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Synthesis of Research on 
School-Based Management

Although school-based management has a
chameleon-like appearance, we can learn about
it by listening to practitioner testimony and by

examining the research on relevant topics such as
school improvement and organizational change.

D adc County, Florida, has made 
front-page headlines with its 
pilot School-Based Manage 

ment/Shared Decision Making Pro 
gram The Montgomery County School 
Board in Maryland has approved a 
similar plan for spring 1989 In Baton 
Rouge, Louisiana, school-based man 
agement is coupled with parental 
choice as pan of an unusual desegre 
gation strategy Santa Fe. New Mexico, 
is implementing school-based man 
agement with teacher-led school im 
provement teams. The list goes on

'School-based management" is rap 
idly becoming the centerpiece of the 
current wave of reform The growing 
number of districts "restructuring" 
their sch<x)ls, as well as commentary 
from the National Governors' Associa 
tion, both national teachers' unions, 
and corporate leaders—all make ref 
erence to some form of increased 
school autonomy

Yet there is surprisingly little empir 
ical research on the topic. Searches of 
education indexes yield numerous ref 
erences for school-based manage 
ment, but virtually all are conceptual 
arguments, how-to guides, and testi 
monials from practitioners. There is, 
nevertheless, an abundance of rele 

vant research Topics ranging from 
school improvement to corporate in 
novation bear directly on school- 
based management. v.ieir relevance 
can be seen when We look at why 
districts are turning to school-based 
management today

Under school-based
management,
professional
responsibility
replaces
bureaucratic
regulation.

School-Based Management*. 
Today
In the 1960s and 1970s, certain forms 
of school-based management, usually 
called decentralization and school-site 
budgeting, had a wave of popularity. 
These were adopted in order to give 
political power to local communities, 
increase administrative efficiency, or 
offset state authority (e.g., Wissler and 
Ortiz 1986) In the late 1980s, how 
ever, school-based management is a 
focus of attention for quite different 
reasons. Districts are implementing 
school-based management today to 
bring about significant change in edu 
cational practice: to empower school 
staff to create conditions in schools 
that facilitate improvement, innova 
tion, and continuous professional 
growth (e.g.. Goodlad 1984, Carnegie 
Forum 1986). Current interest is a 
response to evidence that our educa 
tion system is not working, and, in 
particular, that strong central control 
actually diminishes teachers' morale 
and. correspondingly, their level of 
effort (Meier 1987. Corcoran et al. 
1988)

Bolstered by analogous research 
findings in corporations, districts are 
turning to management structures that
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delegate more authority and flexi 
bility to school staff (e.g., Kanter 
1983) Under school-based manage 
ment, professional responsibility re 
places bureaucratic regulation; dis 
tricts increase school autonomy in 
exchange for the staff's assuming re 
sponsibility for results (Cohen 1988). 
Two specific accountability mecha 
nisms often accompany school-based 
management proposals and practices 
One is an annual school performance 
report The other is some form of 
parent choice or open enrollment; 
schools that do not produce results 
lose enrollment (Garms et al. 1978, 
Raywid 1988)

Delegating authority to all schools 
in a district distinguishes school-based 
management practices from school 
improvement programs. Both ap 
proaches share a school-based, 
schoolwide orientation to improve 
ment and, usually, a mechanism for 
shared decision making (David and 
Peterson 1984). But school-based 
management has a broader scope; it 
represents a change in how the district 
operates—how authority and respon 
sibility are shared between the district 
and its schools It not only changes 
roles and responsibilities within 
schools but ha,s implications for how 
the central office is organized and the 
size and roles of its staff (Elmore 
1988). School improvement programs, 
on the other hand, usually have no 
special authority, do not have a sepa 
rate budget, and involve only a small

Without autonomy, 
shared decision 
making within 
schools has little 
meaning.

number of schools (although they can 
be districtwide).

Once sch(x)I-based management is 
understood in the context of empow 
ering schcxjl staff to improve educa 
tion practice through fundamental 
change in district management func 
tions, the relevant research topics arc- 
easy to identify They include sch<x>l 
improvement programs, organiza 
tional change, efforts to stimulate in 
novation, participatory decision mak 
ing, and effective practices in many 
areas, from teacher selection to staff 
development Next I draw on the liter 
ature on these topics, as well as the 
handful of studies of school-based 
management itself, to describe (1) 
how schcx)l-based management works 
in theory and in practice, and (2) the 
connections between changing man-

Key Elements of Site-Based Management

Cordon Cawelti

A large number of districts across the country are experimenting with site-based 
management, usually by selected schools responsive to the idea of having their 
authority and responsibility increased in an attempt to improve accountability and 
productivity. Here are some key elements emerging from their work:

• Various degrees of site-based budgeting affording alternative uses of resources
• A team operation affording groups to expand the basis of decision making
• School-site advisory committees with key rolt. ior parents and students at the 

high school level
• Increased authority for selecting personnel who are assigned to the school
• Ability to modify the school's curriculum to better serve their students
• Clear processes for seeking waivers from local or state regulations that restrict 

the flexibility of local staffs
• An expectation for an annual report on progress and school improvement

Cordon Caweiti is Executive Director, Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development, 1250 North Pitt St., Alexandria, VA 22314-1403.

agement structures and achieving im 
provement goals

School-Based Management = 
Autonomy + Shared Decision 
Making
The rationale for sch<x>l-based man 
agement rests on two well-established 
propositions

1. The sc:h<x)l is the primary deci 
sion-making unit; and, its corollary, deci 
sions should be made at the lowest 
possible level (eg, Smith and Purkey 
1985)

2 Change requires ownership that 
comes from the opportunity to partic 
ipate in defining change and the flex 
ibility to adapt it to individual circum- 
stances; the corollary is that change 
d<x_-s not result from exiernally im 
posed pr<x:edures (e.g. Fullan 1982).

In practice, these propositions 
translate into two policies that define 
the essence of sch<x>l-based manage 
ment: (1) increasing schcx)! autonomy 
through some combination of site 
budgetary control and relief from con 
straining rules and regulations; and 
(2) sharing the authority to make deci 
sions with teachers, and sometimes 
parents, students, and other commu 
nity members (e.g.. Garms et al 1978)

School Autonomy
The backbone of school-based man 
agement is delegation of authority 
from district to sch<x>ls; without auton 
omy, shared decision making within 
schools has little meaning Analysts of 
school-based managemeni describe 
autonomy as decision-making author 
ity in three critical arenas budget, 
staffing, and curriculum (Garms et al 
1978, Clune and White 1988) In prac 
tice, these distinctions blur fx^cause 
(1) staffing is by for the largest part of 
a schcxJ's budget, and (2) decision- 
making authority is a matter of degree, 
constrained by district, union contract, 
state, and even federal rules and reg 
ulations (as well as historical practice) 

Budget. Under school-based man 
agement, schcxils receive either a 
lump-sum budget or some portion of 
the budget, usually for equipment, 
materials, supplies, and sometimes 
other categories such as staff develop 
ment Because money usually equals
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authority, budgetary authority sounds 
like the most important manifestation 
of granting authority to schools. But 
this is misleading because whether or 
not school-site budgeting equals au 
tonomy depends on how much free 
dom from restrictions is allowed. For 
example, a school can receive a lump- 
sum budget for all expenditures in 
cluding staff, yet have no decision- 
making authority because of rules 
governing class size, tenure, hiring, 
firing, assignment, curriculum objec 
tives, and textbooks

Beyond allotments for staffing (see 
below), the budgets that districts del 
egate to schools are typically discre 
tionary funds based on a per-pupil 
allocation (Clune and White 1988). 
With staffing, building repairs, and 
textbook costs removed, each school's 
budget is the small amount left for 
materials and supplies, sometimes 
augmented by district funds for staff 
development and related categories. 
Exceptions are found in districts with a 
large number of federal and state pro 
grams that can be passed on to schools 
without restrictions (David 1989).

Staffing Typically, schools receive 
budgets for staffing in terms of "staff 
ing units," which are based on the 
average cost of a teacher, including 
benefits. There are two very different 
types of decision making about staff: 
denning positions and selecting peo 
ple to fill them. Once the number of 
certificated teachers is determined on 
the basis of enrollment, school staff 
can choose to spend residual dollars 
(usually very few) on another teacher, 
several pan-time specialists, instruc 
tional aides, or clerical support. Some 
districts achieve the same effect by 
allocating one full-time equivalent to 
each school to be used at the school's 
discretion (David 1989).

The second area of discretion lies in 
filling vacancies due to retirements, 
transfers, or increasing enrollment. 
Under school-based management, the 
principal and the teachers select from 
among applicants, often from a pool 
screened by the district (Clune and 
White 1988). Officially, the principal 
makes a recommendation with advice 
from teachers; the district still does the 
hiring. This practice, however, is not
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T» Shift to School toed M in iguana*, Dhtricte Sfcorfd:

Build strong alliances with the teachers' union
Delegate authority to schools ID define new roles, select staff, and create new 

lei ming environment -: 
Demonstrate and promote shared decision making - 
Communicate goals, guiding images, and information 
Create direct communication rinks between school staff and tap leaders 
Encourage experimentation and risk taking
Provide far waivers from restrictive rules .] 
Motivate principals to involve teachers in school-site decisions "; 
Promote creation of new roles in schools and central office 
Create new farms of accountabiKtx with school staff • 
Provide broad range of opportunities for professional development ; 
Provide time for staff to assume new roles and respuniibiBties ' 
Reduce size of central office ; 
Promote role of central office as facilitator and coordinator of school change 
Match salaries to increased responribHities

limited to districts with school-based 
management, and is, in fact, a charac 
teristic of effective teacher selection 
practices (Wise et al 1987)

Curriculum. Under school-based 
management, teachers are encouraged 
to develop curriculum and select or 
create instructional materials, usually 
within a framework of goals or core 
curriculum established by the district 
or the state (David 1989) Clearly, this 
cannot occur in districts with highly 
prescribed curriculums, required text 
books, and mandated testing. On the 
other hand, because students move

Although 
school-based 
management takes 
many forms, the 
essence is 
school-level 
autonomy plus 
participatory 
decision making.

from school to school, some degree of 
coordination across schools is re 
quired. Districts with a history of de 
centralization have established effec 
tive lines of communication among 
schools and between schools and the 
district; and they tend to reflect an ebb 
and flow regarding control of curricu 
lum Delegating control of curriculum 
to schools stimulates the creation of 
new ideas and materials, which in turn 
requires new lines of communication 
and districtwide committees of teach 
ers to coordinate curriculum (David 
1989, Wissler and Ortiz 1988)

Most teachers have neither the de 
sire nor the time to create or adapt 
curriculum beyond what they nor 
mally do within their classrooms. Nor 
does typical participation require for 
mal school-based management. Many 
districts have committees of teachers 
who play an active role in choosing 
textbooks and defining curriculum; 
more comprehensive curriculum de 
velopment usually occurs over the 
summer by paid staff (e.g., David 1989, 
Sickler 1988) Under school-based 
management and other forms of de 
centralization, the primary difference 
is that school staff, instead of district 
staff, initiate and lead the efforts 
(Guthrie 1986) For example, one 
highly decentralized district, which 
does not characterize its practices as 
school-based management, has for-
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mally transferred control of curricu 
lum to teachers. The district funds 10 
districtwide subject area committees, 
with representatives from each school, 
and a Curriculum Master Plan Council 
composed of the elected heads of each 
committee. The Curriculum Council 
makes final decisions on new curricu- 
lums subject to the school board's 
approval (Sickler 1988).

Beyond Budget, Staffing, and 
Curriculum
Authority to make decisions about 
budget, staffing, and curriculum goes 
only part way toward school-based 
management's goal of empowering 
staff to create more productive work 
places and learning environments. 
The images guiding today's reforms 
and the rhetoric of school-based man 
agement include, for example, schools 
characterized by teacher collegialiry 
and collaboration, schools within 
schools, ungraded classes, and cre 
ative uses of technology These images 
require changes beyond staffing and 
curriculum, such as the school calen 
dar, scheduling, criteria for pupil as 
signment and promotion, the alloca 
tion and use of space, and the roles of 
statf—what Cuban (1988) calls "sec 
ond-order" changes.'

When the extra 
time and energy 
demanded by 
planning and 
decision making are 
balanced by real 
authority, teachers 
report increased 
satisfaction, even 
exuberance.

Under school-based management, 
authority to make changes in areas 
beyond those explicitly designated is 
typically granted by some type of waiver 
process. Districts vary in the complexity 
of the process and the scope covered by 
waivers (eg., Casner-Lotto 1988). Usu 
ally, a waiver process is the result of

HrgMtght* of Rcieardi on School-Based Management

Varieties of school-based management—decentralization and school-site budget 
ing—were used in the '60s and '70s to achieve political and administrative goals. In 
contrast school-based management today is viewed as a way to transform schools 
^iflto effective learning environments by providing school staff with the authority, 
flexibility, and resources they need to implement change. 

Research on school-based management and related practices points to these 
lusions:

School faculties make different decisions about elements of staffing, schedules, 
and curriculum when they are given actual control over their budgets and relief from 
restrictions.

• Teachers report increased job satisfaction and feelings of professionalism when 
(he extra time and energy demanded by planning and decision making are balanced 
fay real authority; conversely, marginal authority coupled with requirements for site 
councils, plans, and reports results in frustration.

• School-based management affects the roles of district as well as school staff; to 
change their roles and relationships, teachers and administrators need extra time and 
a range of opportunities to acquire new knowledge and skills.

• The leadership, culture, and support of the district have a far greater impact on 
die success of school-based management than its operational details.

• Implementing school-based management involves a lot of pieces and takes a 
long time, from 5 to 10 years; it is premature to pass final judgment on districts in the 
«riy stages.

—lane L. David

agreements between the district and 
teachers' union that expand the scope 
beyond what a district can allow on its 
own. In a few cases, districts may also 
have agreements with their states that 
permit waivers from state rules as well 
(David 1989).

Shared Decision Making
In the context of school-based man 
agement, "shared decision making" 
refers generally to the involvement of 
teachers in determining how the bud 
get is spent, who is hired, and what 
ever other authority has been dele 
gated to the school. The phrase can 
also refer to students, their parents, 
and other community members; in 
fact, in many proposals for school- 
based management, parents are the 
primary focus—but in an advisory ca 
pacity only (eg., Garms et al 1978).

Typically, a school forms a school- 
site council with representatives of 
each constituency. How participants 
are selected and what their responsi 
bilities are varies considerably, across 
and within districts (Clune and White 
1988) Some councils are composed of 
teachers elected schoolwide, or by 
grade level or department; others are 
composed of representatives from 
pre-existing committees In some 
schools, the entire faculty is the coun 
cil. In others, the budget is simply 
divided among teachers (David 1989).

Findings from School-Based 
Management Studies
School-based management encom 
passes a wide variety of practices. Most 
manifestations have one or more of 
the following: some marginal choices 
about staffing; a small discretionary 
budget for materials or staff develop 
ment; a mechanism for teachers to be 
involved in certain decisions; an an 
nual performance report; and a role 
for parents, either through an advisory 
group, membership on a decision- 
making group, or through some form 
of parent choice.

Although school-based manage 
ment takes many forms, the essence is 
school-level autonomy plus participa 
tory decision making. In districts that 
practice school-based management es 
sentials, research studies find a range 
of positive effects, from increased
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teacher satisfaction and professional 
ism to new arrangements and prac 
tices within schools These findings 
apply to districts with decentralized 
systems whether or not they carry the 
"school-based management" label 
(e.g., David 1989, Sickler 1988).

When the extra time and energy 
demanded by planning and decision 
making are balanced by real authority, 
teachers report increased satisfaction, 
even exuberance (Clune and White 
1988, David 1989, Raywid 1988). There 
is evidence that there are greater dif 
ferences among schools under a sys 
tem of school-basest management than 
under one of centralized manage 
ment. For example, schools make dif 
ferent choices about staff (choosing a 
part-time music teacher instead of a 
full-time aide), curriculum (selecting 
a different textbook), and discretion 
ary funds (spending more on sup 
plies and less on field trips or vice 
versa) (Garms et al. 1978, Casner- 
Lotto 1988)

There are a few examples of second- 
order change, schools that have altered 
the daily schedule to allow more time 
for teachers to work together or to 
increase time devoted to reading (Clune 
and White 1988, Casner-Lotto 1988). 
This is not surprising, since studies of 
school improvement find that school 
councils rarely tackle even instructional 
issues, let alone second-order change; 
dealing with such issues is much more 
difficult than creating a new discipline 
policy or decorating the entranceway 
(David and Peterson 1984, Herman and 
Gjelten 1984)

That there are few examples of 
second-order change, and, indeed, of 
districts that have implemented the 
essential elements of school-based 
management, can be explained in 
part by the paucity of empirical re 
search and the fact that many efforts 
are quite new However, studies of 
successful school-based management 
and the much larger literature on 
school improvement and organiza 
tional change identify two related pit 
falls, each of which can undermine 
school-based management practices: 
(1) substituting shared decision mak 
ing for authority, and (2) delegating 
authority without strong leadership 
and support

A real shift in 
management 
responsibility from 
the district to the 
school requires 
everyone to change 
roles, routines, and 
relationships.

Substituting Participation 
for Authority
Shared decision making does not nec 
essarily bring benefits to those in 
volved. It depends on what the deci 
sion concerns and who participates, in 
what capacity, for what reason, and at 
what stage (Miles 1981). When schools 
are given only marginal authority (e.g., 
a small discretionary budget) and are 
asked to form site councils, develop 
annual plans, and prepare annual re 
ports, teachers perceive these requests 
as yet another set of top-down de 
mands. This perception is intensified 
when districts retain tight control over 
accountability (Corcoran et al. 1988). 

In practice, teacher input in deci 
sion making often substitutes for del 
egated authority, which contributes to 
the blurring of labels between school 
improvement programs, shared deci 
sion making, and school-based man 
agement (Kolderie 1988). When the 
authority and resources to act are not 
provided, district efforts can actually 
backfire (Meier 1987) Asking people 
to participate m decisions about which 
they have no information is frustrating, 
not empowering; participating in plan 
ning committees, in contrast to action 
committees with specific agendas, in 
creases alienation because it uses up

time and energy with no visible results 
(Kanter 1983).

The Need for Leadership 
and Support
A real shift in management responsi 
bility from the district to the school 
requires everyone to change roles, 
routines, and relationships. Research 
on school improvement and organiza 
tional change is strong on this point: 
such change does not happen without 
leadership and support (Fullan 1982, 
Smith and Purkey 1985). Studies of 
successful school-based management 
practices reach the same conclusion. 
Successful practices have less to do 
with management details—size of 
budget, type of decision-making body, 
amount of control over staffing or cur 
riculum—and more to do with the 
leadership and culture of the district 
and the moral and material support it 
offers school staff (David 1989, Sickler 
1988). Hence, some of the most strik 
ing examples of second-order change 
are in districts without formal school- 
based management that have facili 
tated the development of schools 
within schools through leadership and 
extensive professional development 
opportunities (David 1989)

Districts that have successfully dele 
gated substantial authority to their 
schools are characterized by leader 
ship that empowers others, a small 
central administration, support for ex 
perimentation, communication chan 
nels, and opportunities for continuous 
professional growth for principals and 
teachers (David 1989, Sickler 1988, 
Casner-Lotto 1988). Similarly, studies 
of school improvement programs find 
that when changes occur, they are the 
result of district support, site leader 
ship, and opportunities for staff devel 
opment (David and Peterson 1984. 
Berman and Gjelten 1984). This con 
clusion is also supported by studies of 
Australia's school decentralization, 
which find the absence of understand 
ing and training to be major road 
blocks (Chapman and Boyd 1986).

When districts delegate authority to 
schools, four elements are important. 
The first is access to new knowledge 
and skills Real authority comes from 
knowledge as well as from delegated 
authority and waiver provisions; his-
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corical practices, myths about require 
ments, and the absence of known aJter- 
natives block change as much as actual 
requirements (Wissler and Ortiz 1986)

Second, school-based management 
intensifies the need for leadership 
from the principal, who functions like 
a chief executive officer (Guthrie 
1986). Ultimately, the degree to which 
school-level authority is shared and 
how it is shared are in the hands of the 
principal. Districts with a history of 
successfully decentralizing authority 
are characterized by strong superin 
tendents who use training, hiring and 
evaluation criteria, and incentives to 
develop strong site managers (David 
1989). These superintendents send 
clear signals to principals that they 
value and reward those who involve 
teachers in decision making.

Third, school staff need time to ac 
quire new knowledge and skills and, 
equally important, time to put them to 
use Successful district practices incor 
porate plans for reducing teachers' 
workloads; providing extra time for 
professional development; and, at the 
school level, reorganizing schedules 
to free teachers to participate in deci 
sion making and other collegia! activ 
ities (David 1989, Johnson 1988). Fi 
nally, salary levels communicate the 
value attached to the new roles and 
responsibilities (Guthrie 1986).

The Future of School-Based 
Management
School-based management is not a 
fixed set of rules It is the opposite of 
prescription; in fact, by definition it 
operates differently from one district 
to the next and from one school to the 
next and from one year to the next. 
And that is the point—the goal is to 
empower school staff by providing au 
thority, flexibility, and resources to 
solve the educational problems partic 
ular to their schools

The goal of 
school-based 
management is to 
empower school 
staff by providing 
authority, flexibility, 
and resources 
to solve the 
educational 
problems particular 
to their schools.

Research on school-based manage 
ment, school improvement, and orga 
nizational change tells us that schools 
are unlikely to change without in 
creased autonomy But research also 
tells us that, in the absence of district 
leadership and support for change, 
school-based management is not 
enough. Autonomy can be increased 
in many ways—through granting con 
trol over budgets, through allowing 
policy-setting authority, through pro 
viding waivers—but it is primarily in 
creased by the norms and culture es 
tablished by district leaders, including 
the superintendent, the school board, 
and the teachers' union

From the research we also know 
that school-based management takes a 
long time to implement, districts that 
have successfully decentralized have 
done so over a period of 5 to 10 years 
fwlssler and Ortiz 1986, Casner-Lotto

For Information

To obtain copies of Resource Materials on School-Based Management (September 
1988) by Paula A. White, contact: Center for Policy Research in Education, Eagleton 
Institute of Politics, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, New Brunswick, N| 
00901; attention: Publications. Phone: (201) 828-3872. Also available is School- 
Based Management: Institutional Variation, Implementation, and Issues for Further 
Hesearch (September 1988) by William H. Clune and Paula A. White.

1988, Sickler 1988, David 1989). 
School-based management also raises 
some complicated issues that research 
has not addressed; for example the 
relationship between parent choice 
and school-based management; the 
tension between school autonomy and 
collective bargaining and alternative 
models; issues regarding the legal au 
thority of the district versus the school; 
and the role of the state. Although 
theory can inform some of these is 
sues, most of the unanswered ques 
tions will be answered as districts ex 
periment with new structures We will 
all learn from their mistakes and their 
successes.D

1. Cuban (1988) calls these "second- 
order 1 change "First-order" change is like 
an engineer's quality control solution, it 
accepts existing goals and structures and 
aims to correct deficiencies Examples of 
first-order change include recruiting better 
teachers, selecting better texts, and mar 
ginal changes to the curriculum Second- 
order change is more complex and of 
wider scope, akin to redesigning a system; 
it alters roles, routines, and relationships 
within an organization.
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THIS SUMMER...
TAKE A GIANT STEP FORWARD

The Lozanov® Learning Method Workshop Series
The Results:

• Students learn more in the 
same amount of time!

• Stress is reduced!
• Improves comprehension!
• Builds teamwork!
• Improves Creativity!
• Encourages students to think!
• Appeals to all learning styles!
• And much, much, more!

The Locations:
In major cities throughout 
the U.S. this summer:
• Los Angeles
• Washington, D .C.
• New York City
• Many others! ____

The Participants:
• Principals
• Administrators
• Teachers
• Counselors
• Superintendents

The Highlights:
• The learning cycle
• Relaxation techniques
• Using guided imagery
• Music in the classroom
• Classroom peripherals
• Games & skill 

reinforcement
• and much, much, more!

YES, send me more info, 
about your workshops!

The Lozanov Learning Institute 
8719 Colesville Rd. • Ste 300 
Silver Spring. Md. 20910 
(202)882-4000 or (301)585-0404

Name
Address
City,State,Zip_ 
Phone No.f__
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