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This book makes an important contribution to developing and diversifying the
study and practice of educational leadership beyond its Anglo-Saxon roots to
emergent contexts in Central Asia. It provides a significant step towards making
school and higher education leadership more global through the research and
scholarship presented in this volume.

—Professor Tony Bush, University of Nottingham, UK,
President, BELMAS

British Educational Leadership,

Management and Administration Society

Today’s rapidly changing landscape in education calls for the transformation of
institutions all over the world. Redefining Educational Leadership in Central Asia
stands out as a comprehensive examination of educational leadership in the
post-Soviet states of Central Asia. In this volume, contributors from across
educational institutions consider leadership to be the most effective way to
encourage voice and participation, improve the quality of education, and promote
the collective responsibility for creating the society of tomorrow.

—Dr. Timothy Edward O’Connor, President of the American
University of Central Asia (AUCA)

As the Minister of Science and Higher Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan,
I am delighted to endorse this ground-breaking book on educational leadership
policies and practices in Central Asia, with a particular focus on Kazakhstan.
This volume is a significant contribution to the field, as it brings together a
collection of insightful chapters authored by accomplished experts and emerging
scholars from nine different countries. These authors possess extensive experience
in conducting cutting-edge research and teaching in Central Asia, as well as
holding leadership positions in the education sector.

The diverse perspectives and insights presented in this book reflect a deep
understanding of the context and complexities of educational leadership in
Central Asia. The authors highlight how leadership is shaped and reshaped by the
political, economic, social, and cultural landscape. Furthermore, they emphasize
the importance of continuous reflection and adaptation of leadership philosophies
and practices to meet the evolving needs of educational institutions and society at
large.

I firmly believe that this book will serve as a valuable resource for school and
university leaders, teachers, students, and researchers interested in educational
leadership and the transformation of the educational landscape in Central Asia,
particularly in Kazakhstan. Therefore, I wholeheartedly recommend this book to



policymakers, leaders, researchers, practitioners, and students of leadership in
Central Asia and beyond.

—Sayasat Nurbek, Minister of Science and Higher Education
Republic of Kazakhstan

Central Asia is one of the most exciting areas for those seeking to understand
education reforms that are moving from tight central control to greater flexibility,
innovation and autonomy. Such a radical shift requires a fundamental change in
what it means to be an educational leader. Tajik and Makoelle’s book offers a
thoughtful and compelling perspective on how leadership is evolving to meet the
needs of these countries.

—Dr. Matthew Hartley, Professor and Deputy Dean

Board of Advisors Chair of Education

Founding Executive Director of the Alliance for Higher Education and Democracy
University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education

Educational leadership is a contested notion because principles, practices, and
approaches to leadership in education are situated in different social, political,
cultural, and administrative contexts. Contrary to popular perception, one model
or approach to educational leadership cannot be applied to all settings. Alongside
this, there is a strong consensus among education policymakers and practitioners
that educational leadership at multiple levels is one of the most significant factors
that leads to improvement in the quality of education and student learning
outcomes.

Post-Soviet independent states such as Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and other
Central Asian countries have initiated massive education reforms in response to
disruptive technological advances, economic globalization, demographic shifts
due to migration and mobility and the changing geopolitical situation. These
reforms are underpinned by an expectation that education as a strategy would
enable embedding democratic norms and practices in society. These expectations
raise significant questions for educational leadership and how it is enacted across
the education systems.

Mir Afzal Tajik and Tsediso Michael Makoelle must be congratulated for
compiling this edited volume, which makes a unique and ground-breaking
contribution to the field by bringing in multiple perspectives from the
post-Soviet Central Asian context. The studies in the volume illustrate well the
tensions in global and local practices in educational leadership and make a strong
case for an inclusive policy formulation process that takes into account the voice
of the practitioners at the grassroots level.

—Anjum Halai, Professor & Vice Provost
Aga Khan University Pakistan



Educational leadership, as a socially-constructed construct, is highly under-explored
in Central Asia and Global South scholarship, and to that end, this is a very timely,
important and useful addition to our understanding. The editors and authors,
themselves leadership practitioners and scholars, immerse us in grounded, rich cases
and meticulous analytical perspectives on the changes and continuities in the
meaning, significance, enactment, and reconceptualization of education leadership
in the contexts of nine countries across the globe. The volume’s analyses provide
important insights and raise critical questions about the centrality of the contextual
factors and the ability of local education leaders to interact with the unfolding forces,
opportunities and challenges that emerge from local-global dynamics. Leadership in
education in Central Asia and elsewhere, whether at the levels of school or higher
education, classroom teacher or ministry official, has become a defining factor that
cannot be disregarded if we care about reforming education for quality, equity, and
relevant education for all. This pioneering, in this regard volume, sets the stage for
re-theorizing education leadership in the rapidly changing post-Soviet ideological,
cultural, technological, and economic/resource contexts. A highly recommended
read for colleagues in comparative, international education.

—Sarfaroz Niyozov, Associate Dean and Professor,
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education,
University of Toronto, Canada
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This book is dedicated to resilient teachers and selfless leaders whose tireless efforts
have transformed lives, transcended boundaries, and ignited a passion for learning in
students. Your impact extends far beyond the classrooms, schools, and universities
as it reaches deep into the hearts and minds of generations to come. Your legacy will
forever shine as a testament to the transformative power of education.
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Preface

This book is fascinating and significant. Fascinating because it analyses the shift
from the former centralized USSR system through a process of rapid and
necessary change to all levels of education systems in Central Asian countries. In
doing so, the book draws upon the substantial literature on change, context, and
leadership. It is significant because it adds a dimension to our understanding of
these key concepts. And it is a scholarly and accessible work integrating inter-
national insights with intra-national factors.

The editors provide introductory and concluding chapters, framing a series of
varied case studies focused primarily on Kazakhstan and to a lesser extent
Kyrgyzstan. However, the scope also addresses similarities — as well as consid-
erable differences — across Central Asian countries more generally.

Case study contributors have extensive but quite diverse experiences of
working in international contexts. Their backgrounds are similarly diverse, from
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Pakistan, South Africa,
Taiwan, and North America. A commonality is leadership roles in Central Asian
countries in management, teaching and research, and policy development.

The “story” which unfolds is not simple or linear. And it is sometimes
counter-intuitive, at least from an outside perspective. It is easy, and sometimes
convenient, to dismiss the demise of the USSR as creating a platform for sus-
tained, unimpeded improvement and reform of educational systems. Case studies
illustrate that realities of the former system included high participation rates, at
least at the school level, tuition-free education, well-qualified and respected
teachers, and numerous research institutes. But then, the break-up led to partial
system collapse and the removal of much funding, decreased access to (particu-
larly rural) schooling, among other challenges and setbacks.

It becomes clear that maintenance of core attributes combined with positive
and innovative development has been difficult and complex and has been ach-
ieved to varying extents in Central Asian countries. At the same time, the case
studies — qualitative and quantitative — illustrate many successful initiatives which
have tackled inevitable challenges in areas such as excellence/equity, coping with
decentralization, and professional development. The university sector (with sup-
port from donor agencies) has had a major role.

Hence, the quality of educational leadership in Central Asia — at all levels — has
been critical in responding to vacuums and imperatives post-1991. And this
leadership was shaped by a rapidly changing context. Kazakhstan, for example,
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has transitioned from a low to an upper-middle-income country. Indeed, the scale
and rapidity of change is challenging, almost bewildering, to the outside reader.

A strength of this book is articulating the problematic nature, no matter how
benign the intent, of transplanting external theories and practices to foreign
contexts. In response, the various contributors identify insights and understand-
ings which have proven to be transferable and/or adaptable. This particularly
applies to the role and form of leadership as key to achieving reform, although the
nature, focus and developmental stage of these reforms differ across Central
Asian countries.

Hopefully the book will be read, in a Western context, not simply as an
interesting discourse on a “foreign” region. Rather, courses on educational
leadership and change can use this book as a way of illuminating Western
assumptions, bringing the latter into high relief and critique. And it is important
to note that some case studies illustrate that the developmental connection and
process have by no means only been with the West. As one example, the bulk of
Kazakhstani higher education students studying in another country do so in
Russia (acknowledged now to be more problematic because of the
Ukraine-Russia conflict), followed by China through Belt and Road.

Without doubt, this book is an invaluable resource for educational leaders in
Central Asia and those wishing to understand this region. In terms of consoli-
dating knowledge of systems and practices, the book is very useful. In terms of
understanding the evolution of such practices, this book illustrates the how and
why. And, in terms of proactive insight, the book identifies dynamics (and insti-
tutions) which are leading to improvement at all levels of the educational systems.

This book will be influential and widely read. But the pace of change, and
challenges and variation in achievement within and across countries, suggests
another edition will be needed before many years have passed.

Robert Baker
Former Professor and Provost
Aga Khan University
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Chapter 1

Leadership Context
Mir Afzal Tajik

Nazarbayev University Graduate School of Education, Kazakhstan

One of the key conclusions drawn from the policy and published work on
educational leadership during the past few decades, both from developed and less
developed countries, is that context shapes leadership in dramatic ways (Burak,
2018; Lytle et al., 2018). Therefore, leaders and leadership practices highly
effective in one context are not so effective in another due to each context’s
peculiarities, complexities, and dynamism (Avolio & Bass, 1988; Bredeson et al.,
2011). Despite these inevitable influences of context on leadership, educational
policies and leadership scholarship often ignore the discernible intricacies of
educational institutions and the voices of those working in the institutions (Lytle
et al., 2018; Tajik & Wali, 2020). This is true in the context of Central Asia, where
the post-Soviet independent states are going through fundamental changes in their
geopolitical, socioeconomic, and cultural landscapes. Education is seen as a
vehicle to achieve the political stability, economic boost, and sociocultural
progress that these states aspire for. As a result, educational leaders work in the
context of radical educational reforms, heightened expectations, often hidden,
chaotic, real worlds of their day-to-day practices and changing leadership para-
digms and roles (Frost et al., 2014; Tajik et al., 2021).

Educational leaders around the globe, particularly in developing countries,
including Central Asian states, are operating in a rapidly changing context driven
mainly by the nation-states’ economic, social, technological, and political prior-
ities. These rapid changes demand educational institutions to improve the quality
and equity of education but with little autonomy attached to such demands
(Miller, 2016). Educational institutions in Central Asia, particularly in
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, have seen new geneses of changes and educational
reforms since their independence in the 1990s. According to Silova and Niyozov
(2020), most of the post-Soviet states in Central Asia have initiated radical
educational reforms by adopting Western education values such as
students-centered learning, updated curriculum, formative assessment, decen-
tralized governance and management, and internationalization of higher educa-
tion through alignment with Bologna process and other international standards.
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The OECD reports of 2014 and 2008 indicate that the rapid technological change,
economic globalization, and increased migration and mobility have led the
Central Asian states to reform their education systems. For example, in
Kazakhstan, the Autonomous Education Organization (AEO) Nazarbayev
Intellectual Schools (NIS) was established in 2008, aiming to become an experi-
mental platform that develops educational programs, conducts monitoring,
research, analysis, approbations, implementation, and realization of contempo-
rary models of educational programs on primary, secondary, and high schools
(NIS, n.d.; Yakavets et al., 2017). NIS AEO is a network of 21 schools assigned as
“pathfinders” or “flagships,” whose experience — including its curriculum — is
being transferred to the mainstream school system (NIS, n.d.). In addition,
Kazakhstan has also adopted a trilingual education policy — the trinity of
Kazakh, Russian, and English languages (Mehisto et al., 2014), inclusive edu-
cation, STEM education, a new curriculum, and assessment reform. At the higher
education level, the establishment of Nazarbayev University (NU) is a significant
milestone in the government’s commitment to reforming the country’s higher
education. Similar reforms have been initiated at all levels of education in other
Central Asian states.

These radical changes in school and higher education have transformed the
role of educational leaders, who now need to lead changes beyond their individual
institutions to contribute to the success of the entire education system (OECD,
2008). As a result, there is an increasing demand for these leaders to redefine their
roles and responsibilities in order to work beyond managing the day-to-day
routines of their institutions (Stewart, 2013; Stone-Johnson, 2014; Wallace
Foundation, 2011). The need to redefine and revisit educational leadership is
not unique to Central Asia. The leadership literature originating mainly from the
Western context provides valuable insights into how the concept of leadership has
been defined, redefined, and debated over time. For over a century, many
different theories, approaches, and models have been developed, mainly in the
Western world, to understand the concept and practices of leadership in educa-
tional institutions. In their review of leadership literature, Bush and Glover (2003)
found “more than 350 definitions of leadership but no clear and unequivocal
understanding as to what distinguishes leaders from non-leaders” (Bush &
Glover, 2003, p. 4). Other researchers have discussed various theories and
typologies of leadership that have evolved over time (Amanchukwu et al., 2015;
Bush, 1995; Oberlechner & Mayer-Schoenberger, 2002). It may be helpful to
refresh our memory and understanding of some of these theories and typologies in
order to connect them to contemporary leadership practices. For example, the
“great man or great person” theory assumes that great leaders are born, and only
certain people born with a heroic nature and charismatic qualities are predestined
to become great leaders (Galton, 1869). The “trait theory” reckons certain people
have innate qualities such as intelligence, ambition, and perseverance that make
them different. People with such traits and qualities are best suited to leadership
(James, 1880, cited in Oberlechner & Mayer-Schoenberger, 2002). The “behav-
ioral” theory argues that great leaders are not necessarily born but developed
through training, experience, and environment that develop in them the behaviors
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and skills required to become great leaders (Fiedler, 1967). The “situational” and
“contingency” theories have a common assumption that neither one leader nor
one leadership approach is appropriate in all circumstances and situations. For a
leader to be successful, there must be a match between the demands of the
situation/context and the knowledge and skills of the leader (Oberlechner &
Mayer-Schoenberger, 2002). The “participatory” theory assumes that leaders,
however capable and knowledgeable they might be, cannot succeed individually.
For them to become successful leaders, they must consider the inputs and con-
tributions of all other people in their organizations (Amanchukwu et al., 2015).
The rebirth of this theory can be seen in the more recent accounts of democratic
and distributed leadership (Harris, 2008). The “transaction” or “management”
theory places leadership on a system of reward and punishment (Cherry, 2012).
The leader’s job is to first communicate tasks and expectations clearly to the
members of the organization and then reward those who succeed and reprimand
those who fail (Amanchukwu et al., 2015). The last one is the “transformational”
or “relationship” theory which assumes that effective leaders build collegial
relationships, trust, and empathy among team members and enhance their per-
formance through intellectual stimulation, idealized influence, and inspirational
motivation (Bass & Avolio, 1994).

Since then, there have been many more leadership models that reflect the
development of management, administration, and leadership studies, such as
ethical and moral leadership models (Bao & Li, 2019; Fullan, 2001; Sergiovanni,
1992), feminist models (Thurber & Zimmerman, 2014), cross-cultural leadership
models (Snaebjornsson et al., 2015), and toxic models (Saleem et al., 2021), to
name a few. Ethical, moral, and authentic leadership recognizes values, decisions,
and actions that are authentic, socially responsible, and justified on moral and
ethical grounds (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Bush & Glover, 2014). These leader-
ship models stress transparency, integrity, accountability, and creating a culture
of mutual trust and respect in schools (Starratt, 2007). The feminist model
emphasizes the importance of gender equality and women’s empowerment to
create an inclusive and equitable school environment (Thurber & Zimmerman,
2014). Similarly, the cross-cultural model recognizes and values diversity and
pluralism to promote shared understanding, respect, and appreciation for
different cultures, beliefs, and values in educational institutions (Snaebjornsson
et al., 2015). On the other hand, the toxic leadership model involves fear,
intimidation, manipulation, and control to maintain order and discipline in the
workplace. This kind of leadership often leads to high turnover, low motivation
and morale, and poor performance (Saleem et al., 2021).

The diversity of leadership models reflects the complexity and multifaceted
nature of leadership, which no single model can fully embody. Each model is
based on a philosophical position guiding its purpose, focus, characteristics, and
enactment. Therefore, a leadership model might work in a particular context but
fail to yield the desired results in another context due to its limitations and
inherent biases (Bush & Glover, 2014). These theories are helpful to understand
and make a distinction between different approaches to leadership. However,
leaders in developing countries often struggle to understand these rather abstract
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theories and relate them to their contexts (Singh, 2010). Most leaders in devel-
oping countries, including Central Asia, could not situate their leadership
approaches within the wider leadership theories that originated in the West
(Khaki et al., 2023). The main difficulty faced by these leaders is what Harrison
calls “epistemic imperialism” (2015), in which Western leadership theories and
models are imposed on these leaders without cross-cultural validity and link to
practice in the local context (Snaebjornsson et al., 2015). The imposition of
Western ideas and theories is problematic as leaders in developing countries
cannot comprehend and clearly link these theories to how leadership is defined,
understood, and approached in their local contexts. Thus, this volume is an
attempt to bring together the voices, views, experiences, and reflections of
educational leaders from Central Asian states about the way they conceptualize,
understand, and enact their leadership roles. Before we discuss more about this
volume and its purpose and content, it is critically important to discuss why
leadership matters.

The importance of educational leadership role in improving the quality and
equity of education and making state education reforms successful has been
emphasized in many studies, both from the more developed and developing
countries (Gunter, 2016; Huggins et al., 2017; Khaki et al., 2023; Miller, 2016;
OECD, 2014; Stewart, 2013; Stone-Johnson, 2014; Wallace Foundation, 2011).
Discussing the significance of leadership, Leithwood and Seashore-Louise (2012)
argue, “To date, we have not found a single documented case of a school
improving its student achievement record in the absence of talented leadership”
(p. 3). This argument is supported by Miller (2012), who asserts, “...If sound
leadership at the policy level is a seed of development, then sound leadership of
educational institutions and at the classroom level is arguably a flower of devel-
opment” (p. 9). The national-level education policies are to be implemented at the
school level. The principal’s role is crucial in communicating the policy to school
staff and ensuring its successful implementation (Grace, 1995). However, in most
cases, school and university leadership is not involved in the national-level edu-
cation policymaking process though they are told to implement policies (Ball
et al., 2011; Bowe et al., 1992; Jennings, 1977). The increasing pressure put on
educational institutions for continuous improvement has both intensified and
fostered the importance of the leadership role in educational institutions (Huggins
et al., 2017).

Emphasizing the role of school directors in Kazakhstan, Frost et al. (2014)
have identified the need for starting a robust discussion on the role and respon-
sibilities of school directors in Kazakhstan and extending to them the level of
autonomy they need to play a significant role in taking education reforms to the
next level. Other researchers have suggested the role and responsibilities that
educational/school leaders must perform in times of radical changes in the edu-
cation landscape. These include (but are not limited to) creating the conditions
and culture necessary for promoting professional learning communities in their
institutions (Dufour, 2002); becoming lead learners themselves and setting the
tone for teachers, students, and other staff members to continue to learn best
practices to meet the needs of all students (Eckman, 2006); making informed
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decisions for system improvement; and more importantly having a full grasp of
the nature and purpose of the state education reforms (Lambert, 1998; Smith &
Andrews, 1989).

King (2002) also argues that educational/school leaders are expected to play
multiple roles in achieving the goals and targets set by the state education reforms
and responding to the constantly changing environment but with insufficient
autonomy and resources. Other studies claim that schools and universities do not
work in isolation of the state as “the state has certain outcomes it wants schools
[educational institutions] to achieve and also has certain preferred ways it wants
these schools [educational institutions] to operate” (Miller, 2016, p. 98). Thus, the
state’s intervention in setting parameters and conditions for how educational
institutions should operate has implications for the leadership role, particularly in
developing countries including Central Asia, and more specifically, in Kazakhstan
and Kyrgyzstan, where the governments, policymakers, and education authorities
are keen to modernize the education system they inherited from the Soviet era.

The current volume, therefore, is an attempt to redefine the role of educational
leadership at school, district, and higher education institutions (HEIs) in times of
radical educational reforms in the post-Soviet independent states of Central Asia,
specifically Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The purpose of the book is to provide
readers with a research-based comprehensive account of how educational leaders
conceptualize their leadership roles, the way their leadership roles have evolved
over the three decades of independence, how and what they are learning from
changing contexts of their work, the complexities and challenges they face, and
how they respond to those in the post-Soviet Central Asia. As a pioneering work
in this region, the book provides policymakers, researchers, and practitioners with
a reservoir of knowledge and insights to draw from while reviewing and revisiting
leadership policies and practices in the climate of radical reforms and heightened
expectations from these leaders. It is a welcome addition to the existing literature
on educational leadership in this region, where there are not many studies on this
critically important topic.

The editors and authors of the chapters in this volume represent nine different
countries, including Canada, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, New Zealand,
Pakistan, South Africa, Taiwan, and the United States. The common factor that
brought them together to embark upon this project is their rich experiences of
teaching, research, and academic and administrative leadership work in Central
Asia, particularly in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Therefore, they have sound
backgrounds and an in-depth understanding of the geopolitical, sociocultural,
and educational policy context. The 13 chapters in this volume contribute to a
broad range of concepts, models, and practices within the scope of the educa-
tional leadership domain, both from secondary school and higher education
leadership perspectives. These chapters are organized and presented in two parts:
(i) secondary school leadership perspectives and (ii) higher education leadership
perspectives. The key themes discussed in the first part of this volume include the
historical evolution and reconceptualization of educational leadership, the
metamorphosis of the concept of school leadership, school reforms and leader-
ship, teacher leadership as a new phenomenon, leadership and culture, leadership
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toward equity in education, and the myths and realities of leaders as planners in
the context of secondary schools. The chapters in the second part of the volume
cover such themes as defining and contextualizing higher education leadership in
Central Asia, the role of leadership in navigating changes in HEIs, implications of
recent reforms and policy initiatives for leadership, policy gaps and issues with
university leadership, and critical lessons learned and a way forward for educa-
tional leadership in Central Asia, particularly in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

Chapter 2 by Mir A. Tajik and Rauan Yesselbayev describes the concept of
school leadership as it was understood and practiced during the Soviet time. It
discusses how the notions and practices of school leaders have evolved and are
being redefined and reconceptualized in post-Soviet independent Kazakhstan.
The chapter analyzes the new rules for appointing school principals, the socio-
cultural factors that affect the selection process, the leadership style and practices
of school principals, and the challenges faced by school principals in urban and
rural schools. The authors argue that educational leaders, including school
principals, work in the context of radical educational reforms, heightened
expectations, often hidden chaotic, real worlds of their day-to-day practices, and
changing leadership paradigms and roles. Consequently, there is an increasing
demand for these leaders to redefine their roles and responsibilities to be able to
work beyond managing the day-to-day routines of institutions (Ischinger, 2014).
However, there is very little autonomy and support available to these leaders,
particularly at the school level. By discussing these challenges, this chapter makes
an engaging read for secondary school leaders, researchers, scholars, policy-
makers, teachers, and leadership students.

Chapter 3 by Tsediso Makoelle provides a comprehensive account of the
metamorphosis of the concept of educational leadership and how the various
reforms brought to schools have influenced its application and understanding in
an evolving and transforming secondary school leadership context in Kazakhstan.
This is done by providing an overview of the conceptualization of the notion of
school leadership, then discussing the attributes of school leadership in a
Kazakhstani context and its challenges. The author argues that although the
conceptualization of school leadership is context-dependent, some elements of it
are shared across different countries. It is clear from this chapter that two
opposing views of school leadership, i.e., the bureaucratic and centralized school
leadership and the decentralized and distributive school leadership, coexist in
Kazakhstani schools. This indicates that school leaders are gradually moving
toward more decentralized and distributive school leadership practices. Some
lessons are drawn from the process of implementing educational reforms and the
evolving notions of school leadership and practices within the transforming
post-Soviet Kazakhstani secondary education landscape. This chapter makes a
valuable read for teachers, scholars, education leaders, and policymakers.

Lyazat Gapbassova and Tsediso Makoelle, in Chapter 4, provide an overview
of the policy shifts and some of the major reforms introduced in Kazakhstani
schools between 1991 and 2000 (the decade of policy borrowing and adopting
international best practices), 2001 and 2010 (the decade of policy implementation
or policy dumping), and 2011 to date (the period of scaling up major reforms).
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