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Letters to the Editor

In this issue, we open a correspondence column.  Our first letter  deals with the question of 
leadership in schools.  As is often the case  with letters to the editor, this one looks at the 
issue from one  standpoint, that of a teacher.  Undoubtedly, there are other  standpoints, 
such as those of a head teacher/principal, a member of a  school committee and a head of 
department, as well as views other  than those expressed here from teachers, and we invite 
readers to  send in their response to this letter.   

THE QUESTION OF LEADERSHIP IN 
SCHOOLS TODAY 

Dear Editor

“The key to school-based leadership is not how 
well the leaders manage others but  how well they 
manage themselves”.
Akhila Nand Sharma (2002). 

I should like to discuss some of the problems of 
leadership in Fiji schools and their causes. I shall 
also be making some suggestions which could 
help to alleviate the problems.    My comments 
are based on my eleven years teaching experi-
ence in several Fiji schools as well as reading of 
the writings of respected educationists such as 
Professor Subramani, Dr Helen Tavola and Dr 
Akhila Sharma.

Many school principals feel that they have su-
preme authority over their staff. They can thus 
use their position to manage by manipulating, 
threatening, demanding, intimidating and even 
frightening their staff to the extent of making 
some seek transfers or even change profession. 
Such principals feel that there is nothing wrong in 
their leadership styles. They certainly do not want 
to change the way they run schools.  They use the 
“top down approach” where decisions are made 
by one person only. The rest of the staff adhere 
to the decisions of the “boss”. This is a typical 
example of bureaucratic leadership.  
 

The question is: Why do some school heads need 
to change their leadership styles? The answer 
is that leadership today is a shared business 
of everyone. In the school environment, this 
refers to the teachers, students and parents. 
If a decision is going to affect everyone, then 
certainly a decision made by one person without 
the input of other stakeholders is unlikely to be 
a good decision. For example, in many schools, 
mission and vision statements are framed by 
the head without any input from teachers. This 
is tantamount to telling the teachers: “You are 
not smart enough to make mission and vision 
statements.  This is a job that only I can do.”  
Many schools fail to achieve their mission and 
vision for the simple reason that ownership is 
lacking. Only when every member feels that 
they have contributed to the school’s mission and 
vision will there be ownership and hence all will 
work towards achieving common goal. 

Some heads know very well how to please the 
school management. They spend more time 
finding out the background of key committee 
members than in finding out the difficulties 
faced by the school, the teachers and students 
or about all the good work done by the teachers. 
The head thus comes to know how naïve the 
committee members are, what their weaknesses 
are and how to keep them quiet. (In many cases 
their weaknesses are kava, whisky and various 
delicacies: goat, rooster and duck to name a 
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few!). Roping in committees or teachers leads to 
the formation of ‘clique groups’ within a small 
community or in a school. Soon the community 
is divided and ruled, leading to fragmentation 
and polarisation of a once happy community 
only because of a self-centered head teacher or 
principal.  Training of school management is 
therefore important for the smooth running of 
schools. Selection of capable and qualified people 
can be an alternative. It will enable management 
to run their schools more transparently without 
any influence, coercion or manipulation from 
school heads.    

Many school heads are influenced by certain 
teachers who have links with the management.  
Sometimes, these teachers become special 
‘messengers’ of the head.   The head favours 
them, protects them, gives excellent reports (even 
though the officer does not deserve it!) and in 
return the teacher praises the head in management 
circles. Such teachers do not attend classes on 
time as they (the teacher and the head) are busy 
discussing issues not relevant to the improvement 
and progress of the school; instead they discuss 
how each one’s interest can be best protected! 
(You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours!) 
All this happens under the guise of discussing 
important administrative matters! Such teachers 
also intimidate other teachers and in many cases 
take undue advantage of the junior teachers in 
the school system. These teachers who intimidate 
others are never up to date with their work, are 
most of the time last to submit work, are out 
of the school for personal business, write the 
wrong time in the time-book and defy deadlines! 
Consequently, their results are poor but they are 
protected and thus remain in the same school for 
as long as they want to or at least as long as their 
buddy is around! 

Some teachers are in acting positions. Some 
are hardworking and devote much time to 
the welfare of the students, school and their 
professional development through upgrading 

their qualification. They do their work honestly 
and work hard for a fair promotion. However, 
there are others who, in order to keep their 
position, go to the extent of doing almost 
anything the head tells them to do.  This can 
include pounding, preparing and serving grog to 
the head in school (yes, there are some schools 
in Fiji where grog drinking sessions last almost 
the whole day!), running personal errands for the 
head, providing their own vehicles to the head 
free of charge, getting fresh fish or goat meat 
for the heads, staying late for some unnecessary 
meetings at school and the list goes on. Some 
become special full time reporters. They report 
to the boss about any discussion held among 
teachers in the management circles to their own 
benefit. This is the extent to which  some teachers 
can go only to see their position remain intact. 
These teachers show no regard for certain rules 
and conventions, professional ethics or even the 
rights of other teachers. They do whatever the 
head wants without question.  Poor leadership 
begets poor teachers.

And then there are heads who use threats and 
create fear in the minds of the teachers, especially 
grant-in-aid teachers, whose insecurity is well 
known.  Their dictatorial attitude means no one 
dares oppose or question their plan. In some 
cases, if the head makes a blunder, all the staff are 
blamed. It is then too late to say that they knew it 
was wrong.  It is here that the assistant head’s role 
becomes crucial. They need to convince the head 
and provide reasons, choices and alternatives. 
Interestingly, some assistant heads are on acting 
positions and know that if they show even the 
slightest sign of opposition, they are in for 
surprise sooner or later! Then there are those who 
know that the plans are wrong, but yet they make 
no effort to provide alternatives or solutions. 
They will allow the head to get into hot water so 
that they (the assistant head) get the promotion 
after the transfer of the head. Dialogue is thus a 
very important factor in decision-making, which 
no administrator should forget. A serving leader 
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sees problems as friends and takes criticism with 
appreciation and the highest degree of patience.  

Some heads are forever picking on staff for trivial 
matters. They will not see the good things done 
by teachers but will be very quick to reprimand 
and discredit them for the simplest of mistakes 
or unforeseen errors. They are simply sitting 
there, waiting for teachers to make some mistake. 
Teachers in such school environments are always 
teaching in fear. They will never be able to teach 
openly and with confidence. The situation is 
further aggravated if there are a few teachers who 
are ‘pets’ of the head and report on other teachers 
to get into the head’s good books. Schools where 
such things happen are forever losing good 
teachers and never seem to develop. Their heads 
may be having a very disturbed lifestyle and the 
home environment may be too stressful. So the 
frustration and anger are vented on teachers. Such 
heads need to take a break and visit other places, 
attend refresher courses and learn to treat staff 
members with more respect.      
        
Heading a school does not give the absolute right 
to anyone to make draconian rules or impede 
the democratic process and norms by exercising 
force in direct or indirect ways, thus encroaching 
on the fundamental rights of an individual. It is 
important for leaders to continuously liaise and 
discuss issues with teachers in schools. 

The Ministry of Education must realise that a 
head should not remain in the same school for 
a long time. It is often seen that when heads re-
main in a certain school for too long, trouble is 
imminent.  Transfer of heads must be made after 
six years.   This will give others the opportunity 
to take up leadership roles and avoid any likely 
conflict.  Six years is enough time for a head to 
implement policies and prove his/her worth. 

In a dynamically complex school environment, a 
facilitative approach is becoming increasingly vi-
tal. The directive approach is very bureaucratic in 
nature and needs to be phased out from all forms 

of decision-making. The need for devolution will 
see schools run in a more transparent and demo-
cratic manner. Teachers in schools must be given 
more decision-making space for better function-
ing of the teaching and learning environment. It 
will allow teachers to become better classroom 
managers and thus produce innovative, creative 
and critical thinkers. Collegial governance is 
increasingly becoming more necessary. If the 
teaching and learning environment is not flexible 
enough, then teachers will conduct teaching as a 
task where children will become poor organisers, 
poor thinkers and poor managers. 

I am not stating anything new when I say that 
poor leadership is a major concern in Fiji’s edu-
cation system.  It is recognised by many in the 
field and occupies much space in the 2000 Fiji 
Islands Education Commission/Panel Report.  
Here I simply wish to add my voice to those who 
have written already. Let us find common ground 
and work together towards improving leadership 
in schools.  Different school cultures warrant 
different leadership strategies but the principles 
and ethics must never be compromised.  It must 
be remembered that “no man can lead a public 
career really worth leading, no man can act with 
rugged independence in serious crises, nor strike 
at great abuses, nor afford to make powerful and 
unscrupulous foes, if he is himself vulnerable in 
his private character.” (Theodore Roosevelt).   

Pradeep Lal
M.G.M High School

 
 
 

  


