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Abstract: The purpose of the study was to establish the challenges 

that faced learner leadership at school level. A case study design 

was used as a methodology for the research, whose sample 

comprised of school principals, teachers and learners of Oshana 

Region. All participants were selected using purposive sampling. 

The data was collected with document analysis, semi-structured 

questionnaires, interviews, observation and journaling. The 

collected data was analysed by establishing themes. 

The study established that learner leadership was faced by 

challenges which relates to the lack of support from senior school 

structures. Teachers were not providing the required support to 

learner leaders, and instead made comments which were 

discouraging learner leaders from executing their leadership 

responsibilities. Similarly, school principals were also not 

providing enough support to learner leaders as any issues raised 

to the school principal were not attended to promptly, and 

learner leaders were not provided with ample opportunities to 

make their voice heard. The lack of support from senior 

management discouraged learner leaders from executing the 

leadership roles effectively.  

In addition, indiscipline among learners also gave learner leaders 

hardships in executing their leadership roles, especially that 

learner leaders were not receiving the required leadership 

support and guidance from the senior school leadership on how 

to conform unusual behaviours among other learners. An 

understanding of the challenges facing learner leadership at 

school could help educational authorities to develop better 

interventions for addressing the challenges facing learner leaders 

in the execution of their leadership roles, thereby allowing 

learner leaders to execute their leadership functions effectively at 

school. 
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I. BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

here are numerous challenges that hamper learner 

leadership in schools. Mitra and Gross (2009) established 

that the communication gap between the school board, 

administration and learners is an obstacle to the leadership 

voice of learners. Students in USA and Australia have been 

found to wants to be heard as they shared a sense of 

frustration that they were being ignored collectively in school 

leadership (Smyth, 2006). Therefore, there is a need for a kind 

of leadership that fosters learner leadership voice, as many 

learners are suffocating from a lack of human connection 

(ibid). Hence, a need to entrust learners with leadership roles 

in schools. 

Black et al. (2014) asserts that current hierarchical leadership 

models as used in schools could pose a challenge to learner 

leadership. The prospects for learners to participate 

meaningfully could be delimited by the hierarchical system in 

which schools operate. The hierarchical structure is made to 

accommodate ideas from top to bottom, making it harder for 

the custodians of schools to accommodate ideas from the 

bottom to top. In addition, the lack of support by teachers and 

the misconception of staff regarding learner roles may work 

against the notion of learner leadership in school (Hine, 2011). 

Lack of support may therefore result in learner leadership 

failing in schools. Shekupakela-Nelulu (2008) emphasises that 

cultural influences could be a challenge, as it is a taboo for 

children to be in the presence of adults when there is 

discussion of important matters. When adults are discussing 

issues that need to be resolved, children are sent away. 

Learners coming from this background where they are 

discouraged to speak out, may find it hard to suddenly voice 

their views. This traditional view of disregarding the voices of 

young people has the potential to diminish learner leadership 

in schools.  

In acting against cultural and traditional influences on 

leadership, contemporary leadership practices should seek to 

challenge existing leadership knowledge that has kept the 

voices of young leaders, such as learners, at the periphery of 

leadership. It is important to challenge traditional view of 

leadership which inhibits the voices of young leaders and 

retain leadership exclusively to the adults. Retaining exclusive 

leadership rights to the adults is not only excluding innovative 

ideas from the young leaders, but it also defeats the grooming 

of potential leaders who are capable of carrying on the mantle 

of leadership after the adults have completed their leadership 

race. Hence, legislation need to be continuously enacted to 

advance leadership from an early age. 

The Namibian Education Act 16 of 2001 provides for the 

establishment of a body called the Learners’ Representative 

Council (LRC) at all government secondary schools, this is 

the “highest body of elected leaders of learners and it must 

liaise between learners and school management” (Namibia. 

MBESC, 2001, p. 19). The Act further clarifies that the LRC 

is the mouthpiece of other learners and has to be involved in 

decision-making on behalf of other learners (ibid.). This 

implies that learner leadership in schools is a legislative 

imperative that requires effective implementation in order to 

deliver expectations. This paper discusses the challenges 

facing the normal functioning of learner leadership in schools. 

The next section presents the methodology used for the study. 

 

T 
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II. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The methods and techniques used for the study are described 

according to the following outline: 

2.1 Research design 

A qualitative research approach was used for the study. The 

empirical investigation made use of a case study design, as an 

intensive analysis and description of a single phenomenon for 

an enriched understanding of what is going on with the 

phenomenon (Simons, 2009; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2000).  The case study design was the ideal research design to 

use as the researchers intended to get intensive description of 

the specific challenges that faced learner leadership in 

schools. Case study designs enabled researchers to acquire a 

comprehensive understanding of how participants relates to 

the subject being studied, and how they interact with each 

other in a specific situation (Maree, 2007; Simons, 2009). The 

interaction with different teachers and learners brought 

multiple perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of the 

challenges that faced learner leadership in a real-life context. 

Since case study help researchers set boundary for their 

studies (Berg, 2001), the researchers were able to focus on a 

particular, specific group of learner leaders which was the 

Learner Representative Council members (LRC). The set 

boundaries helped researchers concentrating and focusing on 

the participants, detailing the challenges they faced in their 

leadership as learner leaders.  In addition, the flexibility 

inherent in case study designs (Maree, 2007), allowed the 

study to be conducted for numerous days and collected data at 

different times and places during the research for enriched 

data and richer data analysis. The flexibility also allowed 

researchers to use multiple sources of data and different 

techniques in the data gathering process, which enhanced the 

validity of the data collected and subsequent results.  

Despite the benefits of the case study as relates to flexibility, 

case study investigations are associated with certain 

limitations. The findings of case studies cannot be 

generalised. This limitation did not apply to this study as the 

researchers had no intentions to quantify the findings and 

generalise them over large populations, other than the 

population from which the participants were drawn. The 

findings were meant for application to the population from 

which data were collected. Notwithstanding the centrality of 

the findings around the cases studied, the researchers have 

provided a thick description as a measure of minimising 

limitations related to generalisation of findings (Rule & John, 

2011). In reporting the research process, the researchers have 

provided adequate and rich information related to the research 

processes, findings and conclusions to enable other scholars 

and readers gain a level of reader-determined transferability, if 

they believe that the research processes and findings resonates 

well with other cases familiar to them. This implies that 

readers can infer from the detailed descriptions of the study as 

provided, whether the findings are applicable to their settings, 

without necessarily being provided with statistical evidence 

which are traditionally associated with generalisation.  

The next section presents the research site and participants of 

the study. 

2.2 Sampling and participants 

Seventeen participants took part in the research, comprised of 

twelve Learner Representative Council members at the 

school, who were all learners and were considered the primary 

participants; two other learners who were class monitors and 

were involved in piloting the questionnaires; the School 

Principal, a Head of Department (HoD), and the Liaison 

teacher for the LRC. Purposive sampling was used as a 

sampling technique for the researchers to select individuals 

for the sample, depending on the characteristics that the 

researchers were looking for (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2009). 

The criteria that informed sampling included leadership 

positions, leadership potential, and the ability to provide better 

insights into the phenomenon of the study.   

Purposive sampling made it possible to choose participants 

that were knowledgeable of the subject being studied, thus 

capable of providing the data needed for the study (Maree, 

2007). LRC members were chosen because they were the 

focus of the study. The principal and the HoD were better 

positioned in the school management and were thus 

knowledgeable of the leadership challenges that faced learner 

leaders at school. The Liaison teacher was a focal teacher to 

the LRC members, charged with the function of mentoring, 

coaching and guiding of LRC members within the school, and 

thus better positioned to highlight the challenges that faced 

learner leadership. The purposive nature of the sampling 

decisions in respect of the research site and participants 

enabled researchers to obtain the richest possible source of 

information fit for addressing the intentions of the study. 

The data was collected with the data collection techniques as 

described in the following section. 

2.3 Data collection techniques 

The data for the study was collected using document analysis, 

semi-structured questionnaires, interviews, observation and 

journaling. The range of data collection tools was valuable for 

the study, as it allowed the methods to offset their respective 

weaknesses and capitalise on their individual strengths.  The 

counter balance that comes with multiple methods provided 

rich and meaningful data for analysis and presentation. With 

the permission of participants, an audio recorder and camera 

were used for data capturing.  

The specific data collection techniques are detailed next 

Document analysis 

Document analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing or 

evaluating relevant printed or electronic material for 

extracting information useful for answering the research 

questions (Bowen, 2009). Specific documents were analysed 

in order to gather evident information as reported on 
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leadership challenges that existed at the school. The document 

analysis further provided researchers with useful insights of 

the school, which then informed the design and administration 

of other data collection techniques.  

Semi-structured questionnaires 

According to Bertram and Christiansen (2014), a semi-

structured questionnaire has open-ended questions that 

participants may answer as they like, in the space reserved. 

The purpose of the semi-structured questionnaire is to enable 

the researchers to standardise the questions asked, while at the 

same time control the amount of information that the 

respondents provides (Bertram & Christiansen, 2014). All 

twelve Learner Representative Council members were given 

the questionnaires and they provided a “written collection of 

self-report” based on the questions (Gay et al., p. 373, 2009). 

The questions revolved around the challenges facing learner 

leadership and learner voice at school. 

Individual interviews  

Thomas (2009) defines interviews as a discussion with 

someone from which the researcher tries to get information 

useful for answering the research questions. Interview is a 

conversation with a purpose of obtaining needed information. 

Interview enable participants to discuss their interpretation of 

the world in which they live, and to express to the researchers 

how they regard situations from their own point of view 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011). The study used 

interviews as a source of data, which were conducted with the 

Liaison teacher, Head of Department and School Principal. 

The interview was conducted during break-times. 

Interviewing teachers assisted in gathering an understanding 

of teachers on the challenges facing learner leaders at school. 

The first benefit of the interview for the study was just as the 

questionnaire; it was used with other methods in the gathering 

of data and gave a chance to triangulate the data collected. 

Furthermore, a semi-structured interviews provided an 

opportunity to ask the prepared questions according to the 

interview schedule, while at the same time gave the benefit of 

probing from participants for clarifications of their responses 

(Thomas, 2009). Probing helped to ensure clarity of questions 

and answers from the interview. 

Observation schedule 

Observation is defined as the process of gathering open-

ended, first-hand information related to the study, by 

observing people and places at a research site (John, 2014). 

Observation examines behavioural patterns of people in 

certain situations to obtain information about the phenomenon 

of interest (Johnson & Christensen, 2012). The researchers 

observed LRC meetings, a staff briefing, the morning 

devotion, the rotational process, and Change Laboratory 

sessions. During these observations, the researchers noted 

down striking features of difficulties among learner leaders in 

executing their leadership responsibilities. Observation is a 

method of generating data which entails the researcher getting 

fully involved in a research setting, in order to experience and 

observe first-hand a range of dimensions in and of that setting 

(Mason, 2002). The researchers were participant observers, 

which is referred to as researchers participating in the 

situation, while observing and collecting data on the activities 

of the participants (Gay et al., 2009). Being participant 

observers helped researchers in gaining better insights and 

developing relationships with the participants, which might 

not have been attained without being participant observers in 

the study. 

Observation was beneficial for the study for three main 

reasons; it provided an opportunity to record information as it 

occurs in a setting; enabled researchers to study actual 

behaviours, and; enabled researchers to study individuals who 

have difficulty verbalising their ideas (John, 2014). The 

researchers were able to record the information on learner 

leadership development from participants based on the live 

data as they were derived from observation (Cohen, Manion 

& Morrison, 2000). The observation was an ideal data 

collection method since it assisted to compare and verify what 

was said by participants through other data collection means, 

with what was actually happening on the school grounds, thus 

further afforded an opportunity to triangulate with data 

collected using other data collection techniques. 

Journaling 

Journaling helps the researcher to be self-reflective in the 

conduct of the research (Janesick, 1999). The tool allowed 

researchers to reflect on the research process as it progressed. 

Journaling implies that the researchers were able to keep 

journal entries, by noting down the positives, the negatives, 

what the process meant to them at specific times, and what 

was learned from the experiences. The advantage of the 

journal entries is that it offers interesting and vivid 

experiences that may be subjective to the researchers, 

however, bringing them up front allows future researchers to 

find ways around similar problems in their own research 

settings (Berg, 2001).  The researchers noted down their 

journey during meetings, morning devotion and change 

laboratory workshops, as well as throughout the research 

process to intensify professional awareness, as well as to 

allow for informed professional decision-making (Borg, 

2001). The journaling was able to contribute to the study by 

informing part of the interpretations and discussions of the 

findings. 

2.4 Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process of making sense of the data 

collected (Merriam, 1998). Data analysis involves the 

researchers conducting a data reduction process by selecting, 

simplifying and transforming the raw data as gathered in the 

field (Bertram & Christiansen, 2014). The data collected was 

analysed inductively, by establishing themes. During the 

inductive thematic analysis, the raw data was examined, 

labeled and coded according to the responses of the respective 

research questions (Rule & John, 2011). The data set were 
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coded on sticky notes which were later pasted into a visual 

form for an enriched understanding of emergent findings.  

The coded portions of data were then grouped logically into 

categories, which were constructed based on patterns and 

similarities emerging from data (Merriam, 1998). Thereafter, 

themes were created as research findings. After creating 

themes, the researchers scanned through the data again several 

times to look for other pertinent information that could 

enhanced the interpretation, and in the process, more 

categories were formed for a richer interpretation and 

discussion processes (Lichtman, 2014). The themes were 

interpreted and discussed, drawing useful insights from the 

theoretical frameworks and citing empirical evidence as 

reviewed, and borrowing participants verbatim. Relating the 

discussion to the theories helped to validate the theoretical 

frameworks as adopted as well as confirming the correctness 

of the literature reviewed as it correlated with current research 

establishments.  

The trustworthiness of the results was established through the 

measures described in the following section. 

2.5 Trustworthiness of findings 

To ensure the credibility of the results, the study collected 

sufficient data using multiple data collection technique and 

the resultant discussions provided were rigorous enough to 

provide convincing justifications. Two class monitors were 

given questionnaires prior to the main study as piloting. The 

piloting was done with the intention “to check for clarity and 

to remove ambiguities” in the data collection technique 

(Cohen et al., 2011, p. 402). Elimination of ambiguities in the 

data collection techniques means that the questions were 

clearly understood by the respondents and correct answers 

were thus provided. Interviews were recorded and the 

participants were given an opportunity to change any wording 

that they felt did not capture the exactness of their words and 

intentions.  

A very good rapport was built with the participants before the 

commencement of the interviews, which ensured that 

participants were open to express their ideas freely to the 

researchers. The use of data triangulation, which is the use of 

multiple methods to collect data, strengthened the validity of 

the qualitative data (Gay et al., 2009). The data sets were 

corroborated by relating findings from one data collection 

technique to the data collected with another technique (van 

der Mescht, 2002). Collaboration ensures congruence of the 

data, eventually producing results that draws on the strengths 

of individual data collection technique. 

In addition, one of the researchers works for the Ministry of 

Education, Arts and Culture, which exposed the researcher to 

insider positionality in this study, as the researcher has also 

previously worked at the school. According to Chavez (2008, 

p. 475), insider positionality is about “sharing multiple 

identities such as race, ethnicity, and class with participants”. 

The advantage of insider positionality was that the researcher 

had commonalities with the participants which helped 

obtaining efficacious data from the participants. The influence 

of the researcher was minimised by building rapport with the 

teacher participants before the interview, and by code 

switching to using Oshiwambo, the language that the 

participants were most comfortable with. 

2.6 Ethical considerations 

All the participants were treated with respect and dignity. The 

researchers explained all the details related to the study to the 

participants so that participants were well informed with the 

intentions of the study, to enable them to make an informed 

and conscious decision whether to participate in the study or 

not. Permission to research was obtained. A “permission to 

conduct research in a school does not substitute the informed 

consent of parents” (Wassenaar, 2007, p. 73). Hence, 

informed consents were obtained from the parents and 

teachers as well as assenting from learners.  

As the participants indicated that they wished to have their 

true identities concealed, pseudonyms were used for the both 

the school and the participants in the reporting of the findings. 

The interview with the mentor teacher is captured as IMT, 

interview with the school principal is captured as IPR, and the 

interview with the Head of Department is captured as IHOD. 

The questionnaires that were administered to respective LRC 

members are captured as LQ1-12. Findings collected with 

different techniques were also coded differently, such as DA1-

7 for document analysis, JE1-7 for journal entries and OBN1-

2 for observation notes. Participants were informed of the 

confidentiality of the data and were assured that the data 

would not be made public, and will be stored in a locked desk 

drawer and backed up as soft (digital) copies and saved on the 

cloud. 

The next section presents the discussions of the findings that 

were established. 

III. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The study focused on the challenges that faced learner 

leadership at school. The data from the empirical investigation 

and the literature study was analysed inductively and found 

out that learner leaders were faced by various challenges in 

the conduct of their duties, which relates to lack of support 

from various school structures, the incidences of indiscipline 

at school, as well learner leadership voice not being given 

priority. The themes are discussed below. 

3.1 Lack of support from teachers  

The findings revealed that the teachers were not giving the 

necessary support to the LRC members. The majority of the 

participants and data sources reveals that there was lack of 

support from the teachers towards learner leadership (JE6, p. 

26; JE7, p. 27; OBN1; OBN2, p. 23; IPR; IHOD & IMT). 

During the Change Laboratory workshops, the learners 

expressed that when they “reported other learners who had 

committed offences in the school, the teachers recorded the 

offences. However, they did not take up the issues with those 

learners who committed the offence or the victims in the 
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issues” (JE7, p. 27). One of the learner leaders was quoted 

saying, “If I tell a learner go to class, that learner will insult 

me and then I will get angry and then I will go and tell the 

teacher and then that teacher will only say „I will go deal with 

him‟ but nothing is done. That learner will continue insulting 

me” (JE7, p. 27). The data concurs with the view from Smyth 

(2006), that when teachers are unresponsive and ignorant to 

the cries of the learner leaders, it causes frustrations amongst 

learner leaders, thereby getting demotivated to execute their 

leadership responsibility.  

In addition, the LRC members revealed that “at times, 

teachers did not attend to learners in the representative 

Council whenever they came to discuss something with them. 

Sometimes the LRC members were referred to the mentor 

teacher who likewise did not act on the offences or the 

culprits” (JE7, p. 27). This kind of behaviour discouraged the 

learners in the Representative Council from “reporting issues 

and they also felt discouraged when offences were committed 

over and over again without any actions from the teachers to 

whom the offence was reported”, (JE7, p. 27). This view 

aligns with Grant (2015) who mentions that learners tend to 

feel that their lives and hopes are undervalued when they are 

not taken seriously by people they expect to value them. 

Furthermore, the LRC members discussed that “teachers only 

helped the LRC members when there was a need for transport 

or issues of finances” (JE6, p. 27; OBN1, p. 23). Findings 

further revealed that “only two teachers at the school fully 

cooperated with the LRC members (IMT), and this was 

because the two teachers were attached to learners‟ affairs” 

(JE6, p. 27). The teacher participants felt that if there were 

issues that needed their attention, “the mentor teacher would 

bring those issues to their desks” (IPR; IHOD). The teachers 

further added that they “expected the LRC to inform the two 

teachers (Mentors) of any problem they might come across” 

(IPR) and then the teachers would “judge whether the issue 

was important enough to be brought to the attention of the 

rest of the staff” (JE6, p. 27). To the contrary, LRC members 

have initially revealed lack of support from mentor teachers, 

stating that the issues they were raising with mentor teachers 

were not taken up, thereby losing moral and courage to 

continue reporting issues to mentor teachers as learner leaders. 

The lack of support as revealed by LRC members was 

supported by teachers also. The teachers interviewed 

mentioned that there was lack of support on the part of the 

teachers (IPR; IHOD & IMT).  One of the teachers remarked 

that when it came to activities in the school, the “majority 

[teachers] did not show interest, they did not attend, see or 

even go to check what was going on as reported by learner 

leaders” (IMT). These views were confirmed by another 

teacher (IPR) who pointed out that teachers are not able to do 

much, they instead complain that the LRC members are not 

doing anything. They are in fact forgetting that it is also their 

responsibility to provide support and suggest to the LRC 

members on how to deal with issues as emerging in the line of 

their leadership duties.  

The interview gave researchers opportunities to establish the 

causes of lack of support by teachers to learner leaders. One 

of the interviewees explained that it was hard for the teachers 

to offer support: “Imagine you as a teacher were never 

involved in any of these leadership positions, so it can be a 

problem because you may actually not know how to assist the 

LRC” (IPR). Similarly, another teacher added that “I have 

never been an LRC before so what do I tell them?” (IHOD). 

This implies that the background of the teachers did not 

prepare them to offer support to learner leadership 

development.  

The fact that the teachers were not aware of how to help 

learner leaders, indicates that teachers were not familiar with 

essence of learner leadership in schools. It might be based on 

the school culture, which is its norms, values and beliefs. The 

literature evidence suggests that culture gives an organisation 

such as a school, a sense of identity and dictates the values, 

ideas and language by which the school complies with 

(Nangolo, 2015). Probably, the school does not reflect a 

culture of learner leadership development that the teachers 

could follow. A school with a positive culture has a social 

environment in which learners’ views are valued, and their 

leadership counted on.  

In addition, schools which embrace a positive culture have 

functional structures where learners are provided with an 

opportunity to be heard as valued junior leaders. Furthermore, 

learners in such schools are involved in solving problems and 

making decisions that affect them (Nangolo, 2015). There are 

however, schools with an undesirable culture that is very 

traditional and conservative. These schools do the same thing 

every year regardless of whether what is being done is 

appropriate or not. Such schools have leadership practices that 

are more autocratic and do not cater for other people’s views 

and opinions, such as those related to learner leadership. The 

data gathered indicate that learner leaders did not get the 

necessary support from their teachers and this lack of teacher 

support could be associated with a negative school culture. 

One of the teachers indicated that the lack of support was 

caused by the fact that “the school was not performing well 

academically” (IMT). The teacher further explained that “the 

poor performance negatively affected the staff morale. The 

teachers no longer saw the importance of LRC activities in the 

school as they looked at the activities as barriers to their 

teaching” (IMT). The negativity caused low interest in the 

activities organised by the learner leaders in their 

Representative Council. The interviewed teacher further 

added that teachers wanted to “concentrate on their lessons 

only and that they did not view learner leadership as a 

contribution to the core curriculum for their subjects” (IMT).  

The fact that teachers did not view leadership as part of 

schooling, begs question as to what is schooling? Another 

teacher remarked that “some teachers for certain reasons do 

not want to be associated with the LRC” (IHOD). The teacher 

further explained that those are the teachers who would make 

comments such as “you are an LRC, you should behave better 
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or perform better” (IHOD). This implies that some teachers 

seemed to have a negative attitude towards the LRC members 

as evident by the comment, without internalising the 

demotivating effects that their comments were causing to 

learner leaders.  

3.2 Lack of support from the school principal  

The LRC members pointed out that the principal’s lack of 

support is hindering the leadership in the LRC structure. The 

principal is responsible for the overall leadership in the school 

and needs an alternative approach to leadership which 

promotes team work and collaboration (de Villiers, 2010). 

However, the learner leaders pointed out that at times they 

“approached the school principal to alert him of unusual 

situation on the school grounds. However, the school 

principal used to send them to the mentor teacher and 

encouraged them to follow the right channel of 

communication” (JE7, p. 27; OBN2, p. 23). The responses 

from the principal indicate that the responses of the school 

principal were not supporting collaboration, which is needed 

for effective leadership between the senior and junior leaders 

of the school. Similarly, the principal seemed to maintain a 

traditional leadership structure, whereby ideas flow from top 

to down (Black et al., 2014), disadvantaging learner leaders in 

the process.  

When the LRC members are not getting the support they need 

from the teachers or school principal, it impedes them from 

fulfilling the tasks meant to develop leadership in them, which 

is the object of the activity system. Culturally, there is a 

tendency towards marginal interaction between adults and 

children. Commonly, adults talk and command, while children 

listen and obey. A teacher or school principal with a strong 

cultural background might view learners as children, and 

therefore may opt not to listen to them. Therefore, cultural 

aspects might have caused teachers not to be supportive. This 

paper argues for a need to adopt an alternative to traditional 

view of leadership which is shared amongst the group and has 

a supportive environment for the betterment of the people 

(Grant, 2008). 

Another possible reason for a lack of support might be 

historicity. Teachers and school principals who have never 

seen the LRC members being supported are likely not to give 

the support as well, based either on the fact that they do not 

know how to offer support, or that they do not see the need for 

providing support to learner leaders at all. Finally, a school 

could only expect teachers to provide support if they are 

aware of learner leadership practices and necessities. Williams 

(2011) highlights that implementers in a school setting may 

not be able to implement a new style of leadership, if they are 

not adequately motivated and trained on how to implement it. 

3.3 Indiscipline at school  

The findings revealed that disciplinary matters obstruct the 

development of learner leadership. The data emerged 

indicated that one of the populous challenges of learner 

leadership relates to disciplinary issues in the school (LQ1; 

LQ2; LQ4; LQ5; LQ6; LQ8; LQ9 & LQ10). The learners in 

the Representative Council strongly expressed that the 

manners and behaviour of other learners were hindering their 

leadership development. One of the learner respondents 

reported that “they are bossy towards us” (LQ2). Another 

learner indicated that there were “lots of fights in the school” 

(LQ10). The LRC members reported that there were cases of 

“bullying” (LQ4) and “discriminating” (LQ6). The data 

further revealed that “fighting on the school premises, 

carrying of dangerous weapons, usage of abusive language, 

bullying and threatening” were some of the common 

disciplinary issues in the school (DA3). The LRC members 

felt that these issues affected their work as “they avoided 

becoming victims of the known perpetrators” (JE6, p. 27). The 

LRC members implied that they might not carry out specific 

LRC roles because they did not want to be bullied, threatened, 

disrespected or insulted. Disciplinary matters thus became an 

impediment in terms of learner leadership at school. 

The findings indicated that there are “disciplinary measures 

taken when a learner does something wrong at the school” 

(IPR). The teacher further added that “if a case is serious, 

parents or guardians were called to hear what their child 

did” and that the decisions of what to be done next were 

discussed in the presence of parents or guardians (IPR). The 

teacher further noted that the “disciplinary issues had 

decreased compared to a few years back” (IPR).   

The LRC members for disciplinary affairs were reported “not 

to have been involved in disciplinary issues at the school” 

(JE6, p. 27). Literature however suggests that the LRC 

members are instrumental in assisting the school principal and 

teachers to ensure adherence to the code of conduct of the 

school by all learners so as to create and maintain an orderly 

and disciplined school environment conducive to teaching and 

learning (Namibia. MBESC, 2002). 

The issues related to indiscipline are discouraging learner 

leaders from executing their leadership roles. Disciplinary 

problems might be arising from historical aspects. For 

instance, literature suggests that discipline in Namibian 

schools has deteriorated to an alarming level because learners 

are frustrated with having to communicate in a language that 

they do not understand well (Tӧtemeyer, 2010). The literature 

further reveals that “some learners had become so rebellious 

and aggressive that teachers were afraid of them” (Tӧtemeyer, 

2010, p. 16). This implies that the causes of disciplinary issues 

might have to do with deeper issues which are outside the 

scope of this study.  

3.4 Silence of LRC voice 

The findings pointed out that there are limitations to LRC 

voice and consequently to learner leadership. The voice of the 

learner leaders was limited at school, with a ripple effect on 

the execution of their leadership responsibilities. The learners’ 

responses expressed that they were not fully given a voice by 

the principal and the School Board at the school (LQ2; LQ3 & 

LQ5). These views were further confirmed by the observation 
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notes whereby the LRC members explained that “the way 

things are now working, you go to the principal and then he 

tells you to go to the mentor teacher. When you go to the 

mentor teacher he takes ten days to go to the principal, you 

know things are just slow and then the due date is fast 

approaching” (OBN1, p. 23). Another learner (OBN1, p. 23) 

added the thing is now, we take an issue to mentor teacher, 

then the mentor teacher maybe he does not take the issue to 

the principal or he delays us or things are not done. When we 

are doing things, they are not just going forward but if we 

take issues straight to the principal then he will know what is 

happening.  

The above views revealed that the channel of communication 

at the school was blocking the LRC voices since they were 

expected to bring all their issues to the mentor teachers only. 

The LRC members had however emphasised their wish to 

“communicate with the principal directly” (JE6, p. 26; JE7, p. 

27). The above desire is in contrast with the Regulations made 

under the Education Act 16 of 2001 which indicates that a 

teacher be appointed to liaise between the LRC members and 

the school management. This implies that the expectation of 

the document is that the LRC members brings issues to a 

designated teacher or a mentor teacher as called in their 

school, who will in turn forward the issues to the school 

management. The need for a proper channel of 

communication, as revealed in the study, concurs with the 

literature evidence which argues that the prospects for learners 

to partake meaningfully in schools’ leadership could be 

delimited by the hierarchical system (Black et al., 2014). The 

structure is made to accommodate ideas from the top to 

bottom, and thus the principal might find it hard to actually 

accept ideas from the bottom up.  

The findings further indicated that although there were “two 

learners appointed to serve on the School Board committee” 

(DA4), which was the highest decision-making body in the 

school, “they were never invited to attend such meetings” 

(JE6, p. 27). The fact that the learners were not represented 

means that “LRC‟s points of view were not taken into 

consideration by the School Board members” (LQ3). In an 

attempt to find the previous minutes of the School Board, the 

principal confirmed that “they had not invited the LRC 

members to School Board meetings”. He further said that “it 

was not a deliberate thing; they just forgot to invite the 

learners” (JE2, p. 25). During the Change Laboratory 

workshops, the LRC members specified that “the former LRC 

used to be invited and to attend the School Boards meetings” 

(OBN2, p. 23). In the same vein, one of the teachers indicated 

that “it was not really easy for the school to invite the kids to 

School Board meetings because sometimes they discuss 

serious and confidential things” (JE2, p. 25). However, the 

teacher added that “they may be needed to invite them, just so 

that they could hear and assist the LRC more” (JE2, p. 25).  

The issue of not inviting the LRC School Board members to 

the School Board meetings might be caused by the culture. 

Traditionally, it is taboo for children to be in the presence of 

adults when significant issues are being deliberated 

(Shekupakela-Nelulu, 2008). When adults are discussing 

things that need to be resolved, children are sent far away 

where they cannot eavesdrop. Teachers who are from this 

conservative background, might find it surreal to invite 

learners and therefore might opt to forget to invite them to 

school board meetings. 

The LRC meeting attended was “chaired by a mentor 

teacher” (JE1, p. 23). The mentor teacher “guided the 

proceedings and gave chances to learners to contribute their 

views. The learners were not really outspoken and listened 

more as the teacher instructed them on what needed to be 

done and how it was going to be done” (JE1, p. 23). The data 

above indicated that the mentor teacher viewed himself as the 

only capable person to navigate the gathering, instead of 

giving a voice to the LRC chairperson by entrusting him/her 

with chairpersonship. 

The literature evidence urges school principals who are 

gatekeepers of schools to give opportunities to learners to lead 

meaningfully, by encouraging them to take part in problem 

solving and decision-making at school (Hamatwi, 2015). This 

could materialise by involving the LRC members in School 

Board meetings. In addition, the Namibian education system 

was organised around participation in decision-making of all 

stakeholders in education, thus requiring learners’ 

participation (Namibia. MEC, 1993). The inclusion of learners 

was aimed at creating a democratic society as required by the 

policy document guideline of the Ministry of Education.  

The government further called for a learner's legislative body 

to be involved in decision-making on behalf of other learners, 

as discussed earlier. The idea for the inclusion of learner in 

school leadership was to ensure that learners have a platform 

where they could express themselves. A similar view was 

pointed out that learner voice could be heard by giving 

learners opportunities to participate in school decision-

making, by being given a platform where they can learn 

democratic principles, by sharing their opinions and working 

to improve school conditions for themselves (Mitra & Gross, 

2009). Learners’ voices were not being heard because of the 

established channel of communication which was hampering 

learner leaders from executing their leadership 

responsibilities.  

IV. SUMMARY 

The study attempted to establish the challenges that faced the 

learner leadership at school level.  Key challenges that faced 

learner leadership relates to the lack of support from teachers 

and school principles. Some teachers place less value to the 

area of learner leadership and were thus not supportive to 

learner leaders to execute their leadership responsibility 

successfully. Teachers were established to have advanced 

comments to learner leaders which were often demoralising 

learner leaders, making them to lose leadership courage and 

minimise interaction with teachers on the leadership and 

management issues. In addition, school principals were also 

established not being supportive to learner leaders as they did 
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not attend to learner leaders timely with prompt responses, 

discouraging learner leaders from consulting them. 

Furthermore, the voice of learner leaders was also not 

considered, such as being invited to attend meetings at which 

learner leaders can make their voice heard.  

The lack of support from teachers and learners can partially be 

attributed to traditional view of leadership which keeps young 

people out of scopes of duties that are traditionally regarded 

as of elders, such as leadership and management. Attempts to 

empower young leaders have an implication on cultural 

preferences and definitions of powers, as elders who are deep 

rooted in cultural teachings will feel being defeated as they 

have to accommodate young leaders to lead alongside them. 

Thus, efforts to empower young learners to become 

accomplished leaders can be viewed as neutralising adult 

leadership, a trend that adults might not be comfortable with. 

Despite all the traditional and cultural resistance that 

empowering young leaders can face, it is imperative that 

leaders should be groomed from a young age, such as while 

they are in schools in order for them to become proficient with 

leadership theories and practices from a young age, and be 

able to excel in leadership as they become adult leaders.     

Lack of discipline among learners at school also served as one 

of the impediments that hampered effective learner leadership 

at school. An understanding of the challenges facing learner 

leadership at school could help educational authorities to 

develop better interventions for addressing traditional and 

cultural barriers to young leaders. Key to the desired 

interventions is the opportunity to afford learners leadership 

positions at school in order to groom their leadership 

potentials and capabilities from a young age. In addition, 

learners should be exposed to workshops and leadership 

seminars in order to get enough exposure to the theories and 

practices of leadership, thereby overcoming cultural barriers 

to young leaders and their voices.  
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