descriptions of events, and interpretations
of meaning (Schunk, 2012). For this reason, the qualitative approach was the preferred
approach for this study, and we used this in the form of a phenomenological investigation.

Sample

The school performance report of the 2017 National Senior Certificate Examination
(Department of Basic Education, 2018) was used to identify the schools. We selected a
purposeful sample of four high-achieving schools (with a sustained 100% pass rate for five or
more years) and four underperforming schools (with less than 50% pass rate in the Grade 12
examination) in the North-West Province. Eight principals (six male and two female) were
approached to take part in the investigation.

Table 1

Biographical information

School principal Performance Urban or township Sex

A Performing Urban Male
B Performing Urban Male
C Performing Urban Male
D Performing Urban Male
E Underperforming Township Male
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School principal Performance Urban or township Sex

F Underperforming Township Male
G Underperforming Township Female
H Underperforming Township Female

The necessary ethical consent was obtained from the ethics committee of the university and
the North-West education department. The necessary documentation regarding disclaimer,
anonymity, and volunteerism was sent to the principals to assure them of the confidentiality
and anonymity of the research.

Semi-structured interviews of an hour’s duration were used to gain more insight into how the
school principals saw themselves (personality) and the self-leadership they practised. The
data was analysed through an inductive data analysis process, as explained by Creswell
(2012). Then we coded the data and identified themes.

There was a huge difference in terms of the neatness of the school grounds of the two types
of school. The grounds of the performing schools were well looked after while the
underperforming township schools were untidy. In the case of the latter, accessibility was
extremely difficult given the location of the schools and the lack of reliable resources, such as
the internet and landlines that were out of order. In South Africa, many schools located in
townships are not well-equipped, lack running water, and have poor infrastructure and
building facilities. With this background in mind, we offer a discussion of the results that
include the words of the participants that are the basic source of the raw data and serve as
evidence for the qualitative data analysis. The rich data affords a direct understanding of the
participants’ views, experiences, and perceptions.

Discussion and findings

Here we discuss the personality and self-leadership of school principals as determinants
influencing school performance, and we offer our findings. Three main themes emerged
during the data analysis: the personality of the school principals; the managerial leadership of
the principals; and their perceptions of their self-leadership.

Personality of school principals

Although there was a huge difference in the appearance of the schools as already pointed out,
all eight principals revealed similar personalities. We discuss only four of these following
Lide’s (1929) list. All the principals, especially those of the underperforming schools,
revealed adaptability. However, the principals of the underperforming schools had adapted to
different things than had the principals of the performing schools. Participant B from a
performing school said,
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I think you have to stay on top of new things that happen with new developments. We
are currently in the process of technological adaptations that will keep us going. We
are not going into anything. We consider the factors against each other and see what
works, what doesn’t.

Participant E of an underperforming school, focusing more on change, said,

One has to be very aware of times that are changing, and [something] that [is]
working today does not necessarily work tomorrow. My biggest role in school is
thinking ahead, making new decisions, pushing old policies under the table that no
longer work. As a leader, you must have a visionary role. Where is my school now
and where is [it] going? And when I’m no longer here, what will my school look like
when a new principal takes over? A leader must have vision.

While the performing school principals adapt according to changes in technology, the
principals of underperforming schools focus on the future. For them, surviving is more
important than adopting futuristic methods of teaching. This personality trait of these
principals correlates with Asri’s (2014) statement that one’s ability or capability and one’s
attitude towards the future are essential to survival.

All the principals revealed broadmindedness in their personality. They believed that by
developing themselves, reading about the newest trends in education, and attending
workshops they could be better school principals. Participant D (of a performing school) said,

As a principal, you have to read a lot about all the developments around leadership,
especially keeping up with all the changes that are taking place in education. A
principal must remain proactive and informed.

Participant H (of an underperforming school) recognised the necessity of knowledge in
saying,

Principals must research the latest developments in schools and keep abreast of what’s
going on within the school environment, especially the latest challenges faced by
learners and teachers.

Carnes et al. (2015) argued that the most important aspects of effective and performing
organisations lie in an effective leader. However, being only a leader is not enough; a leader
must be knowledgeable and well informed.

Respect, transparency, trust, and motivation were some of the most important qualities
related to being an effective principal that emerged in our findings. All the participants
agreed that trust was of the utmost importance. First, teachers must trust their principals when
decision making is involved. Once the teachers see that the decision made by the principal is
to their advantage as teachers and not to the benefit of the principal, trust is enhanced. This
was especially noticeable at the underperforming schools. In addition, principals must trust
their own judgement; in this way, their own self-confidence is enhanced.
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Another personality trait that emerged was insight. Yet again, the circumstances of the
performing and underperforming schools differed a great deal. However, the insight of the
school principals was noteworthy. Participant A (of a performing school) stated,

In order to make a better place for any institution, you have to be able to mobilise
your staff, and how to make those heads move, you have to be able to pull together
and transform your staff into something that will benefit everyone affected.

Participant E (of an underperforming school) explained,

Schools are different; we are in a school community that serves poor children. You
can’t really compare our school to a more affluent school because we are more of a
community centre for poor children. That is why our challenges will differ from
[those of] other schools. That is why the environment is a big challenge for us, such as
where our children live, their background and how they get to school.

It was clear that the principals understood the human dynamics of the community. On the one
hand, principals of performing schools must constantly encourage their staff members to
handle change. On the other, principals of underperforming schools need to keep in mind not
only the staff members but the entire community as well. To have insight into the dynamics
of being human in totally different circumstances requires being an open-minded leader. This
personality trait corresponds with Babyak’s (2014) argument that when an organisation is
involved, it is inevitable that personality traits will emerge when the leader of the
organisation is in a relationship with his or her followers.

The fourth personality trait that emerged strongly was motivation. Regardless of the
circumstances in which the school was located, the principals all agreed that motivation and
inspiration were of the utmost importance. However, motivation is not limited to the staff
members but also applies to the learners and the principals themselves as Participant A (of a
performing school) explained,

For me, one of the biggest roles of a principal is that you have to be able to motivate.
The moment you motivate a child, it means that child wants so much more out of life,
with better confidence and self-management skills. In South Africa, for example, we
have the problem of service delivery. Therefore, it is the school’s duty to send the
child motivated out here [to] make a difference in other people’s lives out there.

Participant H (of an underperforming school) argued,

As a principal, it is your duty to motivate staff to fill the gap between staff inability
and the task at hand . . . the principal must be motivated in performing his or her
duties to be a lifelong learner. Principals must also have mentors who can motivate
them where and when needed.

From the above discussion, it is clear that leaders have specific personality traits that
distinguish them from followers. What is important, however, is how leaders’ personality
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traits are expressed or suppressed in specific circumstances. Favourable circumstances lead to
personality traits being clearly evident (Babyak, 2014). A principal can have very strong
personality traits, but the circumstances may lead to these traits being suppressed. Also,
unfavourable circumstances can reveal personality traits the principal may not even be aware
of possessing (Babyak, 2014).

In this research, we cannot with definitive certainty that the personality traits of the principals
influence the performance of the schools. All the principals had the same personality traits
yet some of the schools performed well and others poorly. The problem of underperformance
should then be investigated elsewhere.

Managerial leadership of principals

It was clear that the participants definitely linked their personality, or inner traits, to their
managerial leadership role. Strikingly, there was a misconception that prevailed among the
participants from the underperforming schools regarding participatory management. The
principals of the underperforming schools were under the impression that they were taking
part in participatory management with the teachers but hinted that they would rather place
their own dependence in the hands of other schools in search of ideas to improve their own
schools. A lack of self-initiative, creativity, and responsibility, and a lack of decision-making
skills was evident. However, the participants from the performing schools made it clear that
the leadership of one school cannot be compared to that of another. A distinction emerged
between the performing and underperforming schools with regard to management leadership.
The optimal use of human resources, staff development, and the inclusion of all stakeholders
in participatory decision making and management were strongly evident in the performing
schools. In this regard, Participant A (of a performing school) stated,

For me, it is about what the teacher can get out of the process . . . [They] must grow
and involve development, because that is the type of person that the principal should
focus on as a long-term investment.

The goal of participative management is to create a dynamic environment for the principal,
teachers, and the community to gather resources so that the learning outcomes for the learners
can be of high quality. For this reason, it is important for principals to clearly understand the
concept of management. Participant I (of an underperforming school) confirmed this in
saying,

We therefore try to create an environment where everyone can be themselves, can say
if something bothers him. The big decisions we make together, as part of a
management team.

No school will ever be able to escape crisis management. It was clear that crisis management
occurred in all the schools, regardless of whether they were performing or underperforming.
However, the question was how effectively the different schools handled crisis management.
Participant A said,
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In order to make a better place for any institution, you have to be able to mobilise
your staff and . . . to make those head moves, you have to pull your staff together and
transform it into something that benefits everyone involved.

Teacher mobilisation facilitates crisis management. In addition, as Participant B emphasised,

As a leader of the school, I believe I should exercise more control and take a better
position.

Furthermore, Participant J (of an underperforming school) explained,

As a principal, you must have management and leadership skills. Such a school needs
a strong principal with the necessary values and knowledge to take the lead, to deal
with these challenges.

Regardless of whether the principal was from a performing or an underperforming school,
they all agreed that leadership and management played an important role in schools.
However, the participants from the underperforming schools were vague about crisis
management. They appear to distance themselves from crises and assume an attitude of not
being at fault. But, since crisis management is closely linked to inner attributes and
participative management, it seems that the principal must take the initiative, with the support
of the management team and school staff, to use a purposeful approach to better planning,
organising, guiding, and controlling to deal with crisis management in particular.

The discussion on management has shown that the principals of the performing schools
manage and handle crisis management better than do the principals of the underperforming
schools. This factor could possibly be linked to a cultural group or to gender because, as
already indicated, the principals have the same personality traits so the lack of management
cannot be linked to the personality of the principal. However, when Asri’s (2014) point of
view is kept in mind, one could argue that self-image and self-esteem play a role in
interaction with people, and for this reason, the principals of the performing schools handle
management better than their peers at underperforming schools. It would have been useful to
have been able demonstrate their handling or mishandling of crisis through an example.

Principals’ perceptions of their self-leadership

It is evident that management and leadership cannot be separated. For this reason, the results
regarding self-leadership are linked to management. Looking back at Bryant’s (2020)
statement about self-leadership, we see that the leadership competencies of self-observation
and self-management are connected to the management of relationships. Although the
participants all seem to practise self-leadership, there is a difference between the principals of
the performing and the underperforming schools. For the principals of the former, self-
leadership comes naturally, while the principals of the latter ¢y to apply self-leadership.
However, circumstances suppress their self-leadership. The great difference in the self-
leadership of principals of performing and underperforming schools lies in their actions. For
the principals of the performing schools, immediate action is obvious, while the principals of
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the underperforming schools tend to delegate actions or blame others for some actions they
have already taken. They tend to practise self-leadership, but then someone else must take
over the leadership of the school. Participant G (underperforming school) defended his
actions when he said,

I applied to the Department of Basic Education to teach in this school in the learners’
home language, which could also improve the marks and performance of learners, but
nothing came of it . . . If we chase away a learner here, the learner runs to the
Department and then the Education Department requires us to re-register the learner .
.. The Department of Education must implement transactional leadership.

Participant H (of an underperforming school) explained,

Unsynchronised activities often occur that throw your daily planning around. These
are obligations that come up unexpectedly on my table from the Education
Department. The Education Department is forcing us to quit our jobs and pay
attention to their requirements. They do not plan these events in advance.

One could argue that if one has self-leadership, one will consistently follow up, be pro-active,
and plan and act with confidence in all circumstances. However, the school principals in the
underperforming schools lack continual self-leadership while the school principals of the
performing schools act with confidence as can be seen in Participant A’s statement that

in schools, the situation becomes much more complex. Next, a school leader must
think much more out of the box and show a lot more creativity. For me, a leader is a
person who needs to be able to think out of the box; it’s not just someone who counts
in an autocratic way, it’s how things are going to happen. The principal must be able
to make paradigm shifts with teachers. If teachers do not make paradigm shifts,
teaching and learning will not be promoted.

In addition, Participant D (of a performing school) argued,

You have to be able to specifically implement the developments for your school; you
cannot go and implement another school’s strategies in your school. You, as a
principal, can delegate, but you can never delegate the responsibility. Therefore, the
principal remains responsible for everything. I believe a principal doesn’t sit in his
office all the time. A principal is always outside to see what’s going on, because as a
principal, you must always be able to account for what’s going on. You must make
sure that when people are appointed, it is people who can do the job.

Some reasons for not being a self-leader came to the fore. Participant F (of an
underperforming school) explained that the nature of the school was determined by the type
of learner who represented the school as well as the culture of the school. The culture
originates from the area where the learners live. If learners do not do their work, this reflects
a lack of drive on the part of the teacher. The teacher must set an example for the learners.
For example, if the teacher arrives late for school, the learners will also arrive late.
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What is striking about the underperforming schools is that the principals seek support from
other sources, such as the community and teachers, to run the school. Participant E (of an
underperforming school) explained,

We all need to be more than willing to learn from other principals. Principals must
therefore talk to each other and find their way together. Talk to each other like
businesspeople; talk about [the] way of thinking. The modern principal needs to get as
much information from the outdoors as he or she can to gain new perspective. It is
important that I add a voice to the community regarding difficult economic
conditions. More in an advisory role, we’re all in the same boat. The school is not just
a school for learners but also for the surrounding community to come and ask for
help.

In schools, accountability is observed, especially among learners and parents. Parents have a
responsibility to their children to ensure that they are at school on time, do their homework,
and meet other obligations to the school. However, especially at underperforming schools,
learners do not seem to be adhering to the rules of arriving on time. In addition to being late
frequently, many learners neglect their duty to pay attention to their academic work. Leaders
must lead by example (Browning, 2018) and should provide specific approaches to identify
ineffective behaviours and replace them with more effective ones (Bozyigit, 2019).

Some principals strive to strike a balance between the human- and task-oriented leadership
style in not being too task-oriented or too democratic without focusing on the task at hand.
However, it is not easy to satisfy everyone and complete the task at the same time. Here,
skills are important. Principals who do not have the skills to work with people fail in their
attempt to get everyone on board. As a result, in most cases, the task is not completed; this is
experienced often in the underperforming schools. Some of the participants, especially those
from the performing schools, stand by what is important to them with regard to cognitive
thinking patterns to make the school a better place. The principals of the performing schools
are at the forefront, active in the community, and leading the way. It was also noticeable that
the principals of the performing schools think innovatively and, in a way, apply self-
leadership. Participant A (of a performing school) explained,

With technology improving over the years, it is very important for a principal to be
able to think innovatively. Children do not all learn the same way. We can look, for
example, at self-directed learning, intertwined learning. This is where I as a principal
need to be innovative, have the willingness to be a lifelong learner and be able to
think outside the box and be willing to be more creative because nowadays we also
have a greater demand for inclusive education in schools.

In the discussion above, aspects of personality and self-leadership were supported by
verbatim quotations and references to the literature. However, research on personality traits,
self-leadership, and the performance of schools as a combined concept is limited. The
research of Furtner and Rauthman (2010) is just one example in which the notions of
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personality traits and self-leadership are linked. In addition, Hakimi et al., (2011) link
personality traits and performance along with self-leadership and performance.

Conclusion

In this article, we explored personality traits and self-leadership. We found that principals
have different personalities traits. Some school principals were introverts while others were
extroverts. In both cases, the kind of personality was not necessarily positive or negative with
regard to leadership and management in the schools. Circumstances in the school context
cause specific personality traits to emerge more strongly. When people are being considered
for the position of principal, for example, or when crisis management comes to the fore,
personalities play a very big role.

We also investigated the influence of personality traits and self-leadership on performance in
schools. We found that principals who are self-confident often apply self-leadership tactics.
Since leadership is of the utmost importance in schools, continual research on such leadership
is important for sustainable effective education. We recommend that principals undergo
personality tests since it might be useful to identify their strengths and weaknesses. Through
standardized personality tests in which principals' personality types are identified, principals
are likely to apply their personality traits in such a way that it benefits school achievement.
We also recommend that principals familiarise themselves with what self-leadership entails.
By gaining more knowledge of self-leadership, they can achieve and improve school-related
goals as well as personal ones.
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