
LEADERSHIP IN THE TIME OF COVID-19
SMT MODULE

Let’s Have a conversation 
about leading learning in an 

uncertain time



Three aspects for discussion in this module

CARE

CURRICULUM

COMMUNITY

• Safety

• Support

• Revised 
curriculum

• Catch up

• Parents

• Stakeholders



Toolkit and the Module

How is the module different from the toolkit?

• The toolkit was conceptualised for everyone in the system to have
conversations on the critical aspects of Care, Curriculum and
Community. It also included guidelines that were easily accessed.
The format was easily distributed and could be mediated in a short
space of time and online.

• The module deepens the discussions in the toolkit. It allows SMTs
to process some of the strategies and to have space to reflect on
what could be possible in their context to create a culture of care.

• The module includes aspects of leadership relevant for dealing
with the crises and a case-study that further consolidates the
learning on organisational culture relevant for learning.

• The module explores Curriculum Coverage with SMTs and gives
guidelines for trimmed curriculum. The discussion will highlight
the challenges experienced and the support needed.



Introduction

• COVID-19 has had an enormous impact on all our lives.

• It has had an impact on how we work, think and
function.

• What has changed for you:

- On a personal level?

- In your work?

• What leadership skills, attributes and values did you have
to harness during this time of uncertainty?

• What skills, values and attributes do you still need to be
supported on?



“During a time of crisis…

people will always remember…

...how the leader treated them
and made them feel.. ”

Your
thoughts?



The key roles of Leaders during times of crises and uncertainty

“HOLDING” * 

…is a mechanism that is used to …

… make sense of reality…

….. soothe distress & 

… adapt to new conditions  

Institutional HOLDING #
• Plan & implement school safety 

protocols & rotational learner 
attendance

• Plan for curriculum recovery 
• Support professional  judgment of 

teachers 
• Clarify roles & responsibilities 
• Communicate constantly
• Connect to community

Interpersonal HOLDING #
• Create and nurture a culture of 

care and support
• Develop check-in rituals with 

teachers, support staff & learners
• Focus on 

concerns/thoughts/feelings/ fears
• Engage reality
• Encourage agency
• Adapt to new conditions- Based on the work of David Winnicott

*   Adapted from:  Petriglieri, (2020)



The key roles of Leaders in creating a “HOLDING” 
Environment of care and support

1. RECOGNIZE what is going 
on (inside) for you and for the 
team members

2. ALLOW the experiences to 
be there (they  are real for you 
and for others). Don’t hide/run 
from them        

3. ENGAGE  with/explore the   
experiences. Be kind to yourself

4. ARTICULATE what support you 
need. What you think the next steps 
should be



Building a culture of CARE and SUPPORT  becomes 
the foundation upon which all the other work at 
school gets done. Leadership critically holds this 
space.

Do you agree?

How can we do this?



Rituals

• What is your understanding of the term Ritual?

• What rituals do you personally hold dear? Why?

• Are rituals important at schools? Why ?



Ritual

RITUAL IN THE CONTEXT OF SCHOOL’S ORGANISATIONAL 
CULTURE.

Imber-Black and Roberts (1992) defined rituals as symbolic 
rites that help individuals do the work of relating, changing, 
healing, believing, and celebrating.

Jung (1970) and May (1991) maintained that myth and symbol 
are the language by which the unconscious conveys meaning. 
As children struggle to make sense out of the constant stream 
of new information that confronts them as they develop, the 
use of myth and ritual can create an integrative symbolic 
framework that helps in understanding their personal 
significance and their roles in relation to others.



Debrief Rituals
• Rituals are part of organisational

culture. Rituals have an affective impact
on team members and may be
experienced as deep and meaningful
activities that contribute to motivation,
self-belief and Agency.

• Transformation, is a key concept for
understanding ritual practices. As we
perform these rituals our behaviour and
practices are transformed towards a
more inclusive, holistic and caring
environment.

• Eventually rituals become engrained
and entrenched in the organisational
culture of the school - giving the school
a unique characteristic.

SYMBOLS

ACTIVITIES

ORGANISATIONAL
STRUCTURE

STORIES

ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE



Aspects for discussion in this module

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
RITUALS AND ROUTINES?



Difference between Routine and Rituals

13

• Routines are actions or practices
that just need to be done, such as 
planning, tracking, reflecting, 
reporting. 

• Routines can bring order, 
consistency and stability.

ROUTINES

• Rituals are meaningful practices 
that have a real sense of purpose, 
influencing emotions, attitudes, 
values of care and wellbeing. 

• Rituals inspire, excite, motivate 
create hope.

RITUALS
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Rituals with SMTs

Discuss rituals with SMTs that 
will motivate, inspire and create 

a culture of care. 



Rituals with Teachers and Support Staff

Discuss rituals SMTs can initiate 
with Teachers.



Rituals with Learners

What rituals can Teachers initiate 
with Learners?



Simple example



Case Study
Culture

• Our school is like a wounded bird struggling to fly. We feel like a family and help each other,
and we are committed to our learners. But we feel overwhelmed and powerless when we
deal with the outside world, or when we think of how to make our school fly like a bird. The
problems are many.

Technical support

• We don’t have enough resources to run the school properly. We teach in prefabs and some
grades have to share classrooms. We can’t ask for community assistance because students’
families cannot afford to help. I think I cope well with day-to- day managing of resources but
would like more training in financial and administrative management.

Leadership and Management

• Although my staff respect me as principal and listen to my views, I don’t think I play a strong
leadership role. I manage the day-to day running of the school well, but I don’t really know
how to go about helping our school to realize its dreams.

Context

• When I look at the world out there, I see a big gap between rich and poor. Ours is not a
wealthy community. Our province is one of the poorest, with high unemployment rate and
few jobs. It is hard to think of ever finding resources to run our school properly. Another
problem is that parents sometimes leave the area and move to the city so the community of
parent's changes.



Organisational Culture

• What feelings, values, attitudes, norms and 
behavior make up an organizational culture? 
How important is it to regularly reflect on the 
above? How can this be done? 

• What values do you think are central for 
leadership to present in the SMTs and in districts? 
Why?

• What behaviours are central for leadership to 
present in the SMTs and in districts? Why?

• What do you understand by the analogy “Our 
school is like a wounded bird struggling to fly”?

• How can the above school be supported/coached 
to realize their potential?



Phepha uFunde Radio 2000 9am Saturdays

• It’s about what we do;

• It’s about how we do it;

• But most importantly 

IT’S ABOUT WHY WE DO IT.

• What are your Leadership stories? 

• How are you coping with learner teacher 
absenteeism, Time tabling, Psycho-social needs. How 
are you holding the leadership space?

• Listen to Principals and Teachers sharing on how they 
are coping. 



Research

A study by Sweetland and Hoy (2000) 
said after socioeconomic status, school 
culture had a more powerful effect on 
student achievement than any other 
variable. Teachers who felt empowered 
and part of a team, and who felt 
supported by their principals and 
colleagues, enjoyed a sense of collective 
efficacy and higher achievement scores 
were the result. 

Freiberg and Stein (1999) 
described school climate as 
the heart and soul of the 
school and the essence of 
the school that draws 
teachers and students to 
love the school and to want 
to be a part of it.

The research by Herndon (2007)suggest 
that principal leadership behaviours
have a significant influence on the 

factors of school culture, and this in turn 
has a significant influence on student 

achievement.

Witten (2020) in his blog suggest 
that research indicates 4 areas that 
school leaders have to consider in a 
crises: Trust, compassion, stability 
and hope. These four aspects may 
create conducive environment for 

learning

Mehmet Ali 
Özdilekler, Anna 
Günsel, Gökmen 
Dağlı and Ergen 
Gürbüzer

Directors, 
teachers, 
expressed views 
and stressed that 
symbols, values, 
and rituals 
functioning 
together add a 
great deal to 
societal, 
organizational, 
and personal 
development of 
school culture. 



Reading

• How Symbols and Rituals Affect School Culture and 
Management. Mehmet Ali Özdilekler, Anna Günsel, Gökmen
Dağlı and Ergen Gürbüzer. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.71363

• Do your schools rituals reflect your schools most noble aims. 
post by Derek Pierce

https://blog.nassp.org/2017/04/13/do-your-school-rituals-
reflect-your-schools-most-noble-aims/

• Routine, Ritual, and School Greg Schnel 2015 
Communityhttps://www.edutopia.org/profile/greg-schnagl

• How Leaders Influence the Culture of Schools

Educational Leadership September 1998 | Volume 56 | 
Number 1 Realizing a Positive School Climate Pages 28-30. 



CURRICULUM



Challenges and Priorities

• Time has been lost

• The curriculum has been trimmed, cut and re-organized-
revised ATPs

• Curriculum coverage as we define it is still a priority.
Curriculum coverage management is still a core function
of the SMT

What is taught as planned +

What is learned (At what level of difficulty) +

In what time-frame

= Curriculum Coverage



Covering the Curriculum in the ATPs unlikely
• Practical constrains not factored into ATP such as:

– Time lost to sanitising

– Fewer days of attendance to allow for physical distancing

– High absentee rates

• Contextual realities such as

– Learning has been lost over long break

– Work needs to be reviewed before new work can start

– Anxiety, grief and new routines will impact on learning

– Teachers might be teaching subjects they are not equipped for

“Decisions on when to move from one topic to the next in the 
curriculum when some learners are still clearly struggling with the 
previous topic are extremely difficult DECISIONS for teachers.” — DBE 
Action Plan to 2019.

This is exacerbated now with learners having lost time 



Maximum effective Teaching and Learning will only be 
possible …

• If teachers work collaboratively and use their collective professional judgement to 
decide on what is best for their learners in their context at any time – what to teach; 
when; how.  What is essential/what can be skimmed over/left out. Teacher Guidelines 
for Implementing Revised [Trimmed] ATPs

• If departmental heads and subject advisers support teachers in making the best 
decisions for their learners.

“there is not enough good  GUIDANCE OFFERED to teachers on how to deal with a 
multitude of abilities within the same class. […] SUPPORT and GUIDANCE for 
teachers here is crucial.”— DBE Action Plan to 2

• If teaching drives assessment, if assessment is formative and used to help make 
decisions that improve teaching and learning, rather than assessment driving teaching

• If the stress on learners to ‘pass’ at this time is minimised; The goal of all assessment 
must be  to ensure that learning gaps are identified for remediation in 2020 or in the 
subsequent grades.

• Monitoring and support (purposeful supervision) for teachers in the classroom is 
critical. How? 



Curriculum Cycle

The best solutions are 
identified.  Actions the 
teacher will take, and 
the support the DH, 
peers and subject 
advisor will provide, 
agreed upon.

Teachers share their 
curriculum coverage 
challenges with 
colleagues and together 
they suggest and 
explore solutions.  They 
also share with the 
subject advisors. Teachers report on 

curriculum coverage to 
their DH.

Teachers plan how they 
will cover the work in 
the time available for it. Teachers monitor their 

progress against the 
plan.  Are they on track 
of have they fallen 
behind?  The DH 
monitors their progress.

Teachers think about 
how well they covered 
the curriculum.  How 
well did they teach and 
how well did learners 
learn?  What challenges
did they face in covering 
the curriculum



Developing a daily Teaching plan

What is a daily teaching plan?

A tool that:

• divides up the work so that it fits into the time allowed 
for it in the ATP

• Provides the basis for tracking curriculum coverage

The Jika iMfundo Planners (Gr 4 – 12)  and lesson plans 
(FP) are examples of daily teaching plans BUT are not 
aligned to revised  ATPs 

The FP lessons can be aligned to revised ATP

NB A daily teaching plan is NOT a lesson plan - Explain



How to develop a daily lesson plan

• Consider the time available – how many hours in a week,
and how many periods of what duration have been allocated
to this subject in this grade – under Covid they will not be the
same as in the CAPS!

• Check the content specified; note the topics/subtopics and
identify the key concepts and skills associated with each.

• Think about the relative importance and difficulty of the key
concepts and skills – this will influence time allowed for them

• Think about whether the work is new – or building on work
from a previous grade/term – it might be important to link
new to existing knowledge – and to ascertain the level of
that.



Sequencing topics

“sequencing of topics […] gives an idea of how content

areas can be spread and re-visited throughout the years.

TEACHERS MAY CHOOSE to sequence and pace the

contents differently from the RECOMMENDATIONS […]

cognisance should be taken of the relative weighting and

number of teaching hours of the content areas”

— CAPS Math



A tool for tracking and reflecting

• The daily teaching plan enables teachers to monitor how
well they are doing regarding curriculum coverage

• If they complete the work planned for a lesson in the
lesson (and the learners have mastered it, at least, at a
level 4), curriculum coverage is on track – if not – they
have fallen behind

• Learning demands that teachers do not rush through the
work, regardless, but instead meet learners’ needs – to
fill gaps, return to work not understood

• But – at the same time – it is not advisable to work so
slowly that learners move on to next grade with large
gaps in foundational knowledge



Curriculum Coverage

“Planning what to teach is a catch-up over several years 

[…] and NOT a SPRINT for coverage. [...] Teachers will 

use their PROFESSIONAL JUDGMENT to Decide on 

what is best for their learners in their context at any 

time”

— Teacher Guidelines for Implementing Revised [Trimmed] ATPs



Reflecting on Curriculum Coverage

• As well as reflecting on ‘how the lesson went’ and ‘how well
learners understood’, teachers need to reflect on the challenges
facing them in being on track

• They share these with colleagues and together develop strategies
for getting back on track if necessary

• Schooling under Covid-19 imposes its own set of constraints on
curriculum coverage

• None-the-less, curriculum coverage is important – learners need to
learn as much as is possible;

• The ATPs have been trimmed to allow for reduced teaching and
learning time – but actual teaching and learning potential is very
dependent on teacher preparation, collaboration and support
given.

• The cycle of practices is still relevant in supporting curriculum
coverage

NB: Under COVID-19, these strategies might include further trimming



Points to ponder

Our work: Professional GUIDANCE and SUPPORT for TEACHERS re

using & improving their PROFESSIONAL JUDGMENT

in COLLABORATION with others – so they make better

contextual decisions (reasoning & evidence) about T&L 

in practice

Personal and Collective agency are critical in ensuring 

that learners are not left behind.

Why are we here – Moral purpose

• What does this work look like for:

• Circuit Management? Subject Advisory?

• School Management Teams?



Community

Why do schools need to build meaningful 
networks with the School community and the 

broader community and also with other schools?

How do school network/communicate with

Parents? 



Communicating with Parents

• Parents may also suffer anxiety and fear for their 
children.

• Ensure that you communicate with parents regularly 
once a day through WhatsApp messages to assure 
parents that all is well.

• Parents can assist the school in a number of areas. 
Discuss and get parents support.

• A weekly newsletter initially to report on progress in the 
school etc. Eventually this may become once a month. 

• The main idea is to get connected with parents. They can 
become a huge resource to the school. 

• Some ideas on communicating with parents.



Communication with Parents

Parents need to take care of their own emotional and mental health.

• Ensure that you have other adults to talk to if anxious  and unsure or if you need to talk.  

• There are many help lines that you are able to contact as well. 
• Understand Covid well. Read and get in touch with information readily available.

• Ensure that the home is a safe space. Children feel heard and supported.

Organise a space where the children can do their homework. 

Structure a routine with school work, TV and exercise daily.

Support them during this time. 

Try not to add pressure but guide, listen to their needs.

Stay in contact with the school. Stay in contact with the parent community. 

Contact the SGB if you need to understand what the school is doing to keep everyone safe.

Make time to speak to your children when they get back from school. 

Connect with where they are at. Listen to them carefully.

Follow safety precautions. Let them wash their hand thoroughly before touching anything in the home.  Ensure that 
you keep talking to them about safety and precautions they have to take at school or going out.

Teach them to wash their masks well. Clothing and shoes have to be cleaned well after school. Disinfect school bag 
daily. 

Watch out for signs of distress, anxiety and change of moods.

Watch for symptoms of Covid.



Back at School

• Develop rituals for SMTs, Teachers and with Teachers for
learners.

• Reflect on your school culture with the entire staff and
determine whether the school has a culture of care and if
not what can be done?

• Determine what support and guidance teachers still
need in the trimmed curriculum.

• Create systems (curriculum cycle) in place to monitor
and track curriculum coverage so that learners are not
left behind.

• Discuss and implement strategies that will support
parents to support learners with learning.



“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he 
stands in moments of comfort, but where he 

stands at times of challenge and controversy.” 
~ Martin Luther King, Jr.

“The Best Leaders Have A High Consideration Factor. They Really 
Care About Their People”  Brian Tracy

To handle yourself, use your head; to handle 
others, use your heart. – Eleanor Roosevelt

Thank you



Important links to access documents

• https://www.education.gov.za/Home/RecoveryPlan2020.aspx. 

• The revised Grade 7 ATPs for all subjects other than languages: 

https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-annual-revised-teaching-plans-grade-7.pdf

• The revised Grade 7 ATPs for languages

• https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-revised-annual-teaching-plans_-atp-grade-7-

languages.pdf

• The revised Grade 12 ATPs for all subjects other than languages:

• https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-revised-atps-grade-12-non-languages-25-

may.docx.pdf

• The revised Grade 12 ATPs for languages

• https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-revised-teaching-plans_grade-12-languages-final-

28-may-.pdf

• All revised ATPs

• https://www.education.gov.za/Home/RecoveryPlan2020.aspx

• For all other guidelines documents

• https://www.education.gov.za

https://www.education.gov.za/Home/RecoveryPlan2020.aspx
https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-annual-revised-teaching-plans-grade-7.pdf
https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-revised-annual-teaching-plans_-atp-grade-7-languages.pdf
https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-revised-atps-grade-12-non-languages-25-may.docx.pdf
https://kfmulaudzi.files.wordpress.com/2020/05/2020_national-revised-teaching-plans_grade-12-languages-final-28-may-.pdf
https://www.education.gov.za/Home/RecoveryPlan2020.aspx
https://www.education.gov.za/

