
6

DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 109 768 95 EL 007 356

AUTHOR Meyer, John W.
TITLE Notes on the Structure -of Educational Organizations.

Occasional Paper No. 3.
INSTITUTION Stanford Univ., Calif. Stanford Center for Research

and Development in Teaching.
SPONS AGENCY National Inst. of Education (DHEW), Washington,

D.C.
PUB DATE Jun 75
CONTRACT NE-C-00-3-0062
NOTE 15p.; Not available in hard copy due to marginal

reproducibility of original document

EDRS PRICE ME-n.76 PLUSPOSTAGE. HC Not Available from EDRS.
DESCRIPTORS *Educational Coordination; *Educational Environment;

Educational Innovation; Elementary Secondary
Education; Higher Education; *Organization;
*Organizational Theories; *School Organization;
Social Environment; Social Factors

ABSTRACT
Evidence suggests that educational organizations lack

internal coordination. This is especially true of the content and
methods of vhat is presumably their central activity--instruction.
Instruction tends to be removed from the control of the
organizational structure, both in its bureaucratic aspects and in its
professional or collegial aspects. Such organizations are "loosely
coupled," which means that structure is disconnected from activity,
and activity is disconnected from its effects. For instance, there is

N, no technology or program of instruction that is of established or
consensualiefficacity. Thus, it is difficult even to establish

-------§Iandards of content and procedure in instruction. Despite this lack

of coordination, the educational system and its organizations appear
to have considerable stability. That is the problem of this paper--to
explain how organizations with few controls over'their central
activity persist so stably, and to explain how implicit coordination
is achieved- The explanation takes two forms--a general explanation
of how substantive educational activity is coordinated outside of
organizational, (or professional) forms, and a discussion of the
implications of this explanation for the understanding of educational
organizations, decision-making, change in educational organizations,
and theory of organizations. Areas of needed research are pointed

out. (Author /IPT)

***********************************************************************
Documents acquired by ERIC include many informal unpublished

* materials not available from other sources. ERIC makes every effort *
* to obtain the best copy available. nevertheless, items of marginal *

* reproducibility are often encountered and this affects the quality *

* of the microfiche and hardcopy reproductions ERIC makes available *

* via the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). EDRS is not
* cesponsible for the quality of the original document. Reproductions *
* supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made from the original.
***********************************************************************



STANFORD CENTER
FOR RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

IN TEACHING

Occasional Paper No. i

NOFFS IN 1HE STRUCTURE OF

IDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

fohn er

S. hool ot Edu( at ion

Stanford tailc.l5ity
St for I, C,ai iinrnl.l

:ono 116')

U S OE MINT OF HEALTH,
EDUCATION & WELFARE
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF

EDUCATION
THIS DOCUMENT HAS SEEN REPRO
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM

THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN
ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE
SENT OFF rCIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF

EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY

r.1r70-7- " I P; r, I r:

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

Publi-hed by the Stanford Center for fZesearch
P.Ok
*V

,P1(1 Dtvc,inment in Teac_hing, -,upported in part

a tc,..oarch and developmont center by funds

from the National Institute of Education, U. S.

Dopartment of Health, rdneation, and Welfare.

he opinton-: exprsed in publication do

not n..cessarilv reflect the poition, policy,

or otidor-ent of the National In.,titnto

Mutation Contract Nn. NE-( 10-3-0062.

;.7.4 2

BEST COPY AVAiLABLE



Introductory Statement

The Center's mission is to improve teaching in American schools.
Its 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 ("loosely
coupled ") 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.



NOTES ON 11I1 >TRUCTURE OF EDUCATIONAL, ORGANIZATIONS

John W. lever
Stanford University

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 presumably their central activity--instruction. The

maln activity tends to he removed from the control of the organizational

structure, both in its bureaucratic aspects and in its professional or

collegial asnects. 'Chi!, Property of educational organizations, among

ot'icrs, has led Marth (March and Olsen, forthcoming) to apply to them

Cu! term "looz,cly cculed." By this lie means that structure

,ii-connected from , ann activity is dicconnected tram its effects.
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cr.: ler,. to ha ic trinc,tot t c i t -:;t .11,o to odc r t o t r work

t,ropurly (or tor a,tva,--f OWV i L'' 7t :d nt,-, to haVe :Thas t ere.' introductory

tonorlif",), it qeems thot in "le real world thn',o rules are oft en

orvanizoti Fourth, (-,11,(ati)113l orTinizations

rarol- have moosures 41'411 pr (Nit acv, or chat n: their

.; Iitunitc. ihn-, a crn, i il methanisH of orgaol 'ational (ontrol olmost
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F, 2, 1075. It ,Tonented ot lootiny t1,0

,m i '1')gt,,11 n, Sdu Fron ittigust 1075.
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always missing. Fifth, and more broadly, teaching work is usually not

subject to serious evaluation or inspection of any kind, and is not even

visible for such inspection (Dornbusch and Scott, 1975). It is common

for educational work to take place in the isolation of the classroom,

removed from organizational controls of a substantive kindr(e.g., Lortie,

1973; Dreeben, 1973; and Bidwell, 1965).
1

To account for the general situation described above, the myth of

the teacher as a professional is sometimes employed. Thus educational

activity 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 the-content
---

and method of instruction or on instructional success (the evidence is

stronest here). Teachers themselves 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

perform 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.

Despite all this, the educational system and its organizations appear

to have considerable stability. And in many ways they give the impression

of considerable, although implicit, coordination. Teachers in different

classrooms, though isolated, ,,eem to teach many of the same things. And

pupils learn many of the same Clngs. This is really our problem: .to

exnlain how organizations with few controls over their central activity

nersist so stably, and to explain how implicit coordination is achieved.

Our explanation of this situation takes two forms: a general

exnlanation of how substantive oucational activity is coordinated outside

1
Some caveats are needed here: (1) We are discussing AmerNan education.

Schools observed in Britain show much more internal coordination, evaluation,

and control under the authorit,; of headmasters, whose roles in society and

school are substantive, substantial, and rooted in established tradition.

Sone continental etcational f:ystems similarly vst substantive power in

central ministries., (2) In America, a number of controls are built into

state laws. There are no data nn how much coordination (and diversity)

is achieved at this level.
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of organizational (or
professional) forms; and a discussion of the

implications 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. Thera

exist general social
understanding? about (a) what a school is; (b)

what a to cher is and does, and what type of teachers there are (e.g.,

kindergar en teachers, mathematics
teachers); (c) what types of students

there ar (e.g., fifth graders, college students) and what they do and

become; and-fdY what general cultural categories (e.g., reading, economics)

are appropriate objects of educational work. Some of these general social

understandings are built into state laws and school rules, but these rules

are usually not organizationally enforced, nor is conformity evaluated.

Little in the organizational structure makes sure that fifth graders are

working on reading or that college economics students are not. The

enforcement mechanism is the diffuse social control exercised by the

societal system and sometimes the state, not the organizational structure.

If any activity violates the most general social expectations, parents,

nupils, teachers, or administrators may complain. Participants in the

organization-may take action, but they often do so in informal ways. They

talk to each other as members of a common soci-!ty rather than as agents

of a particular formal structure. The controls are vague and operate

through the anticipat!ens of the people involved.

The educational system works because everyone knows everyone else

knows roughly what is to go on. Without these general understandings,

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

implausibility. Now could oarents or the state legitimately extend

broad powers ovc: r.cir children to random strange adults? The shared

ideas of teacher (rind 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 person would devote years 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 society that gives meaning and funds to education

and the same society that at the microscosmic level gives meaning and

control to local classroom activity. Thus colleges, schools, 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. They 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 vary much less within a given

society, no matter how implemented, so long as the same social definitions

of what is going on (i.e., this is a college) apply. (2) It 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 definitions of elementary schooling, including the

the definition of itself, there ma; be few organizational consequences from

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

It makes little sense to see education as a product developed by

schools and produced by them for a market. Rather, wider social agreements

define certain social activities as education. 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 coordinatdd and controlled

organizations--not loosely coupled ones.

These matters of regulatio4 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 resources: funds and spaco. Consider these in turn:

1. There is a detaileo, definitle specification of who is and who

is not a teacher in a given district, school, and class. Teachers are

selected on detailed, recorded properties of ba,21c.7,round and training

about which the organization's rules are pieeLso (though these properties

have little demonstrable relation with what the teacher actually does).

The organization coo..-d?nates the definition of teachers,'-and the specific

assignment of them to each of the other categories: topic (e.g., fifth

grade, economics); pupils (class 5b, Intro. to Econ. I); space (Room B);

and funds (salary, rights to materials). Many substantive aspects of

education are ambiguous and organizationally uncontrolled, as with other

myth-enacting activities;, correspondingly the social definition of

personnel must be extremely rigid. If no one knows what educational

_activity is, its stable pursuit requires great clarity about who is and

who is not doing it.

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

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



-6-

in detail, at the organizational level (e.g., registrar's office). Each

pupil must be definitely classified (fifth grader in school 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 graduate actually knows something), but there is

great clarity in formal assigruient.

3. Similarly, definitive sets of topics are organized (e.g., K-6

grades; a Department of Economics, including Econ. I) and are assigned

to pupils, teachers, space, anc funds. A school either does or does not

contain a particular topic as a 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 example).

4. In 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,

in their main purpose, dependent on externally defined meanings and

categories, several interesting consequences follow:

1. Educational organizations remain at the minimal level of internal

coordinative costs consistent ith maintaining the externally defined

categories (a suggestion of Professor James !Laren). There is little by

way of a technology, and their business is to maintain categories, not

activity. Increases in internal coordination bring great costs: conflicts

rise, inconsistencies among activities appear, and inconsistencies between

categories and actual activity appear.

9
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Implications for Educational Administration and Change

Enormous amounts of innovative educational Ictivity occur. There is also

much activity which is formally defined as "innovation." The two are by no

meaas 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 financially advantageous,

to add a new topic (environmental education, history of science), classification

of pupils (gifted, mentally retarded), or teacher assignment principle (team

teaching, interdepartmental programs). It may matter 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 useful 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 theenvironment. dr they are changes which

improve the organization's position within constant environmental definitions.

The organization must adapt to changes in external definitions of its components;

changes which do not conform to environmentally established social agreements

may greatly increase cclordinative costs, since suddenly 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 the

environment changes, particular organizations adapt rapidly. Hence the often-

noted faddish or social movement quality of American education.

2. Attempts at change 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).



-9-

3. Decision makers attend to thelLorogramnatic definitions of changes

(that is, their status intertis of environmentally dafined categorLs) more

than to their implications for inte-nal activity. Tilnlications for the

coordination of actual internal activity tend to get lost.

4. Decision makers attempt to establish changes as "innovative" in the

environment, and to penetrate Ovironmentat uefinitions with internally

advantwous changes. Internal changes will only oe stable when they acquire

environmental definition as legitimate "innovations."

Innticatiors for Orgailization Ineory

Most organizatictls oper,r,:e in importnt respects like schools. Both

contain structural links drawn from legitimating assumptions in the wider

environment. Some activities are organized around strict technologies; others

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

technology (or verified causal chain) precisely deftnes the necessary relation

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 departments, finance

and accounting offices,,sales, advertising, and marketing departments). These

functions are legitimated within the firm by their legitimation outside it, not

by known production functions, and not really by the arbitrary controls of

central authorities.

If this is true, the shadol.: prices o;: many activities within the firm are

established by their social meaning and value outside it. And so with costs:

as an activity or (unction comes to be valod and seen As real in the environment

of the firm, thu costs in terms of the legitimacy of i Jt incorporating it

increase. We have, thus, an argument for the 1-,omorphism of firm and environment

that does not depend on technology or on the principle or the maximization of

internal functional efficacy. II argument Ls that aNny given time the

environment contains a sociallv defined "fiIctionni tl,co-y" of the work of the

firm. The firm, to maximize its Internal and ..yternal lejtimacv, and thus to

utilize wider social fore(; ac parts of or suh-;t-Ltt'ob for its internal control

structure, ins:orporatcs Inis ":uactional theory" in it; ovn structure.

12



We further have a general explanation of wh-i the formn structures of

organizations often correspond poorly with the aetuai patterns of activity

perceiveu by researchers. The formal structure argue, is a response

to formal definitions existing in the environfa, iae environmental "Functional

theory" may fit poorly with the organization's actual activity, but must be

incr;rporated in the formal structure. Por example, for legal and social propriety,

there must be a formal Personnel Department.. Who actually does personnel work

is an entirely different question.

Research Implications

-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 dpRend heavily on environmental definitions,

research at the level at which these definitions obtain is essential. Clearly,

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 school graduate, college student,

economics, college professor, etc.

To study these issues properly, then, comparative re- search is necessary:

(a) we need studies comparing American educational orvanizations with similar

ones in other national contexts: an0 (h) wo nt ed ,.tndies ;4-1re ucp1L2itly

comparing educational or,,,ani:Jtjon,, wiLlt A14prit,t1 ar,;,,nization: uperarirg In

other institutional contests. It is perhaps 1,11, littlt, of either kind

of research exists.

One might compare education in difftront, cr.i.r.rie-, on the.o

(1) Is educational ,activity more coorliLatud in countries
vesting central educational admint.strdt on, with the
authority of expertise (or of ottict.0 is it more stand-
ard ized?

Cr) I- the ,ltielpt f, 1 t,dut at i 1 nr 4.1' t

,,ocirta t del in' t i (or 1.11d , r h

ond t or`,

(3) Under what societal conditions do ,v,tem,, of Lnsp,c-
tion and coordination of educational dovPlop?
no such systems lower t_1 variAtion in a,tcal Indent
learning?
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The tol lowing issues are some Lik.c might i.11,0! ,n ,omparlog educational

organizations with other organizations in the Un;ted

(1) Are schools less suhstahtivel7 coordinated, for
better or worse, thin other age-1,1e, (e.g., the military,

or business firms) managing similar in,,:ructionat activity?

(2) Are schools more inclined to adopt similar org:alizational

forms than other types of organizations:

(3) TX1 educational organiations de,r1te more coordinative

effort to the environment, Ind lo,:q to 'alt-rnal a. tivity,

than other types of oranization,,^

hespite tih:1 obvioas need for comparatiwe re.2.-arrh on educational

organizations, we may be skeptfcal whether it n;i1I actually develop. Funding

agencies are oriented to research within their demain-;, not comparing their

domains with °then,. Flu pa,,t or o' American fundidg agencies for

educational 1-Lsearch, taL.! 1111_,-; I iii , may partty account for

the striking absence of re,- ',,arch Lit

d i t t k _ O t I : 1 I F r co " . t fl i I I ;.: et HI tI[--

1.1,1 t L r .
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