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Abstract

This article offers a critical literature-based interrogation of educational
leadership in postcolonial Africa, revealing the enduring entrenchment
of colonial structures in both thought and practice. While political
independence has been achieved, the bureaucratic, hierarchical, and
technocratic leadership models inherited from colonial administrations
continue to shape educational governance, often in ways that are alien
to indigenous African epistemologies, cultural values, and governance
systems. Grounded in Decolonial Theory (Mignolo, 2011) and African
Indigenous Epistemologies (Odora Hoppers, 2002), this study constructs
a conceptual model that deconstructs the colonial core of educational
leadership while proposing a transformative re-engagement with
indigenous knowledge systems (IKS). Through a critical synthesis of
literature, the paper addresses five key concerns: the persistence of
colonial paradigms in school leadership; the systematic exclusion of IKS
from leadership frameworks; the impact of linguistic alienation on
authority and legitimacy; the structural barriers that resist epistemic
pluralism; and the practical pathways for reclaiming African agency in
leadership practice. It argues that decolonising educational leadership
involves not only critiquing Eurocentric dominance but also restoring
relational, spiritual, and communal approaches rooted in African
traditions. The paper concluded by advocating for curriculum reform,
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policy transformation, linguistic justice, epistemic inclusion, and
community participation as interconnected strategies for achieving
decolonial leadership. By centring African values and knowledges, this
study positions decolonised leadership as essential to educational
relevance, cultural dignity, and epistemic justice in Africa’s schooling
systems.

Keywords: Decolonial theory, Educational leadership, Indigenous
knowledge systems, Postcolonial Africa, Epistemic justice

Introduction

Despite over six decades of political independence, education systems
across much of Africa remain profoundly shaped by the structural and
epistemological legacies of colonialism. Among the most enduring of
these legacies is the model of educational leadership that persists in
schools, ministries, and teacher education institutions. Contemporary
leadership practices continue to reflect the bureaucratic, hierarchical,
and technocratic paradigms introduced by colonial administrators—
models designed not to empower but to manage and control colonised
populations. These paradigms, grounded in Eurocentric rationalities,
prioritise order, efficiency, and top-down authority, often at the
expense of relational ethics, communal engagement, and cultural
responsiveness.

This disjuncture between dominant leadership frameworks and
the lived realities of African societies has resulted in a profound
legitimacy crisis in educational leadership. Leaders are frequently
alienated from the communities they serve, policy implementation
lacks cultural resonance, and school governance is characterised more
by compliance than by collaborative transformation. While
decolonisation efforts have gained momentum in areas such as
curriculum reform and pedagogy, the domain of educational leadership
has remained relatively under-theorised and resistant to structural
change.

Decolonising educational leadership involves more than a
rhetorical critique of colonial residues—it demands a fundamental
rethinking of what leadership means in African contexts. It calls for a
paradigm shift that centres indigenous knowledge systems (IKS),
embraces local languages, honours traditional governance models, and
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integrates spirituality, oral traditions, and communal ethics into
leadership theory and practice. This reconceptualisation is not simply
restorative; it is transformative, offering the possibility of a leadership
practice that is epistemically just, culturally grounded, and contextually
relevant.

This article undertakes a critical analysis of existing literature to
examine how colonial frameworks continue to shape educational
leadership in Africa and how indigenous epistemologies can serve as
resources for reimagining and decolonising leadership. Drawing on
Decolonial Theory (Mignolo, 2011) and African Indigenous
Epistemologies (Odora Hoppers, 2002), the paper develops a layered
theoretical model that illustrates the historical entrenchment of
colonial paradigms and proposes a path towards decolonial praxis. The
study addresses five key research questions focused on identifying
colonial legacies, understanding the exclusion of IKS, examining
structural and linguistic barriers, and envisioning alternatives grounded
in Africa’s rich intellectual and cultural heritage.

By advocating for epistemic inclusivity and community-driven
reform, this paper aims to contribute to an emergent body of
scholarship that not only critiques colonial continuities but also offers
actionable strategies for building leadership models that are
authentically African in philosophy, structure, and intent.

Research Questions

1. How do colonial legacies continue to shape leadership models
in postcolonial African education systems?

2. What are the core characteristics of indigenous African
conceptualisations of leadership?

3. In what ways are indigenous languages and cultural values
excluded or marginalised in educational leadership?

4. What structural and epistemic barriers hinder the integration of
indigenous knowledge systems into school leadership?

5. What strategies can be proposed for embedding indigenous
epistemologies into educational leadership practices?

Literature Review
1. Colonial Legacies and Educational Leadership



4 Decolonising Educational Leadership.:...

The colonial project imposed foreign systems of administration that
continue to shape the bureaucratic architecture of African schools
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). These leadership systems prioritised control,
surveillance, and order—values that undermined indigenous
participatory governance. The continued dominance of such models
indicates what Mignolo (2011) calls the "coloniality of power"—a
structural and epistemic dependency that lingers long after political
independence.

Leadership in many African schools is thus characterised by
rigid hierarchy, top-down communication, and an overreliance on
imported management theories (Bhengu & Mthembu, 2014). These
structures reflect not the needs of African learners and communities,
but the rationalist logics of colonial modernity.

2. Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Leadership Paradigms

IKS offer an alternative epistemic and moral foundation for educational
leadership. Chilisa (2012) describes indigenous leadership as spiritual,
relational, and community-centred, rooted in moral authority and
collective responsibility. Dei (2014) further argues that traditional
African leadership is based on consultation, consensus-building, and a
deep ethical commitment to the well-being of the collective.

These paradigms contrast sharply with Western models that
prioritise individualism, competition, and technocratic efficiency.
Indigenous leadership incorporates elements such as oral traditions,
storytelling, ancestral wisdom, and spirituality, which are critical for
nurturing holistic education (Odora Hoppers, 2002).

3. Language, Epistemic Injustice, and Leadership
Language is a crucial site of epistemic inclusion or exclusion. Prah
(2009) contends that the marginalisation of African languages in
education reproduces colonial hierarchies of knowledge and
disempowers local communities. Brock-Utne (2000) emphasises that
school leadership conducted in foreign languages alienates both
leaders and learners from their cultural identity and inhibits meaningful
community engagement.

Language is not merely a tool of communication; it embodies a
worldview. Therefore, decolonising leadership requires linguistic
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justice—recognising and incorporating African languages into
educational leadership discourse and practice.

4. Structural and Epistemic Barriers to Integration

Despite increasing calls to decolonise education, leadership remains
largely immune to reform. Structural barriers include donor-driven
policy frameworks, outdated teacher training curricula, and a lack of
political will. Epistemic barriers include the perception that indigenous
knowledge is unscientific, informal, or incompatible with modern
schooling (Tikly, 2020).

As Le Grange (2016) notes, decolonisation is often interpreted
superficially, focusing on content substitution rather than deep
structural change. This superficial engagement perpetuates the
marginalisation of indigenous frameworks and values.

5. Pathways to Decolonising Leadership

Several scholars propose strategies to transform educational
leadership. These include embedding indigenous ethics and governance
structures into leadership training (Dei, 2014), creating policies that
support cultural inclusion (Bhengu & Mthembu, 2014), and fostering
collaboration with local communities and traditional authorities (Odora
Hoppers, 2002).

Leadership must be reconceptualised not as the management
of institutions but as the stewardship of cultural and intellectual
legacies. Such a transformation requires deep structural changes,
epistemic humility, and a commitment to African agency in shaping
educational futures.

Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in Decolonial Theory (Mignolo, 2011) and
African Indigenous Epistemologies (Odora Hoppers, 2002). Decolonial
theory provides a lens to critique the persistence of colonial structures
and epistemologies in education, arguing for a break with Eurocentric
paradigms and the restoration of local knowledge. African Indigenous
Epistemologies, meanwhile, offer a framework for reconstructing
leadership based on community, spirituality, and relational ethics.
Together, these theories support the call for epistemic justice and the
reintegration of African values into school leadership.
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Explaining the Theoretical Model for Decolonising Educational
Leadership in Africa

The theoretical model grounding this study is a layered representation
of how Decolonial Theory (Mignolo, 2011) and African Indigenous
Epistemologies (Odora Hoppers, 2002) jointly inform a transformative
framework for decolonising educational leadership in Africa (Figure 1).
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The model presents a concentric and interactive structure in which
critical inquiry and constructive reconstruction move from the core
outward. Each layer is aligned with one of the five research questions
that guide the study, showing both the diagnostic and the reparative
roles that theory plays in responding to the enduring influence of
colonial legacies (Figure 1).

Zone of Decolonial Praxis

Reconstructive strategies
for leadership

Cultural Interface Ring

Language and
cultural marginalization

Epistemic Ring
of Reclamations
Indigenous African
conceptualisations of leadership

Colonial
Structural and Core Structdu ral
epistemic Colonial A
barriers . legacies eplst§m|c
\ barriers

in leadership

Figure 1 Decolonising educationa( leaadership

At the core of the model lies what may be called the “Colonial Core.”
This innermost circle represents the deep and enduring imprints of
colonial rule on educational leadership practices in Africa. Drawing on
Mignolo’s Decolonial Theory, this domain critiques how Eurocentric
paradigms of administration—rooted in hierarchy, control, and
individualism—continue to influence leadership philosophies, school
governance, and managerial relationships. It is in this space that we see
how inherited bureaucratic structures, top-down decision-making, and
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the marginalisation of African voices have become institutionalised in
postcolonial systems. The Colonial Core symbolises not merely
historical residues but living ideologies that continue to structure
contemporary practices. In doing so, it responds to the first research
question, which investigates how colonial histories shape educational
leadership in Africa today.

Encircling this core is the “Epistemic Ring of Reclamation.”
Here, African Indigenous Epistemologies begin to assert themselves as
both a critique of Eurocentric knowledge and a platform for leadership
reconstruction. This layer draws on indigenous notions of leadership
rooted in moral authority, communal consensus, spiritual awareness,
and deeply relational forms of accountability. These values, historically
evident in leadership systems such as Ubuntu and Gada, offer an
alternative vision of leadership that is not based on domination or
compliance but on trust, ethics, and communal well-being. As a
response to the second research question on indigenous African
conceptions of leadership, this ring embodies the process of epistemic
recovery—a phase where local wisdom is retrieved and validated as a
credible source of educational vision and administrative guidance.

Moving further outward, the model presents a “Cultural
Interface Ring,” which grapples with the erasure and marginalisation of
local languages, cultures, and identities in leadership practice and
training. This layer reveals the enduring effects of linguistic
colonisation, whereby English or French often serves as the only
medium for formal leadership discourse. The resulting cultural
disconnection weakens leaders’ ability to communicate effectively with
communities, thereby undermining their legitimacy and reducing the
contextual responsiveness of their decisions. This ring addresses the
third research question, which focuses on how language and cultural
dynamics affect the process of decolonising leadership. While the
deeper rings focus on epistemology and conceptual frameworks, the
Cultural Interface Ring underscores the importance of expressive and
symbolic dimensions—of voice, naming, and belonging—in leadership.
Surrounding these inner layers is the “Barrier Zone,” a metaphorical
shield composed of systemic forces that obstruct the reintegration of
indigenous knowledge systems into mainstream leadership practices.
These include structural impediments such as donor-driven educational
policies, neoliberal managerial ideologies, and rigid curricula that
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privilege Western knowledge forms. From a decolonial perspective, this
layer signifies the many institutional and epistemic barricades that
maintain Eurocentric dominance, even in formally independent states.
Here, the fourth research question is activated: What systemic barriers
exist to the integration of indigenous knowledge in educational
leadership? The Barrier Zone challenges researchers and reformers to
engage in institutional critique and to advocate for reforms that open
space for diverse knowledges and practices.

Finally, the model culminates in the “Zone of Decolonial
Praxis.” This outermost layer represents the arena of action where
theoretical critique evolves into practical innovation. It is the most
dynamic part of the model, where leadership practices are reimagined
through blended models that draw equally from critical theory and
indigenous ethics. This is the layer where reconstructed curricula,
participatory governance, community engagement, and culturally
grounded leadership training are designed and implemented. The Zone
of Decolonial Praxis synthesises the insights of Decolonial Theory and
African Indigenous Epistemologies into strategies that are actionable,
culturally embedded, and future-oriented. It aligns with the fifth
research question, which seeks concrete strategies for embedding
indigenous knowledge into school leadership across African contexts
(Figure 1).

The entire framework, therefore, operates as a holistic model
of critique and reconstruction. Decolonial Theory plays a diagnostic
role, helping to expose the power relations and epistemic hierarchies
that continue to shape leadership. In parallel, African Indigenous
Epistemologies provide the ethical and practical content for an
alternative vision of leadership. Together, they form an interlocking
framework: the former unearths and challenges what must be
dismantled, while the latter supplies what must be reclaimed and
rebuilt.

In conclusion, the model provides more than a theoretical
lens—it acts as a map for transformative action. It is attentive not only
to what went wrong through colonial imposition but also to what
remains right, recoverable, and powerful within African knowledge
traditions. By moving through each layer of the model, scholars,
educators, and policymakers can journey from critical reflection to
emancipatory practice, ultimately reconstituting school leadership in
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ways that are contextually meaningful, culturally rooted, and socially
just.

Results and Discussion

The critical analysis of existing literature affirms that educational
leadership in Africa remains profoundly shaped by colonial legacies. The
dominance of Eurocentric frameworks—particularly bureaucratic and
technocratic  leadership  models—continues to frame the
epistemological and structural foundations of school leadership, often
to the detriment of cultural relevance, inclusivity, and epistemic justice.
This section synthesises the key findings from the literature, structured
according to the five guiding research questions and mapped onto the
layered theoretical model discussed earlier.

1. Persistent Colonial Norms in African Educational Leadership

The literature consistently highlights that most leadership models in
African schools are still grounded in Western administrative traditions,
particularly the rational-legal bureaucracy described by Max Weber.
These models privilege hierarchy, top-down command structures,
standardisation, and compliance over communal engagement and
collective decision-making. Bhengu and Mthembu (2014) argue that the
application of such models has led to a disjuncture between formal
leadership expectations and the social realities of African school
communities. School principals, often trained in Western management
styles, are positioned as technocrats rather than culturally embedded
leaders, which limits their ability to engage meaningfully with teachers,
learners, and communities. This finding resonates with the innermost
layer of the theoretical model—the Colonial Core—where uncritical
adoption of foreign leadership models displaces local pedagogical logics
and indigenous forms of social organisation.

2. Systemic Exclusion of Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS)

Another core theme emerging from the literature is the epistemic
marginalisation of African Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS). These
systems, which include ethical norms, decision-making processes,
spiritual values, and relational leadership practices embedded in
African traditions, are often dismissed within mainstream educational
discourse as unscientific, outdated, or incompatible with modern



Babalola, Joel B. & Ayeni, Abiodun Olumide 11

schooling (Chilisa, 2012; Odora Hoppers, 2002). Yet, research
demonstrates that IKS offer sophisticated frameworks for leadership
that emphasise values such as collective responsibility, moral integrity,
and ancestral wisdom—all of which resonate more deeply with African
learners and communities than abstract managerial theories imported
from the global North. This epistemic exclusion reflects not only the
dominance of Eurocentric paradigms but also an institutional
reluctance to validate and resource indigenous approaches. It
corresponds to the model’s Epistemic Ring of Reclamation, wherein
indigenous frameworks must be recovered and legitimised as
foundational to educational leadership transformation.

3. Linguistic Alienation and the Undermining of Local Legitimacy
Language plays a pivotal role in either reinforcing or dismantling
colonial power structures. The continued privileging of colonial
languages such as English, French, and Portuguese in school leadership
training, policy articulation, and official communication has led to
significant cultural dislocation. This linguistic alienation impedes
authentic engagement with local communities and undermines leaders’
legitimacy, as it creates a symbolic barrier between school authorities
and indigenous constituencies (Prah, 2009; Brock-Utne, 2000).
Language is more than a communication tool; it is a carrier of culture,
values, and worldview. When educational leaders operate in languages
foreign to their communities, they risk perpetuating a neo-colonial
dynamic in which knowledge flows from the centre to the margins, and
indigenous ways of knowing are rendered invisible. The Cultural
Interface Ring in the theoretical model addresses this concern by urging
the reintegration of local languages and cultural forms into leadership
practices to enhance authenticity and relational trust.

4. Structural and Institutional Barriers to Decolonisation

The decolonisation of educational leadership faces formidable
structural barriers. These include entrenched policy frameworks that
reflect colonial administrative logics, donor-driven agendas that impose
external standards of quality and performance, and teacher education
curricula that remain tethered to Eurocentric assumptions. Tikly (2020)
identifies how these institutional structures perpetuate what he terms
the “coloniality of education,” wherein African education systems
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continue to function as instruments of global dependency and cultural
subordination. Moreover, attempts to introduce African-centered
leadership models are frequently met with resistance from
policymakers and educational bureaucracies trained in Western
paradigms. This structural inertia is captured in the Barrier Zone of the
theoretical model, which symbolises the need to challenge and
reconfigure the larger policy and institutional architecture that sustains
epistemic exclusion.

5. Prospects for Reform and the Possibility of Decolonial Praxis
Despite the persistence of these challenges, there is growing scholarly
and practical momentum toward the decolonisation of educational
leadership. Scholars such as Dei (2014) and Le Grange (2016) point to a
rising awareness among African educators and policymakers of the
need to ground leadership practices in local cultural realities. This shift
is supported by emerging initiatives that integrate indigenous
knowledge into school governance, curriculum development, and
leadership training programmes. There are also calls for the inclusion of
community elders, traditional leaders, and spiritual authorities in school
decision-making structures to ensure that leadership reflects communal
values and social ethics. The Zone of Decolonial Praxis in the model
represents this dynamic space of innovation and possibility, where
critique is translated into action, and where hybrid models—blending
the best of global and local traditions—can be developed.

Reform is not only desirable but also feasible, provided that the
process is deliberate, inclusive, and anchored in epistemic justice.
Policies must be reimagined to allow for cultural plurality, leadership
training should be redesigned to reflect African philosophical traditions,
and institutional spaces must be opened up for critical dialogue
between multiple knowledge systems. In short, decolonising
educational leadership is both a theoretical and practical imperative—
one that requires bold thinking, courageous policymaking, and a
genuine commitment to reclaiming Africa’s educational sovereignty.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The critical literature analysis conducted in this study underscores that
educational leadership in postcolonial Africa remains deeply entangled
in colonial epistemologies, administrative frameworks, and linguistic
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paradigms. Despite the end of formal colonialism, the persistence of
Eurocentric leadership models—characterised by hierarchical authority,
bureaucratic control, and exclusionary policy languages—continues to
alienate local communities, marginalise indigenous knowledge systems,
and perpetuate epistemic injustice. Such a condition not only
delegitimises school leadership in the eyes of African communities but
also hampers the possibility of achieving educational practices rooted
in local realities, identities, and values.

Decolonising educational leadership, therefore, is not a
symbolic or superficial endeavour. It Requires a fundamental
transformation of the epistemological, structural, and cultural
assumptions that underpin leadership practice in schools. As the
theoretical model developed in this study illustrates, the decolonial
project involves dismantling the colonial core, reclaiming indigenous
epistemologies, revaluing local languages, and resisting structural
barriers that sustain the dominance of Eurocentric paradigms. At its
heart, this transformation is about epistemic justice: restoring the
legitimacy of African ways of knowing and leading, and making space
for educational futures that are rooted in relational ethics, community-
based governance, and spiritual worldviews.

To move this vision from critique to praxis, the following multi-level
recommendations are proposed:

1. Curricular Reform: Leadership training programmes—especially
those for school heads, administrators, and education
policymakers—must be restructured to embed indigenous
philosophies such as Ubuntu, Gada, and other communal
governance models. These should not be add-ons, but
foundational frameworks for shaping ethical and inclusive
leadership.

2. Policy Change: Ministries of Education and national education
commissions should revise leadership standards, performance
metrics, and recruitment criteria to reflect African values,
including collective accountability, respect for elders, dialogical
decision-making, and spiritual leadership. This involves
rethinking national education policies to de-centre bureaucratic
norms and embrace culturally grounded leadership models.
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3. Linguistic Justice: Language policies within educational
leadership structures should actively promote the use of local
languages in school governance, internal communication, and
community engagement. This measure will bridge the cultural
gap between schools and communities and enhance the
legitimacy and relational effectiveness of school leaders.

4. Epistemic Inclusion: Research institutions, journals, and
national education conferences must expand their
methodological and theoretical openness to include indigenous
frameworks, oral traditions, and local philosophies as legitimate
sources of knowledge. Academic hierarchies that favour
Western paradigms need to be challenged through deliberate
inclusion and valorisation of African intellectual traditions.

5. Community Engagement: Schools should develop formal
partnerships with traditional leaders, elders, and cultural
institutions to co-govern educational spaces. This may include
consultative councils, joint planning committees, or the
integration of community rites and protocols into school
calendars. Such collaborations will not only enrich leadership
practices but also restore a sense of ownership and cultural
continuity in education.

In conclusion, decolonising educational leadership is not merely a
pedagogical or administrative reform—it is a civilisational imperative. It
is a call to reclaim African agency, restore cultural dignity, and design
education systems that truly reflect the continent’s diverse intellectual
and ethical heritage. Only by grounding leadership in the soil of African
knowledge, values, and community practices can we hope to build
schools that are both locally meaningful and globally relevant.

Contribution to Knowledge

This paper makes a distinctive contribution to the field of educational
leadership and decolonial studies by advancing a critical, African-
centred reconceptualisation of leadership practice. It addresses a
significant gap in the literature where the decolonisation of education
has largely focused on curriculum and pedagogy, while the domain of
leadership remains under-theorised and inadequately deconstructed.
By foregrounding educational leadership as a site of epistemic
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contestation, the paper brings renewed scholarly attention to the
enduring colonial logics embedded in leadership structures, training,
and communication within African education systems.

Drawing upon Decolonial Theory (Mignolo, 2011) and African
Indigenous Epistemologies (Odora Hoppers, 2002), the study proposes
an original layered theoretical model that illustrates how colonial
legacies persist at the core of school leadership, and how they may be
gradually dismantled through epistemic inclusion, policy reform, and
indigenous resurgence. This conceptual framework contributes a new
analytical lens through which to understand the relationship between
leadership, power, culture, and knowledge in African contexts.

In addition, the paper introduces an innovative focus on
linguistic justice as a critical dimension of decolonial leadership,
extending the discourse beyond structural and ideological critique to
include communicative legitimacy and cultural resonance. It also
contributes practical strategies for embedding indigenous knowledge
systems (IKS) into leadership preparation, decision-making, and school
governance, thereby expanding the theoretical and applied possibilities
for educational transformation in Africa.

By reframing decolonisation as both critique and
reconstruction, this study contributes to the emerging field of African-
centred leadership scholarship and supports the development of
epistemically just, culturally grounded, and contextually relevant
educational leadership models.
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