
44      THINKING CLASSROOM   VOLUME 8  ISSUE 2   APRIL  2007 THINKING CLASSROOM   VOLUME  8  ISSUE  2    APRIL  2007      45

School Management:
A Critical Reconceptualization

Yury Vasiliev

In recent years we have been
hearing that education should have
a humanistic character and that its
purpose, content, and organization
should foster the unrestricted
development of both students and
teachers. We want our educational
institutions to be more indepen-
dent, with the freedom to choose
the direction of their overall
activity, curriculum, and text-
books. It is obvious that these
tasks cannot be fulfilled without
efficient school management. But
what kind of management should
it be? What roles do school
administrators and teachers
presently play in the management
of educational processes? I shall
try to answer these questions on
the basis of the experience of our
school—Lyceum #2 in the town of
Kyzyl-Kiya, Kyrgyzstan—where
for the past several years school
management has been based on
the philosophical ideas of Reading
and Writing for Critical Thinking
(RWCT), an international educa-
tional program that has become
quite popular in Kyrgyzstan. In
this article, the term management
will be used to designate the
entire spectrum of activities
involved in organizing the opera-
tion of the school, achieving
agreed upon goals, resolving
problems, and regulating internal
school processes.

School management as prac-
ticed during the Soviet period had
a number of very specific features.
A top-down system governed all

spheres of life, including schooling.
Directives about how to conduct
teachers’ meetings and seminars
were issued by external authorities,
lesson design was carried out in
accordance with strict rules, and the
approach to reading instruction was
the prerogative of an assistant
principal.  Such approaches no
longer correspond to modern
realities. Today no one doubts that
it is time to replace the out-dated
system with a new, more effective
one. But what should this new
system look like?

School management includes
many components. However, in this
article I will touch upon only those
we have worked out logically and
systematically in our school: the
role of the school administration;
the role of the teaching staff; and
strategic planning.

In Kyrgyzstan, it so happened
that the period of increasing contra-
dictions between current realities
and the existing system of school
management coincided with the
active promotion of the RWCT
program. At the basis of this pro-
gram are three fundamental philo-
sophical principles: the importance
of reflective practice, the need to
critically reconsider habitual
routines and assumptions, and the
fundamental role of motivation in
learning (Valkova, et al., 2005).

It was these three principles that
we, the school administrators, chose
as the basis for reorganizing the
management of our school. Why the
administration rather than the
teachers themselves? Simply
because, as the first members of the
staff to take a course in critical
thinking, we were acutely aware of
the necessity for change. Later we
were joined by other teachers as
well.

School administrators (the
principal and assistant principals)
play a leading role in the organiza-

tion of the educational processes in
any school. They direct the activi-
ties of a pedagogical collective.
They set the tone for the system of
in-school management. According-
ly, if they are to introduce innova-
tions, administrators themselves
must be ready for change. They
must be willing to critically
evaluate existing assumptions and
established procedures, and be
prepared to create conditions for
their teachers to do the same.
Thus, administrators need to be
personally motivated, and also
need to be able to motivate their
colleagues to participate in the
management process. They must
also be able to share power with
teachers in formulating and
executing the overall plan. It is
only when we provide such
conditions that it becomes possible
to forge a new system of school
management that honors the
principles of critical thinking.

We, like many other heads of
modern schools, know from
personal experience that the
teachers who are highly motivated
to learn, and capable of generating
bold new ideas, are the ones likely
to become active participants in
the managerial process. Therefore,
we try to create conditions that
stimulate and support the explora-
tion and adoption of new ideas.

How does management based
on RWCT ideas actually work? I
will attempt to demonstrate the
process with the help of the model
developed in our school for
interaction between the teachers
and the administration (see Fig. 1).
We have successfully used this
model for two years to organize
teachers’ meetings and conferenc-
es (Vasiliev, 2006, p. 38).  The
model was based on an idea from
the guidebook How to Develop
Critical Thinking (Valkova, et al.,
2005).

Having repeatedly applied this
approach, we are convinced of its
effectiveness in resolving concrete
managerial issues and in encourag-
ing all teachers to be involved in
making important school deci-
sions. Teachers work together as a
team, which corresponds to the
spirit and philosophy of the RWCT

school to monitor and evaluate the
work of each class (teacher and
students). As a result, in just a
month’s time there were far fewer
cases of late arrivals and miscon-
duct, and students were taking
extracurricular events more
seriously.

Thus, the new model of inter-
action between administrators and
teachers was first applied at our
school to resolve a very practical
and concrete administrative issue.

Any reconceptualization of
school management demands that
we define the roles and relation-
ships of all participants in the
process. Managing a modern
school in keeping with the princi-
ples of critical thinking cannot be
a matter of having the administra-
tion issue orders and their subordi-
nates implement them. To my
understanding, a school principal
is first and foremost a teacher of
teachers, who encourages every-
one to learn. Management is
effective when school administra-
tors act as a unified team working
to achieve common goals. In such
a team everyone has some say in
defining his/her role and responsi-
bilities and is able to function
cooperatively; everyone bears
personal responsibility for his/her
contribution to joint tasks; every-
one is able to make decisions
pertaining to the sphere of his/her
own activities. A brief description
of the work of departmental
committees at our school is
offered to illustrate how such
relationships operate in practice.

In Soviet times, the evaluation
of the quality of the learning
environment and student acquisi-
tion of knowledge was the prerog-
ative of the school administration.
The principal and assistant princi-
pals attended and analyzed lessons
to assess the quality of instruction.
Our school was no exception.
Now, however, most of this work
is done by content area departmen-
tal committees empowered by our
school’s pedagogical council.
These departmental committees at
our school have fairly broad
powers: They elect their own
heads, distribute responsibilities
among their members, and define

program. For example, when we
faced serious discipline problems
with some of our students (irre-
sponsible attitudes to extracurricu-
lar activities, habitual lateness, and
rude behavior), we planned and
conducted a staff conference on

the theme Resolving Disciplinary
Problems. Table 1 provides a
schematic description of the work
undertaken during this conference.

The Discipline Monitoring
Chart, which we displayed on a
special stand, allowed the entire

Fig. 1. Model of interaction between teachers and school administration
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Procedures
Under the heading of one main problem that needs to
be resolved, school administrators develop a list of
“burning questions” (sub-problems) . The goal is to
get everyone interested and engaged in resolving the
problem.
Preliminary discussion of the topics by teachers.
Strategies for supporting teachers in the problem-
solving process are developed in advance.
Distribution of power to the interested parties is
also agreed upon in advance.

Commentary
Each member of the staff needs to feel that participa-
tion in the problem-solving process is important for
him or her personally.

Procedures
Democratic behavior of school administrators
themselves.
School meetings and conferences are planned and
conducted on the basis of interactive communica-
tion among all teachers.
Support is provided for teachers’ creative initia-
tives.
Positive democratic discussion is the endorsed
style of interaction.
Teachers are given increased freedom and indepen-
dence in questions of management.

Commentary
It is important for all teachers to realize that imple-
mentation of the new system of school management
depends upon their initiatives, ideas, and opinions;
and that they will be the ones to determine their own
level of freedom and independence.

Procedures/Commentary
Extrinsic motivation and conditions for critically
evaluating established procedures bring about a
concrete managerial decision, which is then ana-
lyzed, evaluated, further elaborated, and finally
implemented by all participants. The attitude of both
teachers and administrators to the issues of school
management changes.
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the content and character of their
work. Among other things, depart-
mental committees are responsible
for assuring the quality of both
student achievement and teaching.
A departmental committee, as a
team, analyzes lessons taught by
the members in the context of
reflective practice, designed to
challenge habits and assumptions
as to how this analysis should be
conducted and facilitated. The
positive and constructive feedback
resulting from this process moti-
vates teachers to work more
effectively in the future.

Here is a concrete example. A
young teacher who has presented
an open lesson feels that the
lesson did not go as planned, and,
expecting her colleagues who
attended to point out all the
shortcomings, she anxiously
awaits their verdict. However, her
fears are not realized. According
to current procedures in our
school, immediately following a
class observation all those who
were present get together for
collective reflection:

1. The head of the departmen-
tal committee facilitates the
reflection.

2. The floor is first given to
the author of the lesson. The
teacher explains the goals and
objectives she set for herself; the
methods she used and her reasons
for choosing them; the results she
achieved; and what she thinks

might be done to improve the
lesson.

3.  Members of the depart-
mental committee ask questions
in a particular order:

a) First, questions aimed at
clarification of problematic points
in the lesson;

b) Second, questions designed to
help the author recognize what
needs to be improved.

The importance of the second
sort of questions can’t be overesti-
mated. In fact, in the past, after a
teacher had explained her actions,
the observers would have immedi-
ately started to give their recom-
mendations—at best, that is, if they
thought the lesson was a good one.
And if not, they would enthusiasti-
cally point out more and more
mistakes, emphasizing their gravity
in every possible way. To be honest,
I would not envy this poor teacher!
Now, however, in the course of
collective reflection, the teacher is
encouraged to determine and
articulate for herself (with strategic
prompts from the others) what in
her lesson requires improvement. It
is at this stage that our assumptions
about procedures for evaluating a
lesson are overturned. The teacher
is subconsciously expecting
criticism; instead, her colleagues
help her evaluate her own lesson
objectively. In the course of this
discussion she takes note of
specific suggestions for improve-
ment.

4.  Recommendations from
experienced colleagues. No one
makes negative remarks! All
recommendations are given in a
constructive tone and spirit, as
their point is not to instruct, but to
assist the author in improving the
lesson. The recommendations
mainly concern those parts of the
lesson that were not discussed
previously. By this point in the
process the young teacher has
likely realized that her colleagues
are not trying to judge her, but
seek instead to help her improve
her pedagogical skills.

5. Concluding words from
the author of the lesson. In our
experience,  the young teacher
always expresses gratitude for the
help rendered. Having realized
where she needs to apply addition-
al effort, she now has the motiva-
tion for self-improvement.

We have noticed that after such
discussions many of our young
colleagues feel much more confi-
dent and the quality of their
lessons improves. Sometimes, as a
result of this reflective process,
they immediately revise their
lesson plans to incorporate the
suggested changes and invite their
colleagues to revisit the same
lesson in a parallel class. It goes
without saying that this lesson
usually proves much more success-
ful than the previous one!

What else do departmental
committees do in our school? They

make decisions concerning
effective teaching approaches for
their subject areas; they explore
ways to strengthen the skills of
individual teachers; they seek
ways to recognize the efforts and
accomplishments of effective
teachers. Each member is free to
express his or her opinions, with
the result that the decisions of
the committee are supported by
all. I believe all of these initia-
tives and activities bring us
closer to a school environment
that truly encourages all mem-
bers to think critically and
participate actively in the man-
agement of the school.

Management of any organiza-
tion requires a definite strategic
plan. In a school it is usually an
annual plan, which is based on the
state educational programs and
curriculum but takes into account
the individual character of the
particular school and the needs of
its teachers, students, and their
parents. Typically, the plan for a
new academic year is developed
by summarizing the results of the
previous year and analyzing
successes and failures. Formerly
only administrators carried out
such analyses—not only in our
school but throughout the country.
Naturally people came to believe
that only administrators were in a
position to develop strategic
plans. In our attempt to restruc-
ture school management, we
made a conscious effort to destroy
this long-term assumption and

involve the whole pedagogical
collective in analyzing achieved
results and planning for the
future.

In order to optimize the plan
for the 2006–2007 educational
year, to achieve both efficiency
and quality, in June 2006 we held
a seminar during which teachers
could consider examples plans
from previous years (plans
compiled exclusively by adminis-
trators). The teachers divided into
teams to study and analyze the
materials, guided by previously
prepared questions that focused
teachers’ attention on key aspects
of planning:

 How can we fulfill all aspects
of the plan?
 What do we do if it is not

possible to execute certain
aspects of the plan?
 What are the rights and obliga-
tions of the members of the
pedagogical collective directly
involved in the performance of
the plan?
 How can we make sure every-
one understands all aspects of
the plan?
 How do we verify the quality
of the actions taken?
 How can we ensure that the
plan is not a burden, but rather
provides essential guidance for
our work?
Based on their analysis of

previous plans, the teachers of
our school outlined requirements
for the new plan they were
designing to promote efficient
management (Table 2).

After agreeing on these crite-
ria, we chose a special day at the
end of the academic year when all
school staff were involved in
scheduling for the next year. Our
work was organized in the follow-
ing way:

 The basic aspects of school
management were listed on a
flip chart.
 Teachers were asked to join
together and form project
groups according to the aspects
of the work that interested them
most.
 Each group was given the
task of designing the strategic
plan for its own specified

   Table 1      Design for a teachers’ conference on resolving disciplinary problems

 Aspect                                                            Activity and Results

Motivation

Modeling collaborative
problem solving
(challenging estab-
lished procedures)

Pedagogical reflection

Some time before the conference we wrote out a list of the most serious problems on a sheet of
chart paper, and requested that teachers think about and discuss possible solutions.

In discussions with teachers, administrators emphasized that a concerted effort by all the staff was
required to change the situation, and that it was very important for everyone to contribute his or
her viewpoint and possible solutions. In this way we tried to overturn the assumption that deci-
sions are made by the administration alone.

The conference was organized in a teamwork format. The groups developed various possible
solutions to the problem through discussion and reflection. The end result of our joint work was
the Discipline Monitoring Chart, a unique tool that allowed us to trace the effectiveness of
disciplinary measures in each class according to several criteria (out-of-class activities, maintain-
ing discipline and appropriate conduct, arrival on time). It is evident that success depends on the
contribution of each teacher and each student.

A plan is not a dogma, but a flexible structure, which can be revised in the
course of its implementation in response to situational necessity or changes in
conditions.

A plan is a self-adjusting structure, which even in a revised form (after correc-
tive changes have been introduced) will contribute to realizing the goals and
objectives of the school.

A plan should incorporate the mechanisms for its implementation and state the
rights of those responsible for the execution of particular components.

 A plan should provide motivation for those participating in its implementation.

The plan should be transparent and should eliminate, or at least minimize,
stereotypical or routine approaches to implementing the planned actions.

The goals of the plan need to be measurable, and the results available for
analysis and evaluation, i.e. for reflection.

Table 2     Requirements for an efficient plan

Pedagogical Reflection in School�Lyceum #2, Kyzyl-Kiya
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We have noticed that after such
discussions many of our young
colleagues feel much more confi-
dent and the quality of their
lessons improves. Sometimes, as a
result of this reflective process,
they immediately revise their
lesson plans to incorporate the
suggested changes and invite their
colleagues to revisit the same
lesson in a parallel class. It goes
without saying that this lesson
usually proves much more success-
ful than the previous one!

What else do departmental
committees do in our school? They

make decisions concerning
effective teaching approaches for
their subject areas; they explore
ways to strengthen the skills of
individual teachers; they seek
ways to recognize the efforts and
accomplishments of effective
teachers. Each member is free to
express his or her opinions, with
the result that the decisions of
the committee are supported by
all. I believe all of these initia-
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closer to a school environment
that truly encourages all mem-
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Management of any organiza-
tion requires a definite strategic
plan. In a school it is usually an
annual plan, which is based on the
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collective in analyzing achieved
results and planning for the
future.

In order to optimize the plan
for the 2006–2007 educational
year, to achieve both efficiency
and quality, in June 2006 we held
a seminar during which teachers
could consider examples plans
from previous years (plans
compiled exclusively by adminis-
trators). The teachers divided into
teams to study and analyze the
materials, guided by previously
prepared questions that focused
teachers’ attention on key aspects
of planning:

 How can we fulfill all aspects
of the plan?
 What do we do if it is not

possible to execute certain
aspects of the plan?
 What are the rights and obliga-
tions of the members of the
pedagogical collective directly
involved in the performance of
the plan?
 How can we make sure every-
one understands all aspects of
the plan?
 How do we verify the quality
of the actions taken?
 How can we ensure that the
plan is not a burden, but rather
provides essential guidance for
our work?
Based on their analysis of

previous plans, the teachers of
our school outlined requirements
for the new plan they were
designing to promote efficient
management (Table 2).

After agreeing on these crite-
ria, we chose a special day at the
end of the academic year when all
school staff were involved in
scheduling for the next year. Our
work was organized in the follow-
ing way:

 The basic aspects of school
management were listed on a
flip chart.
 Teachers were asked to join
together and form project
groups according to the aspects
of the work that interested them
most.
 Each group was given the
task of designing the strategic
plan for its own specified

   Table 1      Design for a teachers’ conference on resolving disciplinary problems

 Aspect                                                            Activity and Results

Motivation

Modeling collaborative
problem solving
(challenging estab-
lished procedures)

Pedagogical reflection

Some time before the conference we wrote out a list of the most serious problems on a sheet of
chart paper, and requested that teachers think about and discuss possible solutions.

In discussions with teachers, administrators emphasized that a concerted effort by all the staff was
required to change the situation, and that it was very important for everyone to contribute his or
her viewpoint and possible solutions. In this way we tried to overturn the assumption that deci-
sions are made by the administration alone.

The conference was organized in a teamwork format. The groups developed various possible
solutions to the problem through discussion and reflection. The end result of our joint work was
the Discipline Monitoring Chart, a unique tool that allowed us to trace the effectiveness of
disciplinary measures in each class according to several criteria (out-of-class activities, maintain-
ing discipline and appropriate conduct, arrival on time). It is evident that success depends on the
contribution of each teacher and each student.

A plan is not a dogma, but a flexible structure, which can be revised in the
course of its implementation in response to situational necessity or changes in
conditions.

A plan is a self-adjusting structure, which even in a revised form (after correc-
tive changes have been introduced) will contribute to realizing the goals and
objectives of the school.

A plan should incorporate the mechanisms for its implementation and state the
rights of those responsible for the execution of particular components.

 A plan should provide motivation for those participating in its implementation.

The plan should be transparent and should eliminate, or at least minimize,
stereotypical or routine approaches to implementing the planned actions.

The goals of the plan need to be measurable, and the results available for
analysis and evaluation, i.e. for reflection.

Table 2     Requirements for an efficient plan
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component, according to the
requirements outlined previ-
ously.
 After plans for each of the
separate areas were developed,
an expert committee, consisting
of representatives of each
group and school administra-
tors, was given the responsi-
bility of correlating the various
plans and drawing up a com-
prehensive general plan.
As it has turned out, this

process of designing the annual
strategic plan has become a key
part of our reflective practice (we
are relying on its results in the
current academic year) and, at the
same time, a way to involve
teachers in the management
process.

There is another important
element of school management in
our school, one that concerns
students rather than teachers, and
that is the student council or
parliament. Surely students, more
than anyone else, deserve to have
a say in school management. For
example, children at our school
now decide independently whether
to include or reject specific
extracurricular events and activi-
ties. And we, the teachers, take
their opinions into account,

realizing full well that imposing our
will is ineffective; while on the
other hand, supporting student
initiatives provides a powerful
stimulus to increase their creative
activity. Our viewpoint is clear: We
support conditions that help chil-
dren learn to make independent
decisions and offer consultations
only when needed. Consequently,
when we arrange the strategic
planning day described above, a
team of schoolchildren (members of
our student council) works hand in
hand with us. They develop their
own proposals regarding the
organization of academic work, and
these proposals are always included
in the overall plan.

 The experience of our school
confirms that actively challenging
habits and assumptions creates
conditions for reflective practice
and leads to internal motivation for
change. The role of critical thinking
is crucial here, as we believe it to
be an essential component of the
professional work of every teacher.
When traditional ideas about school
management are being dismantled,
critically minded teachers feel a
need to reflect, to analyze what is
happening, and to participate
actively in this collaborative work.
In the course of planning, such

teachers are capable of making
considered, well-thought-out
decisions and of assuming a
meaningful role in the managerial
process. Critically minded teachers
are capable of predicting the
possible results of their planning.
Consequently, we maintain that
one of the conditions for reforming
school management on the basis of
RWCT principles is the presence
of a critical mass of critically
minded teachers.

Summing up the experiences of
our school over the past few years,
my colleagues and I came to the
following conclusion:

Effective school management is
possible when:

The head of the school is a
critically minded person who
consciously analyzes his or her
role in the school management;
There is a team of critically
minded administrators who
work together in a spirit of
cooperation;
Members of the pedagogical
collective and students are
given decision-making powers;
Collaborative managerial
activities are planned in
alignment with critical thinking
principles.
And last but not least: A

necessary condition for efficient
collaborative management is a
favorable school climate. Only
when the environment is support-
ive can we create a team of like-
minded thinkers, capable of
guiding the school in the spirit of
our time.
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