LEADING
LEARNING

IN UNCERTAIN
TIMES
A toolkit for school principals
and school management teams

We have developed this toolkit
as part of the KZN DoE and PILO
led Jika iMfundo Campaign to
support you as you lead learning in
uncertain times.
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From the Teacher
Development
Directorate
Dear Principals and SMT members
We know that you are feeling overwhelmed as we return to
schools. We do too. There is so much to do and so much to
communicate.
And the DBE orientation guide (see next page) has a long list of
roles for principals and SMTs (and district officials).
Your new roles include monitoring Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs), making sure everything is sanitised, and orientating
extremely anxious teachers, learners, parents and carers.
In addition, you are required to manage learner transport
provided by the state, meals, health screens, isolation rooms,
safety checks, and social distancing. And build relationships of
support. And timetable a changing curriculum as classes phase in.
And work out how to catch-up the curriculum. And lead learning in
the middle of a crisis!
We have developed this toolkit as part of the KZN DoE and PILO
led Jika iMfundo Campaign to support you as you lead learning in

uncertain times. The toolkit will help you to lead a caring school
that works for your context and community, as well as work out
how best to lead through the Covid-19 crisis.
The focus is on the role of SMTs during Covid-19, as well as leading
in times of uncertainty. We advocate 5 practices: (re)plan, do,
monitor, reflect and respond; in three areas: care, curriculum and
community.
We will provide support by sending toolkit material on WhatsApp
regularly. that ask questions and provide some ideas about how to
operationalise these complex new demands. We will ask you to
WhatsApp your ideas back to us so we can share. We will also have
additional support on our website which is zero rated for data.
You will also be supported by district officials.
Remember that what you do matters!
Stay safe, stay calm and be well.
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Please read through the Coronavirus Orientation Guidelines
for Schools developed by the DBE and NECT. This guide
provides useful information on the virus and on the roles of
principals and officials. You can access this document here.

Roles of SMTs and Principals
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1. (RE)PLAN:

HOW to
LEAD
LEARNING

IN UNCERTAIN
TIMES

5. RESPOND:
Decide: so what now, plan and
go through the process again

3Cs for dealing with
Covid uncertainty: care,
community and curriculum

2. DO:

Focus on
the 3Cs in
UNCERTAIN TIMES
CARE

COMMUNITY

CURRICULUM

Creating safe,
caring spaces for
learning

Mobilizing and
connecting in context

Making safe space
and time for teaching
and learning

Use collaboration, communication and
supportive, professional conversations
to drive implementation

Daily checklists – standing
meetings, safety, status,
risks, conversations

3. MONITOR:
All work: keep records, track,
see patterns, support and
share

4. REFLECT:
Using evidence: where are
we going, where are we now,
where to next?
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Using the
toolkit

The toolkit provides ideas on
how to lead the schools and its
community through the Covid crisis
to learning. You need to adapt
these to your school’s context.
Share what works with your
colleagues and CMs.

There are three sections in the toolkit:
Making your schools safe for learning
How to lead schools to readiness: creating safe spaces,
care and hygiene; daily routines; working together;
communication; connecting to school communities
and support systems; planning for catchup; starting on
timetabling; and talking to colleagues.
Phasing in teachers and learners
How to lead the phasing in of teachers and learners as
grades are added: maintaining safe spaces; care and hygiene;
daily routines; planning and collaborating; communicating
with parents, teachers and stakeholders; planning and
timetabling; diagnostic assessments and asking for help.

Embedding care and learning as the new normal
How to lead the embedding on new cultures and practices:
building a culture of care; embedding hygiene practices;
implementing routines for learning; planning, tracking,
reporting and responding; collaborating with school
communities; planning and adapting curricula for learning;
professional supportive conversations as the basis for action;
and improving learning through curriculum coverage.
At each stage, we will share ideas, how to, or tools, for each
of the three Cs:
• Care: creating safe, caring spaces for learning
• Community: mobilising and connecting in context
• Curriculum: Making safe spaces and time for learning
And we will build in the practices of planning, doing,
monitoring, reflecting and responding – to improve learning
opportunities.
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How it works
This is how the development, distribution and
support process will work.

KZN DOE
WEBSITE

TEACHER
DEVELOPMENT
DIRECTORATE

The toolkits and additional
resources will be loaded onto the
website.

Finalises and sends out toolkit
additions regularly to districts.

DISTRICTS
DISTRICTS OFFICIALS
SAs

SMTs

CMs

SMTs

SMTs

PILO works with the district and
CMs. PILO will WhatsApp the
Toolkit in sections to CMs or SAs
and provide support.
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How can we as SMTs cope in
this challenging time?
How can we as SMT cope in this challenging time?
We are living in uncertain times and as a result
we may experience many emotions such as
fear, stress, worry, hurt, sadness, self-judgement and selfdoubt. These are human emotions, and they all contribute
to the state we may currently be in. This period also requires
purposeful leadership. We need to be aware of the importance
of our roles as leaders in supporting each other and our
teams. Many SMTs may worry that they may not cope with the
situation.
Here are some leadership guidelines that may support you
through this difficult period.
Create a culture of CARE within the school
• Make time to check in with each other as a SMT. Allow
members to raise their anxieties and fears and discuss how
you will support each other.
• Be clear on how to support staff. Have briefing meetings

where you give opportunities for staff to be heard. If staff is
too big and time does not allow everyone to be listened
too, have groups get together and have them listen to each
other. The group can report to the entire staff some aspects
of the discussions, especially if more support is needed.
These groups can also become support buddies.
• Ask local NGOs, other stakeholders, and parents for
more formal support from doctors, social workers, health
workers, etc. Make contact with them and ask for their
support. They may be able to come into the school to speak
to the staff.
• Have briefing meetings with the support staff or include
them into the staff briefing. They play a critical role in the
care and safety of all in the school.
• Ensure that teacher listen to their learners. Make a ritual
of the exercises of allowing everyone of the learners the
opportunity to speak and be listened to.
• Determine if some learners may need more support.
• Ensure learners receiving good nutrition and feel safe.
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How can we as SMTs cope in
this challenging time?
Create a culture of SAFETY within the school

• Dedicate functions of safety to each member of the SMT to
oversee. Report regularly at break and after schools if all is
Your role as SMT will have to change to accommodate all the
in order. Take steps to remedy mishaps.
functions in the school for safety and care for all.
• Ensure staff are fully aware and follow all guidelines of
safety.
Ensure that you plan thoroughly what needs to happen at
school to ensure safety. Planning gives certainty and can assist • Have gentle conversations with staff immediately you see
non-compliance but ensure follow up so that there is no
in removing anxiety. It allows staff and learners a clear
neglect of safety.
understanding of all the procedures that have to be followed.
• Print the SOP and read through all the guidelines
thoroughly.
• Make copies of guidelines for each class.
• Plan how you will fulfil all the safety functions of screening,
hygiene, disinfections, and sanitisation among other.
• Have a discussion of the plan with the staff and let them
make input. Once the plan is finalised ensure that the plan
is available in the staffroom, classrooms. Include the
support staff in the discussion of the plan.
• Discuss how the plan will be monitored.

Building a culture of CARE and SAFETY becomes the
foundation upon which all the other work at school
gets done.
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HOW TO DO
MESSAGING
WELL

“Communicate, then communicate more!”

1. Be clear, simple, and frequent
Why? Communicating is about making information and ideas
common
•

Start with what is most important to others

•

Use existing, simpler modes: phone, SMS, WhatsApp
(group) messages and clips
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2. Be factual & actionable
Why? People think — and what people do matters!
•

Don’t sugar-coat facts: share them plainly

•

When specific things are uncertain, say so, specifically

•

Communicate that actions are possible - “What you do
matters!”; “Safety first!”; “Keep each other safe!”

3. The messenger matters as
much as the message
Why? We all trust some voices more than others
•

Be clear about where your information comes from

•

Build trust by being trustworthy: do what you say;
speak what you think; and walk your talk

•

Involve other trusted messengers to help you.
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4. Tone matters too
Why? Tone shows intention and emotion
•

Consider how you’ll sound and be heard by others

•

Don’t talk down to people (as though they think less
than you)

•

Be hopeful: what people do makes a difference

5. Move beyond messaging
Why? We all need each other to keep safe and well.
•

Engage with people: they know their own contexts best

•

Ask “What’s troubling you?” - then listen carefully

•

Converse, discuss, and dialogue
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Checklist for
Safe Schools
A checklist is a useful tool that helps people working in complex and/or stressful contexts to
work safely and successfully by reducing the risks of human error. According to the World
Health Organisation:
• What matters is improving practice / behaviour / action! These checklists help you
to remind staff and learners to develop safe routines: wearing masks, sanitising and social
distancing. This will keep you school safe too.
• Safety requires professional conversations that make things clear - not just
ticking boxes! Talk to your teachers, the learners and communities about why it is
important to have these routines. Adapt with integrity to your local context. But do not
remove items because they are difficult to deal with!
You can print this checklist and complete it on paper, or you can complete it on your computer
or tablet and save. You can also add items to your checklist. This is a guide.
It’s a tool, not a rule.
Share your ideas on the KZN-DoE Facebook page.
• Send photos of your standing meetings and adapted safe school (or district)
checklists.
• Think about and share what other areas of leadership might be assisted with
a checklist. Develop one to guide your work over the next few weeks.
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Checklist for Safe Schools		
			

A. Physical Hygiene and Safety Supplies
Why? Every school needs all these supplies to be
able to keep everyone safe
1

Does the school have PPE for non-teaching staff?

2

Does the school have sufficient running water?

3

Does the school have sufficient soap?

4

Does the school have hand sanitisers?

5

Does the school have working toilets?

6

Has the school been deep cleaned and sanitised?

7

Does the school have 2 masks for every person?

Yes No

If No: response action
by SMT or CM

B. Core Collaboration and Daily Safety Routines
Why? We keep each other safe by collaborating in
building daily safety routines
8

Is the SMT holding a (short) standing meeting
every morning about status, tasks, and risks?

9

Is the SMT holding a standing reflection every
afternoon about changes to make the next day?

10

Is the SMT convening a staff meeting weekly, or
biweekly?

11

Is the SMT meeting with the SGB weekly, or biweekly?

12

Are the SMT and SGB communicating weekly with
parents / caregivers about school safety?

13

Is the principal communicating regularly with the
circuit manager about school safety?

14

Are there hygiene stations with water and soap /
sanitiser available to everyone through the day?

15

Are high-touch surfaces being cleaned frequently (door handles, bathroom surfaces…)?

16

Is the school being cleaned and sanitised daily?

17

Are water and soap and/or sanitiser supplies being checked daily?

18

Does the SMT know how to order / obtain more
soap, sanitiser and other supplies in time?

Yes No

If No: response action
by SMT or CM
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C. Staff Orientation and Preparation
Why? Staff need a clear, common understanding of
what to do to build school safety
19

Have all staff been oriented on schooling in line
with DBE guidelines?

20

Do all staff know when and how often to wash /
sanitise their hands?

21

Do all staff know the procedure and roles for
screening everyone daily using DoH questions?

22

Do all staff know what to do if anyone at school
reports any Covid-19 symptoms or exposure?

23

Have all staff participated in meetings about how
to provide psycho-social care to learners?

24

Does the staff have a plan to orient learners
when they return in line with DBE guidelines?

D. Staffing, Timetabling and Space Planning
Why? Coordinating who is where, when, doing
what, is crucial for distancing and safety
25

Are all classrooms rearranged to observe strict
physical distancing of 1.5m between people?

26

Does the SMT have a confidential profile of all
staff with comorbidities / prior conditions?

27

Does the SMT have a complete list of staff returning to school and working from home?

28

Does the school have a new timetable for all
grades attending (with staggered times if viable)?

29

Does every single teacher know which classes they
will now be teaching, when, and where?

30

Does the SMT have a clear, practical plan for safely re-starting the NSNP for ALL grades?

Yes No

Yes No

If No: response action
by SMT or CM

Yes No

If No: response action
by SMT or CM

E. Community Consultation and Consensus
Why? Schools are social resources: communities
must decide if it’s safe to re-open now
31

Have the latest plans for returning been communicated clearly to parents / caregivers?

32

Have the SMT and SGB heard parents’ and caregivers’ views about reopening?

33

Does the school community agree that it is safe
to open for more grades now?

34

Do school community members know how to
raise urgent concerns about safety at school?

If No: response action
by SMT or CM
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“We all need care and community to stay well - so we can
teach & learn safely”

THREE Cs
What are the three Cs?
•

COMMUNITY is everyone around you who is influenced
by you, or cares about what you do.

•

CARE is treating everyone as valuable, so being kind to
yourself and others.

•

CURRICULUM is the organised space, time, and planned
“content” for teaching and learning.
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THREE Cs

What can you do?
•

Live up to “Safety First” life-saving hand and mask habits.

•

Revise your expectations:
• Do your best - but rest and don’t be superhuman.
• Expect crisis, uncertainty, anxiety, stress, trauma, grief.

•

Communicate, then communicate more!
• We can’t read each other’s minds.

•

Empathise! Ask: then listen and affirm.

•

Collaborate! Have conversations.

•

Implement standard operating procedures and manage
risks.

•

Work together to create and adjust a safe time-table and
space plan.

•

Use professional communities and networks more!

•

Build key practices: (Re)Plan > Do / Teach > Monitor >
Reflect > Respond
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CARE

We need to keep each other safe & well!

What is care?
•

Care is creating safe, caring spaces for learning.

•

Care is being concerned about people’s health
and anxieties.

•

Care is being kind to yourself and others.
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CARE

Why do we need
care now?
•

Covid (and other) health and safety risks, and
concerns, are real.

•

Everyone is struggling with something (even if
you don’t know).
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CARE

What can you do?
•

Revise your expectations.

•

Support people who are struggling.

•

Listen! Ask: “What’s troubling you?” - then listen!

•

Affirm: “It makes sense to feel like that…” IF and as
appropriate, ask “How can I help you?” - then pay
attention.

•

Resist the temptation to (promise to) fix everything.

•

Live up to “Safety first” and “Keep each other safe!”

•

Stay home if you’re sick or you’ve been exposed

•

Manage risks for transport, cleaning, screening,
movement (school break times and spaces) and
nutrition is not for all learners.

•

Display contact details for further support and/or
referral.
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“Organise space and time for safe teaching and learning”

CURRICULUM

What is curriculum?
•

Curriculum is organised space, time and structure for
teaching and learning

•

Curriculum is the planned “content” of teaching and
learning
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CURRICULUM

Why is curriculum
important now?
•

Learners and teachers want to safely return to teaching
and learning.

•

Curriculum organises teaching and learning, which is the
core work of schooling.
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CURRICULUM

What can you do?
•

Work together carefully to create and adjust a timetable and space plan for your context. The schools can
only operate at 50% capacity; with 20 learners per class.
Allocate staff according to who must work from home
and who can teach what.

•

Use professional communities and networks more!
Expand network(s) you’re in such as area or subject
WhatsApp groups or formal PLCs. IF you aren’t part of a
group, find one to join (ask colleagues) or start one

•

Build key practices: (Re)plan (guided by national
guidelines); teach (starting with diagnostic assessment);
monitor; reflect; respond; and collaborate.
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“What you do matters to people around you!”

COMMUNITY
Who is your
community?
•

Your community is everyone who is influenced by you, or
cares about what you do.

•

Your community are the people you need to mobilise and
connect to support your school.
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COMMUNITY

Why do we need
community now?
•

We need to work together to overcome covid-19.

•

We need support in the forms of care, knowledge, and
skills.

•

We need to keep each other safe and well
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COMMUNITY

What can you do?
•

Communicate, then communicate more!

•

Share clear messages about health and safety.

•

Support public health education like washing hands and
wearing masks, and non-negotiable steps like distancing.

•

Collaborate! Have conversations about
uncertainties in person, by phone or online.

•

Be trustworthy: do what you say; speak what you
think; and walk your talk.
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