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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 international 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 considerable 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 sustained, 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 (particularly 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 achieved 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 support 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, 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 understandings 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 consolidating 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 institutions) 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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