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School-based management (SBM): does it improve quality?

School-based management, school based governance, school self management and school site
management: different terms with somewhat different meanings, but all referring to a similar
and increasingly popular trend, which consists of allowing schools more autonomy in
decisions about their management; that is, in the use of their human, material and financial
resources. The popularity of this trend is clear for all to see through the diversity of agencies
showing interest or manifestly promoting it, the amount of articles discussing its merits and
demerits and, most crucially, the growing number of countries that have adopted aspects of
this policy. Concern with educational quality has seldom been at the heart of this policy — the
reason for its introduction being related more to financial and managerial arguments.
Nevertheless, its impact on quality is undoubtedly a core and contentious issue, with some
authors claiming that SBM is the panacea for quality improvement, while others argue that its
introduction has led to deterioration especially in the weakest schools. This article will
analyse these different arguments and particularly examine how and under what conditions
SBM can contribute to quality improvement.

An attempt to define SBM and to assess its prevalence

Before entering into debate, some clarity on the meaning of SBM is needed. The variety of
terms referred to earlier reflects the diversity of experiences. A general definition is easy to
produce: the transfer of decision-making power on management issues to the school level.
Such a definition however does not respond to two fundamental questions: which decisions
are transferred? And who, at the school level, receives this authority? In response to the
second question, Caldwell draws a distinction between school-based management, when
responsibilities are transferred to professionals within the school, generally the principal with
senior teachers, and school based governance, which implies giving authority to an elected
school board, which represents parents and the community. Leithwood and Menzies (1998)
identify four types:

. administrative control: the principal is dominant

. professional control: the teacher corps receives the authority

« community control: the community or the parents, through a board, are in charge

« balanced control: the parents and the professionals (teachers and principal) are in balance
One specific form of “School-based governance” is one in which a school is put in the hands
of a group of private managers because the school’s public management has failed to obtain
good results. The American “charter schools” are one such a group: the school managers sign
a charter, which identifies the results they promise to obtain and are given great freedom in
the management of the school. A few such schools also exist in the UK and even in Colombia.

Responses to the first question — which decisions are transferred — are equally diverse. For
Geoff Spring, the architect of far-reaching reforms in several Australian States, the central
points include: (1) the delegation of real powers to the principal in managing financial and
human resources, this includes, for instance, staffing selection and configuration and the use
of an almost fully decentralized budget; (2) legislation transferring significant powers to the
community e.g. on the selection of the principal and the adaptation of the curriculum (De
Grauwe, 1999). It must be stressed however that such autonomy is counterbalanced as well as
limited by the development of a strong accountability framework. In some cases, that
framework consists of curriculum guidelines, regular national examinations and the
publication of school results; and it is so restrictive that schools are now arguably less
autonomous than before these reforms. Debate about how far SBM has led to more or less



school autonomy is popular and at times heated. It is clear that SBM is not the same as giving
schools a blank cheque: more autonomy equals more accountability.

It is almost impossible to list all countries that have adopted, under one form or another, SBM
policies. The diversity of policies that this term encompasses coupled with the fact that there
is at times a wide disparity between policy and reality would make such an inventory vague.
An incomplete overview, which highlights the variety of situations is however possible.

The Anglo-Saxon world (the UK, New Zealand, several states in Australia and in the USA)
was without a doubt the first in which SBM occupied the policy agenda; this happened from
the 1980s onwards. In Asia, in the early 1990s, Hong Kong started the School Management
Initiative. Sri Lanka has now also integrated the concept into its policy, although it would be
hazardous to claim that all schools are autonomously managed. Korea is an example of a
country where official declarations pay tribute to SBM, while, for example, in Indonesia and,
to a lesser extent, in Nepal, international agencies are promoting and piloting the policy. In
the Arab world, SBM is much less present. Although education policies increasingly
emphasize the need for decentralization, this has yet to result in a profound reform in the way
schools are managed.

In Eastern Europe, the political revolution of the 1990s led to deep changes in education
policies. Most countries have now redistributed responsibilities to the local education offices
as well as to schools and some have gone nearly as far as the Anglo-Saxon cases mentioned
above. Hungary is given regularly as an example but is far from being alone. Romania, which
remains rather centralized and has undergone little reform, is perhaps the odd man out.

The situation in Africa is interesting. South-Africa, after apartheid, for a series of reasons,
some political, others managerial, has given the School Management Boards a great say,
including in the level of fees and in the language of teaching. This has allowed the formerly
“white” schools to remain fairly exclusive, but has helped to gain the commitment of the
upper and upper middle classes to the new education system and the new rainbow state. It is a
very specific situation, different from the rest of Africa. In French-speaking Africa, due to
pressure from international agencies as well as the scarcity of resources made available by the
State, the role played by headteachers is changing. As schools receive too few resources from
the Ministry to survive, they feel forced to collect additional resources from the community
(or sometimes they get these from the elected local authorities). As a result, the school
principals manage some funds autonomously. When these funds are used to recruit extra staff,
they also manage that staff. At the same time, international agencies (particularly the World
Bank) are proposing to send block grants to schools, which can be spent how they wish.
Through these different aspects, school principals are playing a bigger role. It is therefore
correct to say that there is greater school autonomy, but this is not the result of national policy
and neither is it reflected in it. This poses a problem, as, for instance, there is little control
over school funds and little support to school boards and principals.

In Latin America, some popular initiatives also fit within the realms of the SBM movement.
EDUCO in EIl Salvador offers communities strong control over teachers and in this way tries
to engender a feeling of accountability among the teaching staff. In Chile, some performance-
related financing of schools has existed for quite some time, while in various Brazilian States
(Minas Gerais and Ceara among others) a school’s principal is no longer nominated by the
central level, but elected by the teaching corps and/or the community from among various
candidates.



It is possible to draw up a continuum of SBM situations, from one where few decisions of
little importance are transferred to school professionals to one whereby the parents and the
community receive significant powers over most decisions concerning the school’s
management. It is useful also to make a distinction between those systems where SBM has
been developed as a national policy and those where teachers and parents, faced with the lack
of government support, have no other choice than to take the initiative by, for example,
recruiting additional teachers, or charging fees to use those funds as best it seems. Australia,
the UK, New Zealand are examples of the former scenario, while the latter is true for many
developing countries. The diversity of scenarios and contexts makes the debate about SBM
and quality an intricate one. There is also the ideological element to consider. SBM has been
advocated on the basis of a strong belief in the professionalism of school staff, yet equally by
those convinced that teachers need to be controlled more tightly and made accountable for
their performance. Indeed, “its meaning has been rearticulated since the 1960s and 1970s
through social-democratic, managerialist and quasi-market versions...[and] consequently, the
concept remains a contested one.” (Lingard et al., 2002, p.24).

Pros and cons of SBM

There are a number of solid arguments to defend the introduction of SBM; the five most

recurrent ones are:

« More democratic: allowing teachers and parents to take decisions about an issue of such
importance as education is certainly more democratic than to keep this decisions in the
hands of a select group of central-level officials.

« More relevant: locating the decision-making power closer to where problems are being
experienced will lead to more relevant policies as local staff generally know their own
situation better.

« Less bureaucratic: decisions will be taken much quicker if they do not need to go through
a long bureaucratic process (from school through several intermediary offices to the
central level), but can be made at a level close to the school.

« Stronger accountability: allowing schools and teachers greater say implies that they can be
held accountable for their results towards parents and the close community directly. Such
accountability is expected to act as a tool for greater effectiveness.

. Greater resource mobilisation: teachers and especially parents will be more eager to
contribute to the funding of their school if they have a say in the organization and
management it.

There is also some general research evidence to support the introduction of SBM. Indeed it
has been demonstrated that the quality of education depends primarily on the way schools are
managed, more than on the availability of resources. It has also been shown that the capacity
of schools to improve teaching and learning is strongly mediated by the quality of the
leadership provided by the headteacher. Both factors could be used to argue for stronger
control over management within the school.

There are however a long series of preoccupations around the introduction and
implementation of the SBM policy. The following highlight what appear to be the crucial
ones, particularly with regard to developing countries.

In many, if not most developing countries, the trend towards SBM, and the wider
decentralization of public services, including education, has not been the result of an internal
debate. The conviction might have existed that such a policy will lead to higher quality, but



that argument was more of an afterthought. Pressure by the local authorities or communities
demanding a more participatory decision-making process, has generally been absent. Rather,
in many of these countries, two forces combine to push for decentralization: First, external
pressure, by international development agencies and experts and second, internal political
expediency, in national contexts where the public authorities are unable to organize or finance
basic public services. The question then crops up as to what extent this policy is owned and
internalized by those actors supposed to be its main beneficiaries, namely teachers and
parents.

The context of countries such as Australia and the UK, where SBM policies were first
introduced, is very different from that of most developing countries. In Australia, the public
authorities are fairly efficient, with a wide outreach and a communications network covering
all schools. Before SBM reforms, public authorities were felt to be too restrictive and the
reforms were precisely one strategy to limit their involvement. In many developing countries,
particularly in remote disadvantaged areas, the problem is the opposite - the absence of a
supportive State framework. Weak governments cannot be expected to develop accountability
frameworks to counterbalance school autonomy or to offer support to schools. The absence of
an efficient and supportive State is risky not only for the individual schools, but also for the
system as a whole, being threatened by disintegration and disparity.

Two groups are expected to be the main beneficiaries of SBM as well as the main guarantors
of its successful implementation: the senior teachers, specially the school’s principal and the
parents, and at times the wider community. In both cases, the transfer of responsibilities will
encounter preoccupying challenges.

In developing countries, few headteachers can be considered strong and well-trained
professionals. Quite a few are simply teachers benefiting from end-of-career promotion,
which is hardly their fault. If blame needs to be assigned, it lies with central policy-makers
whose policy declarations have been accompanied by insufficient measures to strengthen the
position of headteachers. In most countries, selection and recruitment practices have not
changed; capacity-building initiatives cover few staff; professional development
opportunities, if they exist, remain scarce. Headteachers, especially in the more remote
schools, are isolated and receive little or no support from the administration. In many
countries, the incentives to become or remain a headteacher are decreasing rather than
increasing. The overall result of the feebleness of reforms is a wide discrepancy between the
present profile of the headteacher, which has undergone very little change, and the ideal
profile of an innovative pedagogical leader and a proactive manager.

SBM has in several cases made life harder for school principals by increasing their
administrative and managerial workload, to the detriment of their role as a pedagogical leader.
It is wrong to presume that school staff and, especially, principals are always ready and
willing to undertake reform. There is already much demand on their time and, as a result, only
a “relatively small proportion of a school staff’s total energies are available for improvement
purposes.”(Leithwood and Menzies, 1998, p.280). This factor is at least as important in
developing as in developed countries. In addition, many management-related decisions,
especially financing and staffing issues, are intricate and complex. Studies covering four
OECD countries found that “principals were troubled by ethical dilemmas in all four countries
and some reported an increase in the frequency with which they were confronted with
difficult decisions in recent years” (Dempster, 2000, p. 51). This combination of heavier



workload and increased stress has led to a drought of candidate principals in places such as
the UK.

This brings up the issue of gender. Keeping in mind that the teaching profession is
increasingly becoming feminized, while headteaching remains male-dominated in many
countries, the question can be asked as to what impact SBM will have on the prevalence of
women among headteachers and on their position in schools. It is an area that has received
little attention so far, particularly in developing countries. Little empirical information is thus
available, but two contrasting hypotheses can be proposed. On the one hand, a successful
leader in a school with SBM will need to be supportive and collegial, with a willingness to
negotiate, so as to bring all teachers along on the road to reform. This may come closer to the
type of leadership women will be more comfortable with. (Limerick & Anderson, 1999,
p.407). On the other hand, the increased pressure, especially in terms of time, may render it
more difficult for women to occupy such posts.

With regard to the community, it is evident that it occupies a central place in SBM through its
involvement in the school board or council. The precise powers of these boards differ: on the
one extreme, in states in Australia or the USA, they play a role in headteacher recruitment, in
some budgetary decisions and in extra-curricular affairs; on the other extreme, some boards
are simply milking cows for enterprising principals or board chairs. Whatever the case may
be, getting a community involved in school life is not an easy matter and the problem is not
simply one of capacities. In communities with many social and political tensions, the school
board has, in some instances, become an instrument in the hands of the elite to build up its
power, leading to greater inequities. Evidence from New Zealand and Australia shows the
under-representation of minority groups in the composition of school boards. A related
concern is the lack of transparency especially in the use of funds at the school level by the
principal and the board. Ongoing research by the 1IEP on school functioning in a context of
decentralization in West Africa shows that parents and teachers have nearly no knowledge or
control over the use of the fees they pay for their children’s schooling. In a context where
accountability to the local and to the central level is weak, it is doubtful that SBM leads to
better use of funds.

Indeed, the effectiveness of SBM depends strongly on the accountability that the school feels
towards the community as well as pressure that the same community can exercise on the
school. For the community to play that role, four requirements should be present for
legitimate participation, as identified by Lawler (1984): knowledge and skill; power;
information and rewards. This is hardly the case in many communities, which puts in doubt
one of the main tenets of the advocates of SBM: that it will create a stronger accountability
framework than the centralized management system.

Another preoccupation is that the interests of the actors at the school level do not always
coincide. Policies such as putting school budgets in the hands of the communities (the case,
for instance, in Indian districts or in EDUCO schools in El Salvador) gain little sympathy
among school staff; and although strengthening in-school supervision may be popular among
headteachers, it is less so among teachers. Conflicts have arisen between teachers and
principals about the use of funds and the evaluation of performance, with an adverse impact
on the collegial relationships necessary for a quality school. Leithwood & Menzies (1998,
p.276) claim that “the single biggest hurdle to developing an effective school council is
interpersonal conflict of one sort of another.”



There is a wider worry, more political in character, which sees SBM as part of a policy

allowing parents to choose schools, promoting competition between schools. It is hoped that

such competition will lead to greater diversity in education offered in addition to quality

improvement. The position behind this belief is that of “market efficiency”; that is, allowing

the free market to operate is the most efficient way to obtain best value for public money.

Within the extensive ideological debate, three points are worth mentioning:

« this argument is of little relevance to the most disadvantaged people, who have little, if
any choice, for lack of schools and lack of finances to create competition between schools;

« such competition, where it exists, has in many cases been to the detriment of equity -
schools need improve through collaboration rather than competition;

« the fear is not fully unfounded that SBM forms part of a “fundamental shift which is
moving the concept of education as a public good inexorably towards a view of education
as a private good.” (Dempster, 2000, p. 53).

However, this should not lead to a refusal of all reform and a preservation of the status-quo.

The reform of education as a public service should not be seen as contrary to its preservation,

but as a strategy to strengthen it and to gain greater commitment to that public good.

Impact on quality: positive or maybe not?

It is hardly surprising, considering the variety in contexts, in policies and in implementation
strategies combined with ideological differences, that contrasting opinions exist on the impact
of SBM on the quality of schools. One of the most comprehensive studies, by Leithwood and
Menzies (1998), examined 83 empirical studies on SBM and arrived at the following
conclusion: “There is virtually no firm, research-based knowledge about the direct or indirect
effects of SBM on students ... the little research-based evidence that does exist suggest that
the effects on students are just as likely to be negative as positive.” (p. 34). An earlier review
by Fullan (1993) had arrived at the same conclusion. Professor Caldwell, one of the architects
of the school self-management reforms in much of Australia, expresses a similar opinion:
“There is also no doubt that evidence of a direct cause-and-effect relationship between self-
management and improved outcomes is minimal. This is understandable given that few
initiatives in self-management have been linked in a systematic way to what occurs in
classrooms.” (1998, p. 14).

It should be kept in mind that SBM has seldom been introduced in order to improve quality of
teaching and learning. Rather, it is expected that certain interventions, which SBM promotes
or offers space for, linked to planning, monitoring and communication, lead to an
improvement in results. Experiences from different countries seem to confirm this. Gaziel
(1998) concludes from a study on Israeli schools that greater school autonomy has a positive
impact on teacher motivation and sense of commitment and on the school’s achievement
orientation. In the UK and New Zealand, the increased decision-making power of principals
has allowed some to produce innovative programmes and practices (Williams et al, 1997). Dr
Spring, the architect of reforms in South-Australia and Victoria, claims that SBM has led to
higher student achievement. It is unclear however how far this was caused by the management
reform or by the accompanying pedagogical interventions, such as the setting up of self-help
networks of schools and the intensive use of the Internet.

A study on Nicaragua (King and Ozler, 1998) has shown that autonomous schools, most of
which are catering for deprived areas, have results as good as other schools. This positive
finding is related to their relative autonomy in staff selection and staff monitoring. A well
known and regularly quoted example is that of the EDUCO schools in EI Salvador, where



communities have received significant authority over schools, including in financial and
staffing areas. An early evaluation of the programme found that enhanced community and
parental involvement in EDUCO schools has improved students' language skills and
diminished student absences, which may have long-term effects on achievement. (Jimenez
and Sawada, 1999). The results of the OECD’s Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) in 2000 “suggests that in those countries in which principals report, on
average, a higher degree of school autonomy with regard to choice of courses, the average
performance in reading literacy tends to be significantly higher. The picture is similar, though
less pronounced, for other aspects of school autonomy, including the relationship between
mean performance and the degree of school autonomy in budget allocation.” (OECD, 2004,

p.7)

However, the summary of PISA results warns: “this finding cannot, of course, be interpreted
in a causal sense as, for example, school autonomy and performance could well be mutually
reinforcing or influenced by other factors.” The research by Gaziel on Israel also tempers any
enthusiasm about SBM it might have contributed to by emphasizing that only four per cent of
the variance in effectiveness between autonomous and less autonomous schools could be
explained by SBM variables. Studies on New Zealand and several countries in West-Africa,
found that, in general, SBM has led to very little change in pedagogical practices. School
Boards are more interested in decisions related to financing than in those related to teaching.
Their involvement in staffing issues leads at times — this is especially the case in West-Africa
— to the selection of less competent but better-connected staff. On the other hand, teachers’
involvement in school planning and management remains very limited and they have no
knowledge about the financing issues. In such cases, SBM may have a negative impact on
school results.

A series of case-studies on successful schools, undertaken by the Asian Network of Research
and Training Institutions in Educational Planning in seven Asian countries, did not identify
school autonomy as an issue of much importance to school principals. The fact that most
decisions remain strongly under the control of the central authorities is of little worry to them.
They do not demand a say in issues relating to pedagogy — the curriculum, the language, even
the school calendar and the daily timing. At the same time however, it is clear that they do
take a number of initiatives, related to the internal organization, relations with community,
disciplining of students, teacher incentives, the use of assessment results for improving
quality, but their autonomy in this regard is not dependent on the school’s status: almost every
headteacher, even in the most centralized systems, has control over those factors. The
difference lies in their willingness to take initiatives.

The crux of the matter: ensuring that SBM improves guality.

The question therefore becomes: what strategies and interventions need to accompany the
introduction of SBM so that quality is improved?

A basic pre-condition is worth emphasizing: schools need to have a minimum of resources
and competent teachers. Schools in which the principal has no management training
whatsoever, where the teachers have few resources, and the surrounding community is
extremely poor with little expertise in education, can hardly be expected to engage in strategic
planning and self-evaluation with enthusiasm. Where teachers are recognized professionals,
benefiting from the accompanying status, privileges and working conditions, decentralization,
especially to the school level, makes much more sense. Even a well functioning school cannot



go it alone immediately. Dr. Spring, based on his experience in Australia stresses that it is a
big mistake to take out the old structure of support too early (De Grauwe, 1999). This is even
more the case with “weaker” schools, which probably need support more than autonomy.

The lack of policy changes in line with the more important role and increased workload of the
school leadership has already been underlined. Indeed, there is an urgent need to develop an
integrated policy at central level, which is explicitly aimed at improving school management
and at strengthening the headteachers. Such a policy should, among other things:

. clarify the areas of autonomy and the levels of accountability so that headteachers feel
strengthened rather than overburdened,;

. accompany such autonomy and accountability with a strong and consistent support
system, especially for beginning and/or isolated headteachers;

. improve recruitment and selection procedures, for instance, by early identification of
potential headteachers and a system of mentoring by selected innovative practising
headteachers;

. develop a motivating career path, by offering professional development opportunities and
strengthening in-service training;

« set up a mutual support system and discussion forum for headteachers.

Various elements of such a policy are already in place in some countries. In Korea,
recruitment patterns have changed in order to attract younger candidates and a scheme has
also been set up to allow some school communities a say in their selection. In Sri Lanka, a
“school-based management policy” has redesigned the areas of responsibility of different
levels of management, including the school principals. In Malaysia, a system of early
identification of promising future headteachers was recently developed. This staff is given
training before occupying their posts, including through mentoring by practising
headteachers.

Schools will need information on their performance through a series of indicators that allow
them to compare their own evolution and progress or lack of it with that of other schools, the
district or the nation as a whole. That will help them to identify their strengths, weaknesses
and priorities as well as to prepare a school development plan. Providing such information
may not be sufficient though. In some cases, informing schools that they are doing poorly has
only had a further de-motivation effect on the staff. Such information needs to be
accompanied by capacity-building on data analysis in addition to support on improvement
strategies. The role of the local and district office is also crucial.

For broadening school autonomy does not imply at all that the local level offices do not have
any role to play anymore. The opposite is in many cases true. Schools will need more support,
which demands changes within the local offices. They will need quality information on
schools, so as to know who needs help most and what type of support will be useful. Their
role will be transformed: from control over the respect of official rules and regulation to
supporter of innovation and initiative-taking — or in other words, from a supervisor to a
colleague. Fullan and Watson consider the establishment of such a support infrastructure as
the most important factor in the success of SBM. The OECD (2004, p.5), based on PISA
2000, also stresses this issue: “raising performance levels therefore critically relies on
effective support systems, either located at individual school levels or in specialized support
institutions, which provide professional advice and assistance to teachers and school
management”.



Various models are used by different countries or projects in this regard. In Queensland,
Australia, the “regional structure was replaced by a district structure whose main functions
were not bureaucratic duplication of central office activities, but rather assisting schools in
improving student outcomes.” (Lingard, p.19). In other words, the existing structure was
adapted in two ways: its focus became one of support rather than control; the distance
between school and support office became smaller. A somewhat similar structure was set up
in New Jersey, called the School Review and Improvement Team. Its tasks go somewhat
further: they include “working with the district and the principals to ensure the effective
implementation of whole school reform and SBM; consulting with the school management
teams to ensure that all of the SMT responsibilities are effectively fulfilled; serving as liaisons
between the schools and the Whole School Reform Model developers, and consulting with the
Superintendents on the transfer or removal of teachers and principals.” (Walker, 2002, p.12).
However, discussions with a large number of schools showed quite some dissatisfaction with
these Teams, linked to the fact that they were not sufficiently focussed on support and that the
team facilitators lacked the necessary experience and knowledge of the change process. Here,
three points are worth stressing:

Firstly, setting up a support structure is not evident. One can either use the existing structures
and attempt to transform them, but in many cases the culture of the existing structure will be
hard to transform. The alternative is to set up a new structure, as Morocco, for example, is
attempting to do with the creation of Groupes d’Appui Pédagogique (GRAP). Conflict and
incoherence between these new actors and the “traditional” supervisors is another problem
that may arise.

Secondly, it is difficult to find the correct balance between support and control and between
offering advice and exercising accountability. A system which is overly focussed on
accountability, will have a detrimental impact on poorly performing schools, who will no
doubt be told that they are doing a poor job, but perhaps not given advise on how to improve.
“No external formal accountability system can have an impact in the long run unless it has a
capacity-building philosophy. While this is the foremost primary goal, the external
accountability system must also have the responsibility to intervene in persistently failing
situations. Balancing accountability support and accountability intervention is obviously a
tough call, but this is precisely how sophisticated the external infrastructure must become.”
(Fullan & Watson, 2000, p.459.) The balance to be found between support and control
depends partly on the quality of the schools and the resources available within the school to
improve. Arguably, the transposition of the concept of school evaluation from the developed
countries, within a context of a demand for greater public accountability, to developing
countries and to under-resourced schools, can have adverse effects: the school evaluation
strategy which is being promoted, is not appropriate to such schools. They need support, not
simply pressure.

Thirdly, such support will only be significant and lead to sustainable capacities, when it is
regular and consistent. That implies that in many countries it cannot be offered to all schools,
because resources do not permit to do so. A good argument can be made in any case that
support should be extended first of all to the schools most in need of it. This is the principle
which has inspired the major reform of the school supervision system in Chile and which has
shown a positive impact on individual schools and on disparities between schools (Navarro et
al, 2002). We can also refer to a project in Sri Lanka which has taken up the challenge of
improving the teaching and learning processes in 'disadvantaged' schools by squarely aiming
at changing the school culture, and, in the first place, the attitudes of the principal and the

10



teachers (Perera, 1998). A team of specially trained facilitators works during two years with a
group of disadvantaged schools. A facilitator visits each school nearly every month for a full
day’s workshop with the staff. The focus is on finding, with the staff, the strengths and
weaknesses of the school and how to improve its functioning. In between the workshops, each
member of staff is involved in an improvement programme and notes in an activity book the
work undertaken and the problems encountered. At the same time, the schools, which work in
an environment of deep scarcity, are given some extra resources, partly to strengthen their
motivation. The programme’s impact has been positive but it has so far failed to transform the
overall organization of the school supervision service in Sri Lanka.

Not only district, but also central authorities will continue to play a core role, especially in
monitoring the performance of schools and of local offices with a particular concern to
redress disparities. SBM indeed carries an evident equity risk: where schools are allowed to
select teachers and where parents are given the right to select their schools, it does not take
long before the best teachers and the most interested parents choose and are chosen by the
“best” schools. The needs of an individual school then come in conflict with those of the
system as a whole. Monitoring should therefore cover both quality and equity. This task of
monitoring consists of the construction of an information base, as is mentioned above, the
analysis of this information and the definition of actions to be taken in response to problems
or weaknesses identified. Analysing the information demands the definition of norms,
standards or objectives, which might be more administrative in character (e.g. pupil/teacher
ratios) or more pedagogical (e.g. minimum levels of learning). The action to be taken can take
the form of sanctions, of rewards, or of support and guidance.

An essential point is that schools and teachers will need capacity-building. This needs to be
more than just training; it must include positive working conditions, incentives and the
creation of motivating posts. ldeally, different services aiming at improvement in the
classroom need to be coordinated and integrated into one global school support programme.
Teacher pre- and in-service training, teacher support and supervision could be organised
around networks of schools, where a cluster of actors work together to strengthen schools’
capacities. In a number of countries, Senegal being one example, in the absence of cluster
support organized from above, school directors have taken the initiative to set up such school
groupings, and offer each other regular advice through school visits and seminars, to which all
schools contribute.

These various arguments concerning the need to develop supportive strategies to accompany
SBM lead to a seemingly more evident, yet, in practice, quite complex issues: not all schools
have equal capacities, meaning that each school is an individual institute. The level of
autonomy that can be offered to a school needs to take this into account. In other words, it is
necessary to develop a flexible policy, which gives autonomy in function of the schools’
strengths and needs. Briggs and Wohsletter (2003, p.369) propose to make a distinction
between the highest performing schools who will “earn the privilege of local autonomy”; low
performing schools who “will receive little autonomy until they can demonstrate capacity to
bring about improvements” and can count on technical assistance and coaching from the
district; and medium performing schools, who will receive less assistance from the districts,
but are “organized into networks for mutual support”. This policy of flexible decentralization
exists already in South-Africa, where schools can opt for different levels of autonomy, in
function of their internal strength and resources.
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The conclusion of this paper is not that SBM is a policy without value to developing societies,
neither that it does not carry any promise for quality improvement. Rather its implementation
will need to be accompanied by strategies to build capacities of schools, headteachers and
communities, inspired by a clear focus on quality improvement and a concern for equity.
What is needed perhaps more than School-based management is management focused on
school support.
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