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The paper is devoted to improving the results of a general school by introduc-
ing changes to the established practices of decision-making and setting devel-
opment goals that have settled in school management practices. The paper 
is based on materials of a project of targeted methodological assistance to 
schools with low educational outcomes, that was implemented from 2020 to 
2022 in the Russian Federation. The authors set a goal to identify the existence 
of a correlation between a number of parameters characterising an educational 
organisation (the proportion of underachieving students), its management style 
(the director’s attitudes, the dynamics of changes in management and peda-
gogical practices) and the likelihood of effective implementation of the develop-
ment program, observed through increasing students’ outcomes. The results 
show a straight correlation between the principal’s attitudes and the results, a 
straight connection with different weights of different practices from the study 
set, and no correlation for the proportion of underachieving students. The con-
clusion is drawn about the influence of a low level of manager competencies 
on the director’s attitudes, the feasibility of helping schools in identifying and 
preventing risk factors, the universality of benefits from the introduction of data-
driven management mechanisms data in any school, regardless of the depth 
of underachievement.
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Представленная в статье тема посвящена проблеме повышения резуль-
татов образовательной организации в системе общего образования за 
счет внедрения изменений в устоявшиеся практики принятия решений 
и постановки задач развития, сложившиеся в школе. Статья опирает-
ся на материалы проекта «Адресная методическая помощь школам с 
низкими образовательными результатами», который реализовывался с 
2020 по 2022 годы в Российской Федерации. Авторы поставили целью 
выявить наличие связи между рядом параметров, характеризующих об-
разовательную организацию (доля неуспевающих обучающихся), стилем 
управления ею (установки директора, динамика изменений управленче-
ских и педагогических практик) и вероятностью результативной реали-
зации программы развития, выражающейся в повышении результатов 
обучающихся. Результаты показали прямую связь установок директора с 
результатами обучающихся, прямую связь разной степени, характерную 
для той или иной практики из исследуемого набора, и отсутствие связи 
для доли неуспевающих обучающихся. Делается вывод о влиянии низ-
кого уровня управленческих компетенций директора на его установки, 
целесообразности помощи образовательным организациям в вопросах 
выявления и профилактики факторов риска, универсальности пользы 
от внедрения управленческих механизмов: выявления задач развития 
на основе данных в любой школе независимо от глубины неуспешности 
школьного контингента обучающихся.

Ключевые слова: низкие образовательные результаты; проект адрес-
ной методической помощи; механизмы управления качеством образо-
вания; школьная неуспешность; условия преодоления факторов риска 
низких результатов.
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Introduction
The purpose of the concept of "the best 

school is the one next door" relates to ma-
ny educational systems of the world. How-
ever, in practice, the educational results of 
schools may significantly differ. In the Rus-
sian Federation, according to assessment 
and evaluation procedures in 2019, more 
than 9 thousand schools were classified 
as "schools with low educational results". 
Classification took place according to the 
methodology and criteria [1].

Researchers associate the quality gap 
in schools’ results with various internal and 
external factors [2]. Positive factors are as-
sociated with high outcomes, risk factors, 
the contrary — with underperformance and 
underachievement.

The purpose of the Russian "Targeted 
Methodological Assistance to Schools with 
Low Educational Results" project (hereinaf-
ter referred to as the Project) is to improve 
the results of schools with poor student per-
formance by identifying the risk factors for 
reducing the results characteristic of each 
individual school participating in the project, 
by developing and implementing measures 
(development programs) to overcome the 
negative impact of such factors.

As risk factors, the Project considers 
risk factors recognized by the scientific 
community for reducing educational out-
comes: contextual constraints, resource 
shortage and competence deficits, as well 
as the features of the school educational 
environment.

Contextual risks are understood as 
complex factors that the school cannot 
change itself (for example, the location, so-
cial-economic and cultural characteristics 
of the school’s territory and students back-
ground). Contextual risks may also include 
the characteristics of school students (high 
socio-cultural diversity, am increased pro-
portion of students with disabilities, etc.). 
In any education system, such complex 

factors have a high correlation with lower 
student outcomes, and students with low 
socio-economic and cultural status are at 
risk of low educational outcomes [3].

The other, non-contextual risk factors 
may be directly affected. For example: the 
resource shortage (staff, teaching materi-
als and equipment), the quality of the phys-
ical environment of the school; the risks 
of a low-quality school social environment 
(negative school climate), that affects the 
quality of social and professional relations 
at school [4]; low professional competen-
cies of teachers. Researchers often attri-
bute this last category of risk factors to be 
the most significant [5].

The studies that formed the methodolog-
ical basis of the Project indicate that contex-
tual risk factors can be mitigated, while the 
impact of non-contextual factors is signifi-
cantly reduced or eliminated at all [5, 6, 7].

We will highlight a group of risks associ-
ated with school management. The school 
principal is a key figure in the success of 
measures to counteract risk factors, plan-
ning and implementation is impossible 
without the direct meaningful participation 
of the school principal in it. Effective school 
management today requires the diverse 
competencies of a school manager: a) as-
sessing deficits and supporting the devel-
opment of the professional competencies 
of teachers; b) goal setting, the analysis of 
the effectiveness of achieving goals, com-
pliance with higher management levels; c) 
financial and human resources manage-
ment; d) interaction with the external envi-
ronment of the school [8].

There at are at least two possible sce-
narios when the principal and the manage-
rial team do not implement the manage-
ment function to improve the quality of 
the results, threating its development: the 
principal is inactive regarding the identifica-
tion of risk factors specific to the school, 
or the principal takes measures which do 
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not lead to the desired results. Inaction can 
also be the result of little knowledge on 
how to solve a noticed problem, or a lack of 
knowledge of the problem, that leads to the 
inability to make decisions. The situation of 
taking ineffective measures can also be as-
sumed as a situation of knowledge about 
the problem, but a lack of skills to solve it.

As a result, the school remains equal 
to its own basic potential, when the risk 
factors that threaten its development are 
contrasted with the professional abilities of 
the members of the teaching staff, the set 
of technologies, techniques and practices 
that have actually developed after receiv-
ing pedagogical education and subsequent 
professional experience, individually imple-
mented by teachers at school. If the skills of 
the school staff are not enough to mitigate 
the risk factors, it will demonstrate lower 
results than if there was an adequate iden-
tification, prevention of deficiencies and 
adaptation of the technologies used to the 
needs of the school.

The situation of the principal’s inaction 
regarding the quality of education is quite 
common in Russian schools. According to 
the TALIS-2018 study, Russian principals 
are less involved in issues directly related 
to improving the quality of education, com-
pared with principals from countries leading 
in the quality of general education. In a Rus-
sian school, the principal pays less atten-
tion to identifying teacher deficiencies and 
adapting the school curriculum (as well as 
identifying the need for its adaptation) [9].

Not only the lack of necessary compe-
tencies, but also the principal’s attitude can 
interrupt the identification, recognition and 
elimination of the problems that hinder the 
development of a school. The lack of suc-
cessful experience in countering risk fac-
tors can support a fixed mindset [10]. The 
necessity to make steps to change existing 
practices may be perceived by the princi-
pals as an admission of their own failure, 
which can foster inaction.

Due to the need to change the com-
mon inaction of the principal, the main part 
of the Project involved the creation of the 
conditions for launching a decision-making 
process aimed at the school development.

The Project was intended to provide the 
schools with low education outcomes the 
following: 1) the information about educa-
tional outcomes and the risk factors, and 
an individual risk profile for a school; 2) a 
set of selected and approved technologies 
for developing the practical measures to 
mitigate the risk factors; 3) methodological 
advisory support on the development and 
implementation of measures to mitigate 
risk factors. Thus, schools received the 
instruments and instructions for restarting 
their quality management.

The article discusses the following hy-
potheses:

— the effectiveness of participation in 
the Project of Targeted Methodological As-
sistance to Schools with Low Educational 
Results correlates with the attitudes of the 
administrative staff;

— the prevention of low educational 
outcomes is associated with changes in 
pedagogical and classroom practices, pro-
fessional interaction and managerial prac-
tices in school;

— the effectiveness of the preventive 
measures is associated with the starting 
position of a school receiving assistance 
(the greater numbers of underperforming 
students in schools associate with the little 
efficiency of the assistance).

Method
Comparison of the Results
of Subgroups of Schools
The main way to test the hypotheses 

was to compare the results of different 
subgroups of schools, identified in the 
survey results. For this, the following 
data is used: 1) the lists of schools with 
low results from different years, the 2019 
list is taken as the base, the 2022 list as 
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the control list; 2) the dynamics of the low 
performance index. The analysis of the 
dynamics of the index makes it possible 
to identify differences between effective 
prevention factors and observe trends in 
school results even if the school has not 
left the list of low performers.

The index of low results is calculated for 
each test of the All-Russian National Tests, 
separately for grades 4, 5 and 6 in Russian 
and Math. The index is calculated as the 
share of the participants in a procedure in 
a given subject in a given grade, whose 
results are below the established minimum 
score value for this grade-subject. The in-
dex reflects the proportion of students re-
ceiving unsatisfactory grades in the subject. 
The index takes values from 0—1, where 
1 stands for low results, 100% of students 
in the target grade received “Unsatisfac-
tory” in the subject, 0 means the absence 
of low results. Since the index character-
izes low educational results, its decrease 
is associated with a decrease in the share 
of unsuccessful students and an increase 
of the results. To assess the dynamics, the 
value of the generalized index of low results 
is used, equal to the average of all indices 
of low results according to the specified as-
sessment procedures, including selected 
grade-subjects results. The base index 
score is calculated on the results of 2019, 
the control index is calculated using the 
same procedure results from 2022.

To analyze the administration's atti-
tudes an index was developed that charac-
terizes school involvement in the Project. 
It presumes the principal’s view and those 
school employees that have the greatest 
influence on his opinion. It includes: the 
principal's attitude towards the Project, the 
feedback of the curator (an appointed ex-
ternal practitioner, who is a skilled school 
manager themselves) collected throughout 
the Project. The objectives of the survey 
were the principal's readiness for profes-
sional development, their openness to the 

external environment, their willingness to 
change the status quo.

The index is calculated using the re-
sponses of principals and curators who 
answered all of the necessary questions 
during a series of questionnaires (at the 
beginning, middle, and end of the year of 
participation in the Project). The number of 
pairs of a principal and a curator represent-
ing one school was 1,590 out of 3,000 pairs 
who participated in the Project in 2021.

The questionnaires consisted of ques-
tions with scoring options (from 1 to 5) and 
questions with a choice of options. An-
swers with values 1—3 correspond to a low 
index value, answers with 4—5 correspond 
to a high value; all choice options questions 
used for the index were associated with a 
decrease in the index (Table 3).

45% of schools showed a high engage-
ment index, 11% showed a low one.

The study of the influence of the change 
in school practices is made on a sample of 
underachieving students, the survey of the 
principals who participated in the Project 
in 2021 was conducted in 2022. More than 
2836 (95%) principals took part in the sur-
vey. Survey participants were asked to eval-
uate how much a particular technology or 
practice had changed, indicating that it had 
not changed at all (1 point) or, on the con-
trary, that it had become developed enough 
that the school could present its own experi-
ence in that area (5 points). The results of 
the survey were compared for schools that 
remain in the list of schools with low results 
since 2019 or had left it in 2022.

To analyze the connection between the 
initial level of underperformance in school 
and the results of participation in the Proj-
ect, the dynamics of the results of the index 
of low results in the subgroups of schools 
is analyzed. The following groups are dis-
tinguished: basic underachievers (<= .32); 
average underachievers (.33—.47; .48—
.60); severe underachievers (>= .61). The 
share in the brackets is the low performing 
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students according to All-Russian National 
Tests. Among the Project participants, the 
shares of schools with different levels of 
failure and contextual risks are distributed 
in equal proportions to the actual state at 
the beginning of the Project, this was one 

of the specific conditions for selecting par-
ticipating schools [11].

The value of the index of low results, the 
share of public organizations that were on 
the list with low results and left it are pre-
sented in Table 2.

Table 1
Questions Used for the Index of School Involvement in the Implementation 

of the Targeted Methodological Assistance Project in 2021

Role of 
participant

Time of 
completing 

questionnaire
Question

Principal end How do you assess the current involvement of your school in the 
Project?

Curator middle How can you characterize the openness of the school for the changes 
that need to be implemented within the Project?

Curator middle In your opinion, does the administration of the school you are 
supervising strive to improve the internal evaluation system (IES) to 
obtain more optimal and accurate information? (The answer "The 
Administration does not see the need for changes in the IES" gives an 
index decrease.)

Curator end How would you describe the involvement of the supervised school in 
the Project?

Curator end What is the frequency of communication with the school you are 
supervising? (The answer "Less than 1 time per month" gives a 
decrease in the index.)

Curator end How can you characterize the interaction between you (as a curator) 
and the supervised school during collaboration within the Project?
(The answers "The supervised school contacted me (as a curator) only 
for formal approvals needed for the Project " and "I (as a curator) often 
had to remind the school of the importance of participating actively 
in the Project, of deadlines for completing assignments and initiating 
discussions of problematic issues" give a decrease in the index.)

Table 2
The Relationship Between the Factors of the Prevention of Low Results, 

the Fact that a School is Included in the List of Low Performers 
and the Dynamics of the Low Results Index

Factor Under Study Value of the Factor

Low Performers List 
2022

Low Results Index 
Dynamics 

Left the 
list

Remain in 
the list

Mean (remain — left)

Management Attitudes

School involvement low 51% 49% –,07

medium 61% 39% –,09

high 72% 28% –,12
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Factor Under Study Value of the Factor

Low Performers List 
2022

Low Results Index 
Dynamics 

Left the 
list

Remain in 
the list

Mean (remain — left)

School Practices

Communication quality 
between management 
and teachers 

No changes observed 50% 50% –,03

2 55% 45% –,10

3 57% 43% –,08

4 65% 35% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 72% 28% –,11

Teacher practices and 
classroom technologies

No changes observed 0% 100% ,04

2 41% 59% –,04

3 57% 43% –,08

4 66% 34% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 72% 28% –,12

Teacher per lessons 
observation 

No changes observed 47% 53% –,01

2 48% 52% –,04

3 59% 41% –,09

4 65% 35% –,11

Severe, noticeable changes 72% 28% –,11

Feedback to the col-
leagues

No changes observed 29% 71% –,02

2 47% 53% –,05

3 59% 41% –,09

4 63% 37% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 73% 27% –,11

Communication quality 
between teachers and 
students

No changes observed 38% 63% –,07

2 56% 44% –,08

3 58% 42% –,09

4 64% 36% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 72% 28% –,11

School climate No changes observed 45% 55% –,08

2 51% 49% –,08

3 58% 42% –,09

4 65% 35% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 71% 29% –,12

Upbringing technologies No changes observed 27% 73% ,00

2 50% 50% –,04

3 57% 43% –,09

4 65% 35% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 72% 28% –,12

Parents involvement in 
the school life

No changes observed 47% 53% –,09

2 47% 53% –,06

3 61% 39% –,09
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Results
As a result of hypothesis testing, it was 

revealed that the attitudes of the principal 

are associated with the successful imple-
mentation of the Project. Schools whose 
principals demonstrated high involvement in 

Factor Under Study Value of the Factor

Low Performers List 
2022

Low Results Index 
Dynamics 

Left the 
list

Remain in 
the list

Mean (remain — left)

4 67% 33% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 70% 30% –,11

Communication to the 
founder 

No changes observed 59% 41% –,06

2 62% 38% –,10

3 61% 39% –,09

4 64% 36% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 69% 31% –,11

Unbiased internal 
evaluation 

No changes observed 14% 86% –,04

2 35% 65% –,06

3 57% 43% –,08

4 66% 34% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 71% 29% –,12

School self–assessment No changes observed 50% 50% –,04

2 56% 44% –,08

3 56% 44% –,08

4 64% 36% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 71% 29% –,11

Managing of the internal 
evaluation system

No changes observed 31% 69% ,04

2 45% 55% –,08

3 57% 43% –,08

4 66% 34% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 73% 27% –,12

Defining problems and 
risks 

No changes observed 62% 38% –,05

2 56% 44% –,09

3 57% 43% –,09

4 65% 35% –,10

Severe, noticeable changes 71% 29% –,11

Starting Level of Underachieving

Low results index 
(Grade 5) 

<= ,32 71% 29% –,04

,33—,47 69% 31% –,08

,48—,60 62% 38% –,11

,61+ 56% 44% –,18

Low results index 
(Grade 6) 

<= ,50 73% 27% –,05

,51 — ,61 69% 31% –,07

,62 — ,75 62% 38% –,11

,76+ 53% 47% –,18
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the implementation of the Project were on 
average 1.7 times more effective than prin-
cipals who did not show such involvement.

Increased confidence in the use of 
classroom technologies and managerial 
practices that were mentioned in the ques-
tionnaire is associated with a reduction in 
the proportion of low educational results. 
For example, the most noticeable changes 
for the principal in the pedagogical tech-
nologies used by teachers and the organi-
zation of the school system for assessing 
the quality of education resulted in the most 
noticeable decline in the index of low results 
(-,16), as well as the use of educational 
practices by teachers (-,12); the visiting of 
each other's lessons by colleagues (-,10); 
providing feedback to colleagues (-,09).

The hypothesis of a higher difficulty 
of preventing low results in schools with a 
higher proportion of underachieving stu-
dents is not confirmed. On the contrary 
even, the schools with the largest proportion 
of students with low results have achieved 
the most noticeable dynamics of reducing 
the number of underachieving students. 
Note, however, that a more favorable start-
ing position turned out to be associated with 
a more successful exit from the list of low 
performing schools, probably due to the fact 
that the results are closer to the boundary of 
the criteria chosen to determine the list, and, 
consequently, even a small improvement 
takes the school out of the focus zone.

As part of the discussion, it should be 
noted that, as a result of the differences in 
the evaluation scales of the studied groups 
of prevention factors (attitudes, practices, 
initial position), one should interpret with 
caution the comparison of the strength of 
the factors described by the change in the 
index of low results. So, for example, the 
active position of the principal can become 
a determining factor for the school to im-
prove results, while the fixed mindset of the 
impossibility of improving results can com-
pletely block the development of a school. 

At the same time, it seems that, in general, 
both the trend and the magnitude of the 
listed factors reflect reality.

The lack of standards and generally 
accepted criteria for the qualitative imple-
mentation of the listed communication and 
managerial practices significantly compli-
cate the assessment of the effectiveness of 
their implementation in schools. The more 
unambiguously interpreted aspects, which 
were covered within the Project's method-
ological framework, such as "pedagogical 
technologies", "organization of IES", "ob-
servation of colleagues' lessons", turned 
out to be associated with more noticeable 
positive dynamics than more abstract cat-
egories such as "quality of communication 
between teachers and students", "school 
climate". At the same time, there is good 
reason to believe that the potential for 
the development of these aspects of the 
school's activities is more than significant.

An important factor that can be consid-
ered in relation to the activity of a school, but 
that is not sufficiently covered by the analysis 
is the external environment — the adminis-
trative structure in the school’s founder and 
the region where school is located. Schools 
facing inefficient management and schools 
receiving the necessary assistance obvi-
ously work in different conditions. In this re-
gard, the attitude and criteria that municipal 
and regional managers use for determining 
schools with low outcomes are very impor-
tant. For example, an educational organiza-
tion with high contextual risks and a signifi-
cant proportion of underachievers may not 
be considered by the municipality and the 
regional executive authority as a school in 
need of support until it gets into the federal 
list of public organizations with low results. It 
seems risky for achieving the national goal 
of improving the quality of education.

Conclusion
To summarize, let us record a number 

ofconclusions.
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— Low school results are a conse-
quence of the conjunction of a number of 
circumstances: an increased concentra-
tion of risk factors, insufficient counterac-
tion or the inaction of the school adminis-
tration.

— The inaction of the school is associ-
ated with the low competence of the admin-
istration in identifying and counteracting the 
risk factors. Inaction could be provoked by 
the absence of mechanisms for managing 
the quality of education: schools don’t have 
enough technologies to identify problems 

and introduce the appropriate measures to 
mitigate negative impact.

—  The administration's attitudes may 
influence the implementation of quality 
management mechanisms for education at 
school.

— A school regardless of the starting 
point and the share of underachieving stu-
dents can improve its results if it begins to 
implement mechanisms for managing the 
quality of education. Approaches to man-
aging the quality of educational outcomes 
at school are universal.
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