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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The following Research Questions were used to guide the study:

1. What are the perceptions of parents and educators with regard to the financial functions of the school governing body?

2. What are the financial functions of the school governing body?

3. What guidelines may be developed to enable principals and SGBs to manage their schools' finances efficiently

RESEARCH DESIGN 

In order to determine the perceptions of various stakeholders regarding the issue of financial functions of the school governing body, a qualitative research design that was exploratory, descriptive and contextual was used. Qualitative research is primarily concerned with the view that individuals interacting with the social world construct reality. Thus qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the meaning people have constructed in making sense of the world and the experiences they have in the world (Merriam, 1998:6), and all parts of a phenomenon are seen as interactive and dynamic, with each influencing the other (Brotherson, 1994:103). According to Giarelli and Chambliss (in Sherman & Webb, 1990:34) "... a sense of context is a major determinant of a sense of question". Therefore, to understand the current state of affairs with regard to school finances, it is essential to heed the context — the development of democracy against a previously authoritarian management structure.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

In this research the interpretation and meaning of parents and educators with regard to the accountability for school funds were explored via focus group interviews with parents on school governing bodies and with educators. Merriam (1998:23) points out that the purpose of interviewing is to find out what is on someone else's mind. Since this cannot be directly observed or measured, the interviewer has to ask questions in such a way as to obtain meaningful information. A purposive sampling method was used in this research. The participants were chosen from a specific target group whose opinions and ideas were of specific interest to this investigation (Luborsky & Rubinstein, 1995:98). Focus group interviews were conducted in four different schools with diverse ethnicity and very different infrastructure and level of funding. These schools are situated in the south of Johannesburg in Gauteng province. These schools cater for most of the learners living inareas such as Sebokeng, Sharpeville, Residensia and Soweto. The target population comprised the principal, treasurer and/or a representative from the parent component and an educator serving on the SGB. 

The semi-structured interviews included questions based on the functions of the school governing bodies in managing the school's finances. The main questions asked were:

• Who is responsible for the finances of your school? Briefly describe the role the principal, treasurer or other members play in the management of the school's funds. What role does the department play in school funding?

• What do you think are the functions of the SGB? 

Data analysis was done using open coding method in order to identify themes
and categories. This method, described in Creswell (1994:155), involves several steps used in the analysis of data; in this case the transcriptions of the interviews with parents and educators.

The data were analyzed by the researcher as well as an independent coder — according

to a prescribed protocol, in order to achieve triangulation. Identified themes and categories were compared to determine the degree of consensus between the researcher and the independent coder. Information resulting from the analysis of data was compared to existing literature (Burns & Grove, 1993). The information in conjunction with the relevant literature was used to formulate guidelines for schools to manage its funds efficiently and effectively.

ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

As was to be expected on account of the fact that there were no guiding principles, every school that was interviewed had unique ways of managing their school funds. The following themes were identified in the data analysis: the role of principals and parents on the SGB in school finances; the role of the department of education in school finances;

lack of collaboration among stakeholders; the absence of a financial school policy or ineffective implementation of an existing policy; lack of training for school governing body members; lack of organizational structures in financial management; and the absence of effective financial control measures.

Theme 1: The functions of the principal and the SGB in school finances

Most of the participants were of the opinion that the principal was the chief accounting officer and that he/she should be solely responsible for the finances of the school. Parents indicated that the principal was paid for his duties, whilst the parents on the SGB were non-accountable, unpaid volunteers. 

The principal sees to the day-to-day running of the school and is therefore responsible for all the monies received and banked. (Parent, School 2). 

The principal as chief accounting officer is paid to see that everything in the school is in order. We the parents are not remunerated to take the responsibility for the school funds.(Parent, School 3)

Educators on the other hand were of the opinion that the management of school funds was a joint effort of the SGB. 

We, the educators are also responsible for the school funds. The principal consults us whenever a major decision has to be made. (Educator, School 1) 

In essence this theme refers to accountability, which is the state of being accountable, liable, and responsible for certain actions or decisions (Watt, Richards & Skelcher, 2002). It entails giving an account of actions taken and being held accountable for these actions. The aspect of accountability by virtue of being paid for one's services is implicit in Kogan's definition (Watt et al., 2002) of accountability as being "answerable to one's clients (moral accountability), liable to oneself, one's colleagues (professional accountability), and responsible to one's employers (contractual accountability)".

Prior to the Schools Act, the principal was assumed to be the chief accounting officer of

the school. In the case between Schoonbee and others vs. MEC for Education, Mpumalanga and Another (unreported case No. 33750/01, (T)), the Member of the Executive Council for Education (MEC) argued that the principal was the accounting officer, and as a consequence accountable for the financial management of the school. The legal representative (on behalf of the principal) argued that there was no justification for the MEC/HoD (Head of Education) to claim that the principal is equivalent to an accounting officer of the school. In the principal, the professional management of the school vests under the direction of the HoD, and as such he/she has no executive role in relation to the SGB on property and financial matters. It was argued the SGB is accountable to the parents for the efficient and effective management of school

funds, and may delegate certain financial functions to the principal, who is then accountable to the SGB. 

This is in accordance with the stipulation of the Schools Act that the overall governance of the school vests in the governing body, whose role is described as fiduciary in respect of a school. Several tasks are entrusted to an SGB relating to the management of school property and finance. More specifically, an SGB must open and maintain accounting books. It must establish and administer a school fund and must take measures to acquire, manage and supplement resources such as textbooks, educational material and equipment. It has the duty to maintain, improve and protect the property of the school. In relation to these matters the Act describes the principal's role simply as providing assistance to the SGB. There are no specific duties entrusted to or vested in the principal relating to the assets, liabilities, and property of the school.

The ruling of the judge in the Schoonbee case reflected this role of the principal. He argued as follows:

The principal is an educator who manages the school professionally ... Managing the finances is something that you cannot expect from him (the principal). The contention that the principal should be held accountable for the finances is an absurd proposition.

The principal, by virtue of his position, plays a dual role: one who is responsible for the professional management of a school, and the other as ex-officio member of the school governing body. 

Theme 2: The role of the department of education in school finances

All the participants agreed that the Gauteng Department of Education showed very little interest in schools' finances. They were of the opinion that financial statements were not important to the department, and they perceived no support from this department. Reported cases of misappropriation of funds received little or no attention. The principals, parents and educators shared the same perceptions of the department's role.

All the department wants is the school's financial statements. They don't read it [sic] and offer schools support. (Principal, School 2)

We had some problems with teachers using school funds. We informed the Department and till today they have not investigated the matter. (Parent, School 1) 

In our district, the IDSO shows no interest in our problem concerning school funds (Educator, School 1)

The role of departments of education is discussed in the Schools Act. According to Section 12 (1) of the Act the member of the Executive Council (of the Provincial Legislature) must provide public schools for the education of learners out of funds appropriated for this purpose by the provincial legislature. Therefore schools' financial management should be an important concern for departments of education. Principals and officials of the education department should render all the necessary assistance to governing bodies in the performance of their functions. If the perceptions of participants in this study were correct, the Gauteng Department of Education was not fulfilling its duties as outlined in the Schools Act. 

Furthermore, Section 19 of the South African Schools Act stipulates that the provincial department should provide introductory training for newly elected governing bodies to enable them to perform their functions. These governing bodies should also be provided with continual training to promote the effective performance of their functions or to enable them to assume additional functions. Training given to school governing bodies by school districts (departments) is usually ineffective (Van Wyk, 2004:54; Bush et al., 2004) as many department officials selected to train the SGBs are not experts in financial school management. Some school districts employ the services of consultants who do not necessarily have a sound knowledge of school finances to train SGBs. 

Theme 3: Lack of collaboration among stakeholders

Most of the participants felt that there is a lack of collaboration between the principal and the members of the school governing body. They indicated that, in many instances, principals were not prepared to share the responsibility of school governance lest they lose their power, and regard the withholding of information with regard to school finances as an intentional act on the part of principals. One parent remarked:

Principals are frightened that if we ... get involved in school matters they would lose all power. They deliberately keep us uninformed about the funds of the school. (Parent, School 2).

However, educators differed from the parents regarding the issue of collaboration.

The parents are very suspicious of our principal when it comes to money affairs. They don’t trust anyone of the teachers. (Educator, School 3)

The principals, on the other hand, maintained that the management of schools is their sole

domain and that parents have no understanding of how schools operate. They regarded parents' involvement as interference.

Parents have no understanding of schools. They only interfere in the school's affairs. (Principal, School 3)

This strong view held by principals has led to numerous conflicts between parents and principals. In the Schools Act (1996a) it is stipulated that governing bodies must respect the integrity and professional status of the principal. However, the Schools Act encourages collaboration. The principal must support the school governing body in all its efforts to govern the school and, in the same vein, parents must support the principal to achieve the ultimate objective, namely, to educate the learners. This also entails the principal working collaboratively with the school governing body in the management of finances. The aspect of collaboration between principals and SGBs was also mentioned by the Judge in the Schoonbee case. He stated that the principal has a duty to facilitate, support and assist the SGB in the execution of its statutory functions relating to the assets, liabilities, property and financial management of the public school. 

Theme 4: Absence of an effective school financial policy or the ineffective implementation of the financial policy 

Participants agreed that one of the reasons for the mismanagement of funds and for confrontations between SGBs and principals is the absence of an effective school financial policy or the ineffective implementation of the financial policy where it exists. In some cases respondents had been asked to sign a document that was procured from another school — rubber-stamping others' decisions, as it were. One respondent remarked that he doubted that all members of the SGB had even read the policy.

I was not involved in drafting the financial policy. The principal got a copy of the policy from another school and we all appended our signatures to the document. I don't think some of the members have read the policy on finances. 

All systems, including schools, need policies. The Schools Act stipulates that SGBs

should develop and implement various policies such as those pertaining to religion, code of conduct for learners, admission and language. Therefore, in order for a school to manage its finances effectively and efficiently, a school finance policy must be developed, adopted by all relevant stakeholders and implemented accordingly. The governing body should be in at the start and at the end of each process creating or reviewing a policy or a procedure (Gann, 1978).
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