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Introductory Statement

The Center's mission is to improve teaching In American schools.
I1ts work is carried out through three research and development programs--
Teaching Effectiveness, The Environment for Teaching, and Teaching and
Linguistic Pluralism--and a technical assistance program, the Stanford
Urban/Rural Leadership Training Institute. A program of Exploratory
and Related Studies includes smaller studies not included in the major
programs. The ERIC Clearinghouse on Information Resources is also a
part of the Center.

This paper, which is part of the work of the Environment for Teach-
ing Program, describes schools as relatively uncoordinated ("looscly
couplrd") organizations, suggests that social understandings provide a
basis for the coordination of school activities, and considers the impli-
cations of such social coordination of educational work for organization
theory, educational administration, innovation, and future research.
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NOTES ON THF STRUCTURE OF EDUCATIONAL ORGANTZATIONS

John W. Mever
Stanford Universitv

There is a great deal of evidence that educational organizations
lack internal coordination. This is especially true of the content and
methods of what is presumablv their central activity--instruction. The
main activity tends tn he removed from the control of the organizational
structure, both in 1ts hureaucratic aspects and in its professional or
enllegial aspects. This rrorerty of educational organizations, among
others, has led March ("larch and Olsen, forthcoming) to applv to them
the term "loosely ccunled.™ By this he means that structure i«
di~connected trom actisrit , ang activitv is Jdisconnected from its effects.

We can brieflv con=i'er some of the specific vavs in vhich
rducational Qrganization‘ lack ceordination, First, there 1< no
te himelacvy s op provran o instractean, th oo o oo cablished or
ronsensual efficacity.  taus 10 ¢ Jdifticult even to estanlish
standards of content ani arccedure,. Second, tacve seems to oe little
Aantierity of st ice e fo! in educational adninistrators to create such

~tandards. Third, tnere relativelr Tittle cequential fnterdependence

in teachine vork. While 2 the abetract it oy eer ecessary Yor sixth

77 .

rraler« to have masterec 7 t-orale vorn in oeder to do thoor own work

nroperle (or tor advac ¢ ocouvaes st shonts to have mastered introductory

veonomnics), it seems that in *he real world those rules are often violated
itn Limited crvanizati vl costs. Pourth, caucatienat orgmizations
rarelr have meastures f Loy apyn authnt or ef Licqaev, or that oo thelir

cubnnits., Mogs a0 e 1l mechnnisn of orpaar 7ational control i« almost

his naner was orccanally nrenare! . .. tonterence an
Fincational § tems as Loosele Counted Ore.aiisations, La Jolla, Chilifornia,
Fotrypar- 2, 19750 TU wi b aresented gt the tnmial meetine ol the
197%.
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. always missing. Fifth, and more broadly, teaching work is usually not

subject to serious evaluation or inspection of anv kind, and is not even
visible for such inspection (Dornbusch and Scott, 1975). It is cormon
for educational work to take place in the isolation of the classroom,
removed from organizational controls of a substantive kind "(e.g., Lortie,
1973; Dreeben, 1973; and Bidwell, 1965)."

To account for the general situation described above, the myth of
the teacher as a professional is sometimes employed. Thus educational
activitv is seen as controlled by socialized professionals. But there
is much evidence that this makes no sense. Teachers are known to have
little professional communication among th-mselves, and professional
organizations have little authority in substantive matters. Almost all
studies show few effects of professional training either on Ebe,eontent
and method of instruction or on instructional success (the ;Qidence is
stronzest here). Teachers themsclves do not believe the myth: in
contrast to nurses, they report that their training, as opposed to
personality and experience, has little to do with their ability to
serform effectively (Dornbusch and Scott, 1975). The myth is of the
greatest importance, but it does not contribute to the integration and
coordination of educational work.

Desnite all this, the educational system and its organizations appear
to have considerable stabilitvy. And in many ways they give the impression
of considerable, although implicit, coordination. Teachers in different
classrooms, though isolated, seem to teach many of the same things. And
sunils learn many of the same things. This is really our problem: to
exnlain how organizations with few controls over their central activity
~sersist so stably, and to explain how implicit coordination is achieved.

Our explanation of this sttuation takes two forms: a general

exnlanation of how substantive elducaticnal activity is coordinated outside

1Snme caveats are needed herc: (1) We are discussing Amerildan education.
Schools observed in Britain shnw much more internal coordination, evaluation,
and control under the authority of headmasters, vhose roles in society and
schoa]l are substantive, substantial, and rooted in established tradition.
Some continental edhicational svstems similarly vest substantive power in
central ministries.} (2) ILn America, a number of contrnls are built into
state laws. There are no data on how much coordination (and diversity)
is .achieved at this level. E;
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of organizational (or rrofessional) forms; and a digcussion of the

implicatians of this explanation for understanding educational organi-
zations. We then briefly note some implications for decision making
and change. in educational organizations; some implications for the theory

of organizations; and some needed research.

The Social Coordination of Educational Work

Substantive educational work is mainly coordinated in the social
environment, not in the organizational structures of schools. The;ev
exist general social understandingf about (a) what a school is; (b)
what a teacher is and does, and Qhat tvpe of teachers there are (e.g.,
kindergarten teachers, mathematics teachers); (c) what types of students
tiere ar¢ (e.g., fifth graders, college students) and what they do and
become; and—{d)y what general cultural categories (e.g., reading, economics)
are appropriate objects of educational work. Some of these general sccial
understandings are built into state laws and school rules, but these rules
are usuallv not organizationally enforced, nor is conformity evalnated.
Little in the organizational structure makes sure that fifth graders are
working on reading or that college economics students are not. The
enforcenent mechanism is the diffuse social contrcl exercised by the
societal system and sometimes the state, not the organizational structure.
If anv activity viclates the most general social expectations, parentss
nupils, teachers, or administrators may complain. Participants in the
srganizatinn may take action, but they often do so in informal ways. They
talk to each other as members of a common soci sty rather than as agents
of a particular formal structure. The controls are vague and operate
through the anticipations ~f the neople involved.

The educatlonal system works because evervone knows everyone else
knows roughly what is to uo on. Without these general understandings,

none of it would make anv sense, and the system would collapse out cf

implausibilitv. How could narents or the state legitinately extend

hroad powers ove: neir children to random strancze adults? The shared

{deas of teacher (and of student), with their implicit assumptions about

6
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what will and will not go on, make this situation make sense. What

principal or superintendent, lacking coordinative authority, could assume
his responsibilities without similar assumptions about the behavior of
others? What sensible pPerson would devote vears and money to relatively
disorganized (and not always demonstrably useful) study, without an
understanding that this is college, and economics (or sociology)?

In this:conception of the coordination of educational work,
educational organizations are holding companies containing shares of
stock in uninspected activities and subunits that are largely given their
meaning, reality, and value in the wider social market. They are inter-
vening links between the séciety that gives meaning and funds to education
and the same society that at the microscosmic level gives meaning and
control to local classroom 1ctivity. Thus colleges, scihools, districts,
and other such organizations are not organized education; if one defines
them this way they appear impossibly disorganized and inept (this is the
conventional stance of radical critics of all kinds: educational organi-
zations as fraud). Rather, schools are organizations processing ancillary
resources for social activities whose meaning is established and largely
controlled elsewhere. Thev are also organizations for negotiating with
the environment the meanings of these activities,

Two immediate, researchable implications follow: (1) If educational
content and method are societally defined and controlled, they should vary
a great deal between societies. They should varv much less within a given
society, no matter how implemented, so long as the same social definitions
of what is gning on (i.e., this is a college) applv. (2) 1t may be that
actual educational activity va-ies widely within schools or in society, so
long as the constant social definitions and meanings are maintained, with
few visible organizational consequences. That is, so long as a school
maintains the forms and definitinns of elementary schooling, including the
the Jefinition of itself, therc may be few ormanizational consequences from

whatever actually goes on.
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Implications of Social Coordination for the Analysis
of Educational Organizations

s

It makes little sense to see educatién as a product developed by
schools and produced by them for a market. Rather, wider social agreements
define certain social activities as educatiom. Organizations are created
to house these activities (and the meanings and myths they embody) and to
manage ancillary resources.

The myth of education rests on beliefs in certain social realities
that must be regulated. Further, some general exigencies of the social
and physical world require practical management if the activities of
education are to go on. Educational organizations function primarily
to manage the social and physical ecology of the central, agreed-on rites
of education. On these issues, they are coordinated and controlled
organizations--not loosely céupled ones.

These matters of regulatiog and management have to do with the
definition and allocation of the central ingredients of the myth of
education: the categories of teacher, pupil, and topic. They also have
to do with rescurces: fuanlds and space. Consider these in turn:

1. There is a detailea, definitive specification ot who is and who
is not a teacher in a given district, school, and class. Teachers are
selected on detailed, reccorded vroperties of background and training
about which the organization's rules are precise (though these properties
have little demonstrahle relation with what the tescher actually does).
The organization coord:nates the definitien ol teachers,~and the specific
assignment of them to each of the otler categories: topic (e.p., fifth
grade, economics); pupils (class 5b, Intro. to Econ. 1); space (Room B);
and funds (salary, rights to materials). Many substantive aspects of
education are ambiguous and orgauizationally uncontrolled, as with other
myvth-enacting activities; correspondingly the social definition of
personnel must be extreme%y rigid. TIf no one knows what educational
.activity is, its stable pursuit requires great clarity about who is and
who is not doing 1it. :

2. The specification of pupils and their properties (names, ages,

previous education) is also controlled anda coordinated. Lists are kept

8
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1fi-detail, at the organizational level (e.g., registrar's office). Each
pupil must be definitely classified (fifth grader in schooi X; student
enrolled in Econ. I). Changes in classification (e.g., to sixth grader

or to college graduate) require coordinated organizational action. Pupils
are coordinatively assigned to teachers, topics, space, and sometimes

funds. Few mechanisms make sure these assignments are enacted substantively
(e.g., that the pupil is actually doing fifth-grade work, or learning
economics; or that the graduat.: actually knows something), but there is
great clarity in formal assigﬁnent.

3. Similarly, definitive sets of topics are organized (e.g., K-6
zrades; a Department of Econom:cs, including Econ. I) and are assigned
to pupils, teachers, space, anc funds. A school either does or does not
contain a particular topic as z formal element: little ambiguity exists.
This is not to say the topic is actually substantively enacted in any
agreed-on sense (that is, that the fifth graders are actually doing fifth-
grade educational work, for exampie).

4. 1In the same way, space and funds are organized, coordinated, and
definitively assigned to teachers, pupils, and topics.

Thus Econ. I, as an organizational element, has nothing to do with
substantive instruction in economics (which would require some sort of
organizational definition and control). It is an assembly of a certifi-
cated and assigned teacher, a regulated list of students (and of those who
have completed the course),‘a space, and some resources. On those points
reasonably close coordination is to be expected, insuring that teachers,
pupils, topic, space, and funds are in fact appropriately conjoined.

If this general view is correct, and educational organizations are,
{n their main purpose, dependent on externally def ined meanings and
categories, several interesting consequences follow:

1. FEducational organizations remain at the minimal level of internal
coordinative costs consistent <ith maintaining the externally defined
categories (a suggestion of Professor James 'arci). There is little by
way of a techmology, and their business is to maintain categories, not
activity. Increases in internal coordination bring great costs: conflicts
rise, inconsistencies among activities appear, and inconsistencios between

categories and actual activity appear.

9
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2. Ipternal rcorcination i3 Jous ted to those activities which threaten
the boundaries of the externally definaed crtegerida,  Thus ambiguities
in the assignment o: teachors, ~upile, space, eto., 1eai to iﬂmediéte
nrygnizational action. Absent teach2s are imediately rerlaced, and
ahsent nurils recorded. Teachers or »urils vhe violate srace categories
are controlled.  (Ffhis mriacinal,’ ¢ vmonl ~“e-hrted coneeras about
4isnrderly or ncisv instru. tion re~vasent, oot uisrlaced goals or a
“ureaucratic personalitv, but oerson= doing o job which has little to Jdo
«ith substantive education. Similarl:, arinoinals' emphdsis on such
qotters and on record-keening, in teacher evarinarion, represent an
armandzational ner-ective involving little jurisciction eover educatjoen,
w1 lisresmect ior ¢lacavion.) Mi-~laced tunds are of immediate concern.,
J. Schicols Jevete a creat ieal of cnordindtire effort tc the

3

cnvironment. They rossond guickly to shitts *n \nyironm@ntul definrtinr:,
|

+f catepories. Neoul o wnsenteldl ternic categornres vitich are legirtumage! i

‘he envirenment ‘low rather quickls iaroul, ‘e . fstem.  New Cabeories

Conunils (e.p., the nentodiv retard2l) vhicy REREE: Wppitrnacy 2lso enter
L4 meatem.  New suhcatesercoes o teacher. {«=eoirists oi ;Aﬁiﬂug Kol
cgmilarly penetrate tne 5 oalem, Sinoy the -~ o'c- minimied., co rdinative
tnsts, however, .1 o Lo e catescrien fosc ool meaning s Ui
heoome <egmented] vt oin the cpTu Lo Tl de, vt ostecLaliats vy new

tnoics 1o not becene vl erdenendent | rrth ol one o0 but be cone or reedn

1antated and segménted i1n telr Tura, 1
r
4. Orgenizational e'tort s ot viantation, o 20, ol LLLCesS L

riented to enwvic ot (11 et ne T atepn e, [te g (1ojor moe toac 13

. . . 4 . ’ -

the redefdinizion 1 o =1 ol v ooole Coren tunior collese to corlere;
‘rom college to vai v1s t 0. Oliers JArE tne cre st ion of pew lerartueunts

“

AR rouTams contormone Lo establich o cato e e -

2 ,
The points wute tn th.s ~ectlion deser he g given centextd taere is

Vipveents t - rationalize sudbstaptive

nothing inevitable . boat then. :
sl at isnal instriction-—i.0., to bring il sweer the exnlicit Inrisdictieon

o, organizat:ons--ars: ¢ epatantly. They are part of general processes

~t ratjopalistic nociet o, bat fnev aleo orise e the eonstant ratirn:lizing

sresgire Witnin « i tionas]l ertanizatens te "oomnlete" thenselves--to

Cacarorate contror. o e Laeir o oen g tivit o Sometimes there dare virarts in

mecilic substantic. giretions, but usualle the main thrust is toward
atinnilized nrocerare . To.e the ~worent cosc vy vith "o vluation research.’

10 |

t

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




Implications for Educational Admiﬁistrakipn and Change

Enotmous amounts of innovative educational Activity occur. There is also
much activity which is formally defined as "innovation." The two are by no
meaus the same. Administrators often find it useful to organize an activity
as innovation, particularly when the environment provides support for a partic-
ular redefinition. Often there are intrinsic advantages to ''innovation" of
whatever content--a system which lives by environmental definitions may prosper

by Hawthorne Effects. It is often prestigious, and financiélly advantageous,

§

to add a new topic (environmental educatjon, histoiy of science), classification

of pupils (gifted, mentally yetarded), or teacher assignment princiﬁle (team

teaching, interdepartmental programs). It may matéer less whether any actual
"activity is altered than whether the new program is established. In fact, the
principle of minimizing coordinative costs often makes it usefui to create a
new program with minimal alteration in actual activity.

Thus, "accredited" innovations are those which adapt to (or on rare occa-
sions, produce) redefinitions in the_environment. @r they arélchanges which .
improve the organization's position within constant environmental definitions.
The organization must adapt to changes in external dgfinitions of 1its components;
changes which do not conform to environmentally established social agreements
may greatly increase qgordinative tosts, since saddenly many things cannot be
taken for granted. \

Some implications of these arguments, which should be verified by research,
are: . \

1. American educational organizations move rapidly into isomorphism with
environmentally defined categories. Despite the absence of organizational
controls, colleges have remarkably similar programs. So do grade and high
schools. The arguments above account for this, and suggest that as tﬁe
environment changes, particular organizations adapt rapidly. Hence the often-
noted faddish or social movement quality of American education.

2, Attempts at\chgnge generally conform to accepted environmental
categories and are attempts to improve the organization's position within these
categories. Thus schools work to get better certified teachers, more able pupils,
more space and money, and more fashionable topics (e.g., PhD programs, "innovative"

elementary school programs).
y

u 11




3. Decision makers attend to thdlnrugrammdtic definitions of changes
(that is, their status in -terus of environmentally defined catcgoriEs) more
than to their implications for inte-nal activity., .mplications for the
coordination of actual internail activity terd to get lost.

4, Decision makers attempt to establish changes as "innovative'" in the
environment, and to penetrate ehvironmental uefinitions with fnternQIIy
advant%geous changes. Interinal changes will onlv ue stable when they acquiré(

environmental definition as legitimate "innovations."

Implications for Organization Theory
P e -‘X—— e —— W . ot . it [P

Most' organizaticns oper?:9 in important resvcects like schools. Both

contain structural links drawn from legitimating assumptions in the wider

environment. Some activities are organized around strict technologies; others

are controlled bv formally delegated authority of office. But no known

technologv {or verified causal chain) precisely defines the necessary relation
i+ of the personnel office to the rest of the firm, and central authorities

intervene to regulate its work to a limited extent. The same is true of most

of the other structural elements of modern firms (research departmenté, finance

and accounting offices, sales, advertisina, and marketing departments). These
functions are legitimated within the firm bv their legitimation outside it, not
by known production functions, and not really by the arbitrary controls of

.o \
central authorities. :

!_ If this is true, the shadow prices ol many activities within the firm aré\\
established by their social meaaing and value outside it. And so with costs: ‘
as an activity or function comes-tu be walied and seen as real in the environment

. of the firm, the costs in terms of the legiftimacy of 1>t incorporating it
increase. We have, thus, an argument [or the Lsomorphism of firm and environment

) : that does not depend on technology or on the principie of the maximization of
internal functional efficacv. TI arpgument (s that at¥*a1y given time the
environment contains a socially defined "fuact tonal treofv"” of the work of the
firm. 7The firm, to maximize :1ts internal and .rternal lelitimacv, and thus to

utilize wider social forces as parts of or substitt'es {or its internal control

structure, incorporatcs this "Tuactional theory' In it: own structure.
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We further have a general esplanation of why the formi! structures of
organizations often correspond poorly with the actual patterns of activity
perceiveu by researchers. The formal structure arzue, 1s a4 response
to formal definitions existing in :the environme. +he eavironmental "functional
theory" may fit poorly with the organization's actual activity, but must be
incoeporated in the formal structure. For example, for leval and social propriety,
there muét be a formal Personnel Department. Who actuallv does personnel work

fs an entirely different question.

Research Tmplications

"Throughout the discussion, we have drawn a number of research implications
from our argument. A main one, however, requires separate discussion: If
educational organizations and activity dgfend heavily on environmental definitions,
research at the level at which these definitions obtain is essential. ¢learly,
the definitions we are discussing (of teacher, pupil, and topic) are often
accepted nationwide. Our educational system, as a myth, is nationwide--we have
national categories like fifth grader, high schoul graduace, college student,
economics, college professor, etc.

To study these issues properly, then, cemparalive tescarch is necessary:

(a) we need studies comparing American educationil organizations with similar
ones in other national contexts: and (b) we need otudies wore explicitly
comparing educational organirations with Awerican oryganlzation. uperating in
other institutional contents. It is porbaps .urprieing Low little of either hind
of research exists.

One might compare education in differenc ccvrsries 0a these poiuts:

(1) Is educational activity more coorlitated in countries
vesting central educational administrat on, with the
authority of expertise (or of ortice)’ 13 jt more stand-
ardized?

(7)) Iw the adaptiveness of cducational o1 a0 1oma Lo
&

socictal deflnitivns {or taldi-hies s Tooe, ando v sudh
condittons?

(3) Under what sociectal conditions do wy-tems of inspec-
tion and coordination of educational activitsy develop?

No such systems lower the variation in actval —tndent
learning?

33
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The tollowing lssues dre some Cha! aight be ralscel oo comparimg educational
organizations with othier organizations in the United sStotes:
(1) Are schools less substantively coordinited, for
better or worse, than otiwer agew lcew (e.g., the military,
or business firms) managing similar in-tructional activity?
(2) Are schools more inclined to adopt similar orurmizational
forms than other tvpes of organiratioas!
. . J
(3) Do educational organizations devite more coordinative
cef{fort to the environment, ind le«s to ‘nternal activity,
t than other types of orpanizations”
flespite the obvicus need for comparative research on educational
. . & , . ' A . - .
organizatious, we may be skeptical whether it vill actually develop.  Funding
agencles are oricuted to research within thelr demains, not comparing their
domains with others. The past orieatationc o Amevican funding agencies for
cducational rusearch, whiclh tend<to tabe this Tio, may partty account for
' the striking absence of much rescarci compara - ooct nrganizatious 1n
. drtterent ot r®es  r o Co Tt o 3t e e L atiere gt o in-~tytne
,"’xli(. .
tromal cectar
-
¥
;
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