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Abstract: Grounded in dialogue theory, the dialogue-based school
management model is a novel approach to school management in
China in response to the limitations of traditional school manage-
ment patterns. It is the result of long-term explorations of effective
school management modalities on the part of schools at all levels.
This article elucidates the model’s connotations and basic elements,
analyzes the significance of its implementation, and proposes path-
ways to its successful enactment.
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MID the ongoing transformation of educational notions in China,
school management, as a crucial factor in educational development,

is facing unprecedented challenges as well as opportunities. There is
a growing consensus that the core of school management lies in the man-
agement of people, with the enhancement of their motivation and creativity
being its primary aim. While rigid rules and regulations are essential in
school management, human-centered approaches are often more effective in
maintaining sustained motivation because human beings are potentially emo-
tionally and behaviorally inspirable.

Traditional school management has been centered on authority and
control, characterized by strict hierarchical order and a focus on top-down
directive communication and execution, where obedience of the majority has
become the norm. This “monologue-based” management paradigm severely
dampens equal communication between the management and the managed,
resulting in a lack of vitality and harmony in the school environment. Issues,
such as “discourse hegemony” held by teachers, deprivation of freedom of
speech in students, and frequent tensions between the school and parents, are
all bitter consequences of the absence of dialogue mechanisms. Dialogue-
based school management, with its emphasis on egalitarian dialogue and
healthy interpersonal relationships, can serve as an antidote to the shortcom-
ings associated with “monologue-based” management, facilitating democrat-
ic communication and fusion of perspectives, based on mutual understanding
among all school members.

Connotations of Dialogue-Based School Management

Definition of Dialogue

Definitions of dialogue vary greatly in academia. The German philosopher
Gadamer (1989), from the perspective of truth pursuit, views dialogue as a
process in which all sides engage to attain truth. The Austrian Israeli philos-
opher Martin Buber contends that genuine dialogue is a profound exchange
between open-minded individuals (as cited in Jin, 1997). Chinese researchers
Zhang and Jin (2004) argue that dialogue is a process in which two sides,
based on their respective pre-conception frameworks, work towards a fusion
of horizons. Based on a review of existing conceptions of dialogue, this
study defines it as follows: Dialogue is a process of two-way communication
of discourse, emotions, ideas, and more, based on mutual respect, trust, and
equal treatment between the two sides, with language as the medium. Dia-
logue in this sense is not simply a verbal conversation but embodies pro-
found meaning and value, serving to be the bedrock for dialogue-based man-
agement.
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The Concept of Dialogue-Based School Management

The concept of “dialogue-based school management” became popular in
China because of Nanjing Normal University Professor Xinping Zhang’s
work Introduction to Educational Management, published in 2006, which
highlights it as an interaction featuring sincere conversation and mutual ap-
preciation between the school management and other members (Zhang,
2006). Other researchers have defined it from different perspectives. Wu
(2004) views it as a synthesis of management style, context, and philosophy
in a school setting; Lin (2008) interprets it through dimensions like demo-
cratic cooperation and mutual benefit; Yu (2008) praises it as a school man-
agement style that fosters spiritual qualities of school life through dialogue;
and Huang (2003) plainly defines it as the process of oral communication
among school personnel regarding administrative affairs.

Synthesizing existing conceptions, the present study defines dia-
logue-based school management as a form of school management imple-
mented through dialogue, embodying the spirit of dialogue, and activating
dialogical capacities, which involves establishing dialogue mechanisms be-
tween the school, teachers, students, parents, and the community. In essence,
it is an endeavor of collaborative inquiry. All school members as manage-
ment participants seek new understanding through interactive exchange,
moving beyond individual cognitive biases towards co-construction of
knowledge, and thus collectively drive the progress of school management.

Basic Elements of the Dialogue-Based School Man-
agement Model

The dialogue-based school management model, as an advanced management
approach that aligns with the essence of education, relies on the synergistic
interaction of multiple key elements for its effective operation. These ele-
ments, as shown below, are interrelated and mutually influential, collectively
contributing to the development of a dynamic and democratic ecosystem for
school management (Chen, 2010).

e Dialogue-Based Management Philosophy: The philosophy of dia-
logue-based management serves as the compass for school manage-
ment, determining the establishment of the school’s management no-
tions and strategies, shaping its funding allocation, resource integra-
tion, and leadership style, and guiding the school toward the right
track of development.

¢ Dialogue-Based Organizational Structure: A dialogue-based organi-
zational structure is the groundwork of the management model in
question. A well-designed organizational structure is typically char-
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acterized by completeness, unity, efficiency, and stability, providing
a solid organizational foundation for dialogue-based management in
the school, which ensures the efficiency of school governance,
smoothness of communication, and timeliness of feedback.

e Dialogue-Based Management Tactics: The model’s operating mech-
anism comprises specific dialogue-based management tactics, which
are underpinned by the said management philosophy and organiza-
tional structure. They permeate all processes of school management,
including the formulation of development plans, the deployment of
posts, personnel appointments and removals, and so on. Effective
dialogue-based management tactics ensure the orderly execution of
school management tasks and enhance management efficiency.

o Self-Improvement Mechanism: The self-improvement mechanism is a
vital component of the dialogue-based school management model,
enabling the school to continuously improve, develop, and innovate
in response to its practical needs. Amid the ever-changing education-
al environment and societal context, the capacity for self-
improvement is crucial for the school maintaining its competitive
edge and achieving sustainable development.

The Necessity of Implementing Dialogue-Based School
Management

Underlying “monologue-based” school management are an absolute view of
truth and a knowledge transmission-centered perspective. The absolute view
of truth emphasizes that truth is based on a single right answer and is un-
questionable. The management holding such a view may consider their deci-
sions and instructions indisputable and impose their ideas on other school
members, leading to a lack of equal footed dialogue and communication.
The knowledge transmission-centered perspective overemphasizes the im-
portance of knowledge delivery as the only criterion for school management
efforts, making school management mechanical and rigid without humanistic
care and emotional concern. As opposed to the “monologue-based” man-
agement style, the dialogue-based management model encourages a dialogi-
cal way of operation in schools, serving as a strategy for fostering the moti-
vation of all school members, and thus its enactment has become a signifi-
cant move to school reform.

Foregrounding the Historically Inherent Role of Dia-
logue in Educational Management
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As highly social creatures, humans cannot survive and develop without dia-
logue and interaction. Dialogue is not only an important means by which
humans understand the world but also an essential component of human ex-
istence (Marx & Engels, 1985). Furthermore, dialogue is an overriding mode
of communication in any management activity. Since the advent of man-
agement, dialogue has been deeply integrated into it. Dialogue in its broad
sense takes place in all forms of management. Regardless of management
style, interactive dialogue is a key indicator of excellent management. Ac-
cording to dialogue theory, management per se is composed of various forms
of dialogue and thus is inherently dialogical (Lin, 2020).

Historically, dialogue has consistently been an inseparable presence
in education and educational management across different times and cultures.
From Confucius’ heuristic dialogues and Socrates’ “Socratic method” to to-
day’s dialogue-based school management, the history of educational man-
agement powerfully attests to the profound value of dialogue. It can be ar-
gued that dialogue has permeated the entire sphere of education (Morsy,
1995). Buber’s (2015) statement that all relationships in education are basi-
cally dialogical further highlights the central role of dialogue in educational
relationships. However, the relentless expansion of technology and instru-
mental rationality in modern days has gradually eroded the value rationality
inherent in management, causing “dialogue” to be overshadowed by “mono-
logue” (Feng, 2008). It is time to reaffirm the significance of dialogue in ed-
ucational management.

Addressing the Paucity of the Dialogue Mentality in
School Management

Recent decades have witnessed increased use of dialogue to resolve conflicts
and seek understanding in various sectors. The rise of dialogue-based school
management represents the call for the dialogue mentality in the world of
education (Liu, 2001). The dialogue mentality entails a variety of concepts,
including democracy and equality, openness and freedom, mutual respect,
fairness and justice, understanding and inclusiveness, and more. Neverthe-
less, the paucity of the dialogue mentality in current school management in
China has brought about several severe issues.

A Lack of Communication and Interaction Channels: In school man-
agement scenarios, there is a lack of effective communication channels be-
tween school leaders, teachers, and students. School leaders may adopt a
commanding posture, issuing directives from a position of authority while
turning a deaf ear to the actual needs and ideas of teachers and students.
Teachers possessing rich frontline education experience and valuable in-
sights into school management are often marginalized due to the lack of
channels for expressing their opinions. Students, though being the chief ac-
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tors in education, find their voices even less heard, resulting in their learning
needs and growth issues being inadequately attended to. This ineffectiveness
in communication and interaction among school members makes school
management aimless (Yu, 2012).

Arbitrary Decision-Making: The lack of democracy in school deci-
sion-making is a prominent sign of the absence of the dialogue mentality.
Decisions are often made behind closed doors by a small group of school
leaders, leaving teachers and students to passively accept them (Chen, 2010).
For example, teachers and students may be deprived of the opportunity to
express their opinions on decisions on major issues like curriculum design
and the establishment of teaching evaluation standards, which concern them
the most. This arbitrary approach to decision-making not only risks creating
a disconnection between decisions and actual circumstances, leaving the
practical needs of teaching and learning unmet, but also severely undermines
the motivation and initiative of teachers and students, fostering resistance
toward school management practices.

Tendency Towards Simplistic Management Methods: A portion of
school leaders tend to employ simplistic and arbitrary management methods,
without showing adequate respect for and understanding of teachers and stu-
dents. When teachers make instructional mistakes, or students violate disci-
pline, they may directly resort to criticism or even penalty without investi-
gating the underlying causes. Management methods like these fail to address
the roots of the problems while also harming the self-esteem of teachers and
students, damaging the harmonious atmosphere within the school (Yu, 2022).

These issues severely hinder the healthy development of the school
and impede the achievement of school management objectives.

Overcoming the Shortcomings of Traditional School
Management Paradigms

Based on various management theories, a variety of school management par-
adigms have been developed and put into practice, including experience-
based school management, scientific school management, humanistic school
management, school culture-valued management, and others. Despite their
marked value, these management paradigms also have their respective limi-
tations. For instance, scientific management can significantly improve school
efficiency but, at the same time, leads to issues like the inflexible school sys-
tem, improper quantification in teaching evaluation, and the authoritarian
behavior of school leaders. Humanistic management is intended to motivate
teachers to participate in democratic management and address the shortcom-
ings of scientific management, yet it often results in excessive emphasis on
interpersonal relationships at the expense of management effectiveness - a
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problem that similarly exists in the school culture-focused management
model (Zhang, 2011).

Hence, each school management modality has its own distinctive
emphasis. Scientific management focuses on the institutional aspects of
management, while humanistic management centers on the human elements.
Dialogue-based school management is an endeavor to legitimately integrate
scientific and humanistic management by incorporating their strengths. It is a
creative rather than a mechanical combination of scientific and humanistic
management with a goal of optimizing school outcomes through leveraging
institutional, cultural, and human powers (An, 2009).

Pathways to Successful Dialogue-Based School Man-
agement

Dialogue-based school management aligns with the pursuit of modern edu-
cation to actively engage plural actors and promote collective development,
representing a significant direction for optimizing school management and
improving educational quality in China. Its successful implementation re-
quires adherence to its core principles and application of explicit strategies.

Core Principles

Human-Centered Management Philosophy

The human-centered philosophy of management is the rationale underlying
dialogue-based school management. Such a philosophy emphasizes focusing
on human needs, respecting human values, and promoting human develop-
ment. In school management, this means prioritizing the growth of teachers
and students, providing them with a favorable working and learning envi-
ronment to foster their motivation and creativity, and working towards the
common development of the school and its members (Yan, 2010).

Democracy and Equality as Basic Values

Democracy and equality are held as the fundamental values for the imple-
mentation of dialogue-based school management. It advocates respecting the
rights and opinions of all school members. Engaging teachers and students in
day-to-day management and democratic decision-making can genuinely en-
hance their senses of ownership of the school by fostering senses of belong-
ing to and responsibility for it. This democratic and equal atmosphere helps
encourage initiative in teachers and students, thereby improving the out-
comes of school management (Wu, 2004).
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Mutual Respect and Trust-Based Relationships

Dialogue-based school management promotes mutual respect and trust
among school administrators, teachers, students, parents, and the community.
Mutual respect is the prerequisite for establishing desirable relationships,
while trust ensures their sustainable development. In a climate of mutual re-
spect and trust, relevant sides can communicate openly, cooperate sincerely,
and contribute to the development of the school. For example, mutual re-
spect and trust between the school and parents can deepen home-school co-
education by forging a collaborative educational force to better promote stu-
dent growth (Shan & Hao, 2011).

Cooperation and Reflection as Facilitators

Teacher-student, inter-teacher, and school administrator-teacher-student as-
sistance and cooperation can create a powerful synergy in school manage-
ment, facilitating the smooth enactment of various efforts of the school. Also,
dialogue-based school management encourages school members to share in-
formation and engage in school management critically and reflectively. The
management process is made a journey of reflective, cooperative inquiry,
during which school administrators, teachers, and students continually exam-
ine their actions and decisions, identify issues, and make timely improve-
ments, thereby driving the advancement of school management (Tang, 2001).

Implementation Strategies

Strategies for implementing dialogue-based school management as an inno-
vative and dynamic management model (Huang, 2012) represent a compre-
hensive mechanism, which entails setting explicit objectives, developing
rules, creating a dialogue-encouraging climate, and fostering participants’
dialogue capacities (Chen, 2010).

Establishing Explicit Management Objectives through
Joint Efforts

As opposed to traditional arbitrary management modalities, where manage-
ment objectives are subject to the will of a few persons in authority position
and unmodifiable, the dialogue-based management model welcomes collec-
tive input from all management participants in establishing management ob-
jectives (Yu, 2022). These objectives are typically based on full dialogue,
contextually relevant, and dynamically modifiable.
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Furthermore, in dialogue-based management, the enactment of dia-
logue itself is treated as an important objective. The achievement of school
management objectives is not only measured by the resolution of specific
issues but also by the cultivation of dialogue mentality and the enhancement
of dialogue capacities in participants (An, 2014). For example, when formu-
lating school development plans, stakeholders, such as school administrators,
teachers, and student representatives, are engaged in discussions to jointly
set forward-looking and actionable goals based on the school’s actual cir-
cumstances, development trends, and the needs of various sides. All school
members contribute their expertise, and their personal growth and develop-
ment in this process are counted as key evidence of the success of the man-
agement objectives.

Developing Legitimate Dialogue Rules to Ensure Demo-
cratic, Equal Participation

To ensure that all relevant sides can actively and orderly participate in school
management, it is crucial to establish legitimate dialogue rules (Chen, 2010)
to guarantee: (i) Equal rights of participants. In the dialogue-based school
management model, all participants, school leaders, teachers, or student rep-
resentatives, are actors on an equal footing, regardless of their identity, with
each of them having equal rights to participate in decision-making. For ex-
ample, in a meeting for discussing high-stakes issues, every representative
has the opportunity to fully express their opinions, without being restricted
or neglected for their different positions in the organization. (ii) Interactions
based on mutual respect and trust. School leaders should be receptive of the
views of other school members, with confidence in their ability to make sen-
sible judgments, and avoid imposing their own opinions on the latter. For
instance, in discussions on teaching programs, school leaders should take
teachers’ creativity and professional expertise seriously, listen openly to their
proposals, and explore ways to optimize the programs in collaboration with
them. (iii) Free sharing of ideas. Dialogue-based management is an open
process that encourages sharing of ideas in participants and meaning genera-
tion from interactive exchange. The school can organize various forms of
seminars and forums, providing school members with ample communication
platforms where different thoughts and perspectives can be inspired and re-
fined. (iv) Responsibility division. It is important for all actors to identify
their respective responsibilities in school management, using their initiative
in addressing constantly emerging issues and working together to resolve
them. For instance, when a school faces challenges in teaching resource allo-
cation, all members should share the responsibility for adjustment, seeking
out reasonable solutions through negotiation and coordination.
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Fostering a Climate That Encourages Active Participation

Dialogue-based school management necessitates active participation of all
members in school management affairs. Hence, it is important to create a
school climate in which each of them feels that their role and importance in
school management are fully recognized and that they make substantive con-
tributions to the achievement of the school’s management objectives. Such a
climate can motivate them to voluntarily participate in school management
and continuously examine their involvement. For instance, during the dia-
logue-based process of school curriculum reform, teachers need to be in-
spired to actively present their teaching experiences and suggestions while
also reflecting on the alignment between their teaching methods and the re-
quirements of the reformed curriculum (Wu, 2004).

Creating Management Evaluation Standards Aimed at
Boosting Dialogue Awareness and Capacities

In dialogue-based school management, all participants can make distinctive
contributions despite the disparities in their dialogue capacities due to the
variations in their life experiences, education backgrounds, cognitive levels,
and expression skills. More importantly, the dialogue-based management
model holds that the individual’s dialogue ability undergoes progressive de-
velopment in management practice. To enhance its members’ capacities for
dialogue-based management, the school needs to establish collaborative
channels to facilitate their participation. Measures include but not limited to
forming cross-departmental management teams to allow personnel from dif-
ferent roles to jointly participate in the decision-making and management of
school projects and regularly organizing management training programs.

The school’s management evaluation criteria should not only look at
the management results of the participants but also comprehensively assess
their dialogue awareness and capacities, including their participation level in
discussions, attitudes towards others’ opinions, and contribution of valuable
insights. Through legitimate evaluation criteria, school members can be mo-
tivated to continuously enhance their dialogue skills and actively participate
in the school’s dialogue-based management.

Conclusion

Against the backdrop of the intensified educational reform in China, dia-
logue-based school management, with its distinctive management approach-
es and methods, showcases significant value in the domain of school man-
agement. It introduces new perspectives on school management while also,
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at a practical level, instigating a shift in management from control to facilita-
tion, thereby creating a more harmonious and efficient management envi-
ronment. Moreover, dialogue-based school management combines the
strengths of scientific management and humanistic management, overcoming
the limitations of traditional management paradigms. Also, as a workable
management model, it can effectively serve the practical needs of school
management, contributing to the smooth achievement of management objec-
tives. Therefore, integrating it into the school’s established management sys-
tem can potentially significantly elevate its management standards and opti-

mize its management outcomes.
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