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ABSTRACT '

The hypothesis of this paper is that the patterns of
political influence on public school systems are changing. Public
schocl systzms are subject to sO many political influences that one
can raisz the question, "Who governs?" The educational policy-making
proceduras sSeem to have become politicized in the wake of the :
turbulence of the 1950's. The relationship among school boards,
superintendents, and the public in *the realm of 2ducation is unclear.
Tn order to gather datz to test ‘the hypothesis, a longitudinal,
comparatives research method was devised t6 include both gystamatic
observation of zvenis and periodic recordings of participants!
perceptions. Data waere collectzd for the 1974-75 academic year on the
flow of communications and decisions in 11 public school’ districts in
+ke Jai=ed States @&nd Canada. Observation of oper school board
meztings in these districts indicates that among the evident
‘differences are variety in the functiors of decision making and
communication, distribution and intensity of discussion, the
qualitative nature of communication, distribution and intensity and
azgainst specific action, and the responsibility for setting the
agenda of the meeiings. The finding is tha%, in spite of marked
contrast in these and other areas, the superintendent still emerges
in each casz as the dominant actor. This conclusion implies that
further research investigating public communication to the school
board and to the superintendent is +ndicated. Tables, charts,
appendic=s, and footnotes are included in the essay. (Author/DB) -

]




us DEPAR‘I’MEN‘I’ OF HEALTM
EDUCAYION & WELFARE
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EDUCATION

11y GOCUNENT HAS BEEN REPRD-
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECE*VED FROM
THE PERSON OR ORCANIZAT 0N ORIGIN-
ATING ¥ POinTYS OF viEW CR OP*}IONS
* STATED DO HOT NECESSARILY REPRE-
SENT OF FiCiat NATIONAL SNSTATUTE oF
EDUCATION POSITION or PoLICY

e . - . .
- CODTUICATION AND DECISIOI-IAKING 1 AMERICAS PUBLIC
—~— »
3 EPUCATION: & LONGITUDIUVAL AND CONPALATIVE STUDY :
g )
o~Jd
ot .
. SCOPE OF INTEREST NOYICE
i:‘ b T EBL Fo. Ty nal ﬂ}i""" -
1] I e L JACIE DY [
BN . R SO £ l\‘.
. PENPRCETC S 1 Sl R 1301, Bment
! R
oy ha Id vt « ot theed aperegl
portt AR
P ™ * - .
*
. -
Liarmon Zeigler .
Harvey J. Tucker .
L. A. Wilson, II
5 .
%
‘(
S, .
1
v
4 Center for Educational Policy and Management
University of Oregon
February 19, 1976
. N .
O~ ;

A

AUTHORS' NOTE: The authors wish to acknouledge the support of the Research

and Development Division, -Center for’Educational Policy and Hanagement during

a portion of the time they.devoted to the preparation of this paper. The

Center for Educational Policy and Management i funded under a contract with /

National Institute of Education, Department of Health, Education and Welfare.

The research reported in this paper wos conducted as part of the rescarch and &
developrant of the Center. ' .

r

Sg 009 o&

F

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ERIC

,
4"4

)

I ‘ i .

y

: AGALYN, VHO GOVER:S PUBLIC SCHCOLS?

. %
The political influence of technological elites has captured tie imagin—
hY

H

. . . . - 1 . .
ation of social scientists, and for good reason. in a technological ugp,

especially one in which thz conservation of scarce resources replaces the

distribution of abundant respurces as a focus of policy, elected officials

are frequently required to deal with issues containing components tvo.sophis-
ticated for them to comprehend. Thus, they turn to experts for information,
‘and the experts' knowledge is easily transformed ifto a political resource

e e, - . .
for the ac3u151t1?P of 1nfluence<} Recognition of the growing importance of

. . ;
experts has caused social scientists to re-évaluate their empirical and norma-—

tive models of public policy formation.

Traditional democratic theory holds that political influence foéllows——

.
and ought to follow--lines of legal.authority. The public elects’a~repre-

sentative legislative body (congress, city council, school board) to make
policy. An executive body, whose senior officials are elected or appointed,
is employed to administer policy. Administrators follow the instructions of
legislators, who follow the instructions of their constituents. The majox

scurce of power is popular electoral support, and the rorm of policy decision- ¢
4 M

»

making is responsiveness to public desires and preferences. The newer model,

what might be called the technological model, sees the implementation cf

information systems and minagement science techniques causing a fundamcntal

. . 2 S .
change in the governing proccss. Problems and policy alternatives are now
too complex for the public and its réprvsentativoé to evaluate. Legislators
solicit and follow the recemmendations of professional administrators. The

%
mijor source of power is information; the new norm of policy decision-making
Al

s

. v . 3
is deference to expertise. 3

'




1

- Proponurts of the technological model siress the importance of experts

kY
.

- - 4 » . . ‘s
as the "ncw political actors.” Houwevar, in that portion of the political

process concerned with educational palicy-making, experts are certainly not

% new.  Althouzh historical interpretations may vary, there is consensus thas

educational expgerts, the superintendent and his professional staff, had beccme

. . . LT . 5 . - . ‘s
influential, if not dominant, actors by_the 1920's.” The increase in political

.

influence of cngrts in education pre-dated similar developments in other
arenas of decision-making. As a result, a major thrust of the educational
.. policy literature has been to emphasize the uniqueness of educational decision-

making. Research has been undertaken with the implicit assumption that edu®

13

cation is more vulnerable te expert dominance than are other areas of public

policy. Consequently, very few studies have been undertaken which compare

. »

decision-making in. school districts and other units of local government.

. .
In view of the paucity of evidence, we agree with Peterson, who offers the
> Fd

following admonition:

The literature on school politics may not be fundamentally
incorrect in identifying a good deal of autonomy or the part of
a small group of educational decision-makers. The central role
that superintendents and their staff play in the decision-~making
yr process is well documented.....But the explan%tions and interpre-
tations of this phenomenon depend heavily on the assumption that
such influence relationships are peculiar to the field of educa-
tion. MNot only is suck an assumption not demonstrated empirically,
but it prevents scholars writing on the politics of education from
seeing the broader implications- of their field.....if decision-
making patterns in education are the rule, not the exception,
interpretations of American politics need to give greater weight
to the role of experts, professionals and the directors of admin-

istrative structures than most political scilentists generally

have:7 ) .

Tronically, while other social scientists were recognizing the wider
d applicability of the technological decision-making model employed in the

cducationnl policy literature, some researchers were questioning the

ERIC | 4
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continued applicability.of thatmedel to edpcational, policy-nmaking. The
; :

¥ E]

-

. . ’ . . .
contentiow appeared in both popular and academic literature that'the in- .
. b

creasing politicization of education had changed the climate in which!school

officials must work to the extent that deference to expertise could no longer

be the preponderant form of policy-making.

{ On the sur%ace, the turbulence of the 1966'5 certainly seemed to have
contributed to a politicization of education. Popular accounts of h}ghly
pqplicized conélicts portrayed professionals as struggling vainly against
a variéty of powerful interest groups. AProfessionalé themselves were active .

. . L 8 .
in promulgating the view of the "beleaguered superintendent.”” One observer

N

quoted from the ranks of the beleaguered to support his contention that the

world of the .superintendent, as seen from the inside, is far more conflictual

-

chan the world as described by students of educational policy-making: )
s ‘ :
’ The American school superintendent, long the benevolent ruley
-whose word was law, has become a harried, fbattled figure of wan-
ing authority.....brow beaten by-once subgeivient boards of educa-
tion, [tcachers’ associations], -and parepts, the superintendent
can hardly be blamed if he feels he has flost control. of his des~ .
tiny.....Administrative powerlessness is becoming one of the most :
pervasive realities of organizational ife.9

While some might be inélined to dismiss such testi;ony as self-serving,

*

the view has been to some extent echoed by scholars who argue that the model

of professional dominance is no longer correct. Representative of this argu-

ment is MecCarty and Ramsey's The School Managers.lO'This study of 51 school

1

.districts in the MNortheast and Midwest led them to conclude:

One can hardly avoid the view that today's educational ad~- -
ministrator is engulfed in a pressure packed set of cpnstraints
«....individuals previously without power are rapidly becoming
aware of the strength that can be marshalled if they work to- ’
gether.....the tensions so apparent throughout American society
have galvanized [school] boardssinto the political arena with a

vengeance,

ERIC ’
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{ "{he upshet of ;hi§ controversy was a reneved interest ia the question
~ -

s?" There was clearly a need for further yesearch into

: ""who governs school

-

relations between school boards, superinteﬁdqéts, and the public in’order

— *

to test the hypothesis that patierns of influence were changing.12 There

> ?
B

was also a growring concern that educational policy researchers should nake
- ] -

-
v -
€

greater use of research techniques employed by other spcial scientists.

Proponents of both the democratic and.techhological models Pf educational

" decision-ma¥ing had relied almdst exclusively on the case study’ approach.
2 N . F -

. ~4 4
Their studies typically examined a small, uifrepresentative samﬁle of scHool

3

.

)"4 . . . . - . - . -
* ) K districts and focused on major decizions in those districts. Consequently,
. <

£ ]

1 *

-they were not replicable and their findings were.not generalizable. A Study

¢ 1 . .
based on a national ;sample of school districts, systematically selected,

—~

3
x

. . ) - - P | . .z o
vhich tooiz a compreheasive ylew of the decision-making jrocess, wds a desir-
L - _"\_ ) . 114 3
able complement to the growing literature subsumed under the rubric "Poli-
- g i . :

»
N

tics of Educatiorn."” . \
. . L \
The senior author undertook such a project in 1968 and published a
3 .

portion of, the results in 1974.l Ag&fief synopsis of the findings indicates

-that, although the preponderance of evidence supports the view-that profes-

.
.

_,/*> sionals are the deginant actors, .there aré systematic variations from this

s

node of govecrnance. .
£
™~

» ¥
With regard to community input through interest groups, the conclusions

- 4

T
« * - ~y

v

were:

. Y .

. (1) 1Most districts do not receive much attention from ﬁormal
' organizations. However, some districts find .themselves heavily
involved in group politics. MHigh levels of group activity are
associated vwith (a) the size of the district, and (b) the extent
of public discontent with educational policy. Larger districts,
and districts with declining public support are more dikely to
cxperience high levels of interest group activity. . .
o (2) By far the most active groups are those directly linked
[ERJ!:( to the governance structure (e.g., PTA's and teacher groups)t
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Coucernin- the distribution of influente between the, board and the .
- . .

superintendent; the felloving conclusions were offered:

= -
-

P

(1) In two-thirds of the districts, thc superintendent
wds solely responsible for setting the agenda.
] (2) General opposition to the superintendent existed,in
1S varying degrees: 17 percent of the boards reported no opposi- -, <
tion, 16 percent revealed less than onegfourth of the members
in opposition, 32 percent indicated more than cne-fourth but P ’
less than a majority in opposition, dnd 35 percent recorded-
* more than half of their membexs in oﬁpo%itioni .
(3) When asked to estimate if schobl Hoard opposition to -
a proposal by the superintendené would be ‘fery likely" to
result in a defeat of the proposal, in slightly more than half -
of the boards{the majority of members said such a-defeat was not
very likely. ° .
(4) A major finding was that board opposition'to;the sup-
erintendent and probability of victowy are not significantly
related, indicating that the £actorsf associated with opposition ,
are probably different from those associated with widning. “
Indeed, opposition to the superintendent was highest in metro-
politar disericts but probability of victery was lowest. Oppo- . T
sition was lowest in non-metropolitan districté, but probability ’
of victory highest. - ) -
’ ' ~ . .

With regard to the interaction of community tensionm, articulation of ,

s

. ..
community demands, and board constraint upon the superintendent, the find-

»

’
ings were: . ,
*

.
~ |

T (1)% Community tension leads to opposition but detracts. from,
the probability of board comstraint. o
(2) The articulation of-demands as a.consequence of tensibn
results in the same phenomena. : :
(3) These .relationships are not stable throughout all dist-
ricts, but rather are most pronounced in‘metfopolitan districts.
¢ * In non-metropolitan areas, tensiop dnd consequent demands strength-
. - en the ability of the board to constrain the superintendent. In
C e . mcgropolitan areas, tension and demand articulation strengthens R
I the position of the superintehdent. <The greater the complexkties
of the environment, the greater the value placed upon the expertise.

The overall ¢onclusion, given the variations described here, was ‘that

=

quperintendenté, in spite of the<§uﬂoric, were the dominantiactors in educa-
) ] N . .

decision-making, and that their decisions were only occasionally made
et

¥

tional
-'v
within a context of community participation through interest groups.
o ., .
ERIC T : -
Phrir o e .
v/ ‘.

M Y




Unfortunately; that study, while enjoying the advantages of general—-

-

. izability from a national sample, suffered the unavoidable limitations of .
» - N ¥

. -

. ,survey research. Survey data is inevitably removed from reality: surveys

tap not .events, but perceptions of. eveants. The difficulty is hagnified wvhen.

- > r

. . N
respondents are asked to summarize many events or to recall events outside ’
N ° 3 e

-

»

the immediate past. 3he attempt of the 1968 study tOrdé}cribe the function- ot

:h . .“ ing of boards of education}ffom the reports of participants faced three L )
‘ijferrelated .;roblems éf.survey re;eagch. ) : . -
‘ . |

- | The first.probiem is familiar to all social scientists who employ the

4 . -
) observations of,patticipints: auibe often their reports do hqt agree. For PN
. ' o
i

example, in the 1968 study there was substantial disagreeﬁent between the

(3

Y

perceptions of superintendents and school board members on the probable re-

¢

sult of board opposihioq to a policy recommendation from the superintendent.

There was ¢onsensus in ohly 45 percent of the sample: 30 percent agreed that

- «

|

|

|

|

\

|

. . i
the superintendent would prevail, 15 percent agreed that the school board |
oy ’ ' . & - : ‘
would prevail. 1In 21 percent the superintendent thought he would lose but ‘
|

\

|

|

the board believed he would win, and in 33 percent the superinteadent believed

i

. ¢ %
he would win but the board thought he.would lose. This'lack of congruence

-

~ .

between boards'’ and,superintendents' assessment of influence suggests that
- A : /
"the superinteldent and school board operate in two different worlds of power,

perhaps equally falsef"la Survey data alome canhot resolve the conflict in

pcrceppfons{ ) ", ’ ‘. ‘ .
S ‘ ' ‘
’ A second, more basic problem, is that individuals often do not accurateély
, v recall and report their own behavior.~ Burns asked execcutives in a business ° )
. . ) .
e : . > \
organization o keep recoxds of people with whom they tdlked and what they |
! . 15 X : . . :
. said, He then asked them what they thought they did. Comparing observation ‘
3 1
ERIC | g ‘ ‘
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vith interview, Burns found sharp’discrepancy between administrators' per-

’ - -

ceptions of what they were doing and- the actual record. The probability of .

- -

such discrepancy is increaseq as the period of recall is lengthened. TFor . .

*

!
7 - . . .
example, school‘qu%d members asked to recall the incidence of conflict over

= [

an entire school year may base their reports not on the hundreds of decisions,
' /\' « = N .

made, but on a smaller number of "important" issues. Clearly, -<individual -

g

.
«

recall provides an imperfect record of,events. .
.- . ) - p
- The thlrd problem is that discrepancy between reporLed and actual betav- ~

icr is exacerbated when recollections inVolve interactions W1th\bthers. Com-~
“ . - -
munications research has emphasized that how one views the.content of a com—- |

. ’ . 16
munication is related to how one views the source of a communication. One's
1

A * ' LY
.
3

frame of rcference significantly affects how one interprets a communication.

\ . . .
Burns, for example, often found that when a superior claimed to give.a sub-
A
ordinate an Minstruction,” the subordinate would note that he had been.given

s

. 17 s . . .
Madvicd."™ $imilarly, a school board member's request for information from .
& . i
. ‘ - . A e S . e
the superintendent may be variously interpreted as an incident of support,
) L - . . - ”LA ' = ¢
neutrality, or opposition by different obsepvers. These subjective distor- -

.
‘ '

tions are particularly troublesome if one's intent is to describe patterns .of -

* -
. . 2

communication and influence. . -

-
»

The dilemma of the‘}968 stud§ is apparent. Survey research permits

Y 7 [ - .

repliéation and gencralization, but it sacrifices depth for brcadth. Survey '

-

research makes it p0551blc to learn what those who govern perceive as the
-

digfriburlons of 1n£luence, but does not 1ndicate/thc accuracy of those per- E

‘.

ceptions.” Because o()thcsc limitations the question "who says what to whom ~.

.with wJLt”efﬁect?” can only be partielly answered by survey reseé‘ch.
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A oA T ’ A& NEW APPROACH -~ -\
\

k) » ~ ". . s ‘ . * ‘
Our attempt to resolve the problems of past research was to conduct \ |

longitudinal comparative research which incorporated both systematic obser-

. R . . . . . 1
vation of events ayd periodic recordlné of partkglpants' perceptions. 8 Duxr-— |
. ing the nine month 1974-75 academic:year we collectéd data on the flow of .

communications and decisions in eleven public school districts in the United
H - .
States and Canada. Our data set consists of three majqr elements: '

« x

(1) Objective records of %ll statements and dégisions made at [

.

central school board meetings, meetings of the superinténdent and

-~

his administrative cabinet, and ,other formally constituted media™

~of communication exchange (e.g., regioﬁal board meetings, public

o

hearings, etc.), were recorded by two trained observers in each ) ) .
Cw : « i
school district. M

. 1] v o

. . ’ L N |
(2) School board members, superintendents, and other senior .

.
.

> " . R
-

administrators were interviewed z;§plarly to record their per-
q L ceptions of presentations-made by members of bdhe public at~@eet— .

ings and private.communications about school policy .from members

v v
I N - . |
|

. of the public.- Those who made presentations at public meetings ,

.
-

were interviewed concerning theitr perceptions of how they had

~

been received by school district officials at the méeting and . )
R - v

'
* ‘

v of any other previqus CONtacts
’ (3) An opinion survey on school policy was conducted *among
. &a .

Ve s * -
- * E4 v .

-
e

-

R . - _ : )
A1l data collection was constrained by precise rules. Observers were trained
in the use of various protocols to be used’in the recording of observation and_
interview data. These #nstruments ensured that informajion collected and
FRIC . recorded was consistent across districts. : .
oo
10 -




- .

‘ sampigs of the mass public, interest gfoup leaders, and among, .
»~ ‘ - + 2

bl 0 0 -/ V' : «
the 'school board and,senior administrators in each school dis- .

.

. s .
. trict. ‘ s . .
g + ~
Y - . . .
Thus, the sample of districts is sihall, but the amount bf information is
. : .

: immense. We have information on lmnarticulated pteferences of the'mass pub—

.
% 3|

lic, prlvate and publrc communlcatlons between school district offuc1als and
= . N % ~
theLr constituents, and policy decisions+«made at school ‘board and adminis~
. ' :
’ trative cabiﬁet meetdings. We have both objective and perceptual data rele-
’ S

- 7
vant to the QUery "iho says what to whom with what effect?”

-

-

was to collect data on both events and perceptions over a lpng\perlod of

L i *

: time. Our second departure was to make the communication the central folus
of our study. Social scientists' typically concentrate on the behavior mod -~

‘ifica;ion component of policy-making. Given -this interest, the decision or

-

. choice quite naturally becomes the unit of analy51s. ‘Unfortunately, this

.~ P N

approach neglects the fact that muqh public b051ness is dlspatched without
. . "

Qur first departure from past research, on. educatlonai dec151on—mak1ng a '
.
any attempt at ¢losure: frequently "the decision" $}mplyfdoes not exist. .

It is entlrely p0551b1e that a substantial proportlon of the demands placed .

upon school -districts can be satisfied w1thout the modlflcatlon of behav1or

or policies or a decision (for example, demands may require no.more than

%  the dissemination of readily availabie information). We believe 5haf*to focus

E—

exclusively on major decisions can be misleading bécause it ignorew the over-

.

+

whelming majority of routine public business.
Thus, tre attempted as complete a description as possible of the pattern

. . - E “ i .

, of communications in public school districts. We define communication as a

set of premises transmitted from one unit to another. Our, foci are: (1) the
iy . v s - .

e

content of communication, (2) the source of communication, (3) the source of

ERE 11

o o . . .
‘ .
. ‘ .
. > N




Q

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ERIC

‘ L 1

-

response, and (4) the content of response.

Given the decision to attempt a comprehensive description of communi~

*cations, we could only ‘study a limited number of school districts. Our sample

s , ot ¢ ¢

is cgrtaihly too small to attempt statistical inferehces to all school dis-

v

»

tricts. Furthermore, since our method of analysis required a sustained commit—

- L
ment on the part of a qchool district, we,vaxe coftistrained by access problnms.

oy

Nevcrthcless%,we attempted to select,a‘sample of districts which would reflect,
v . N - “Q )

’ ~ > -
albeit incompletcly, the variety of districts in America. We attemgged to

.

Vnclude school dlStrlCtS whlcn fell across the range of possible demographic
13 [

4
attributes, formal decision rules and informal-decision-processes, and ehpccted
L3

degree of conflict during the observation period. ) * .

~

’ b

In this essay we will attempt a comprehensive description of tommuni-
y p p © :

’,

cations at public school board meetings. TFrom the pattern of communicétioés_ >

- N ¢ - ¢
we will draw some preliminary.inferences about patternb of influence among | \
. A ,

schcol board members, school district adm%nlqtraq‘fs' and members of, the

\ s

.

public, Whﬁch will hopefully contribute tO'an-evaldzziqu?f the relative*

status of responsiveness to the public and deference to expertise as norms Y,

= -

a7

of :decision-making. In order to simplify presentation and to meet space

- ., -

limitations, we have selected three districts, each with apprcciably,diffnrent~
A o s B . - .
4

demographic attributes, preponderant decision-making styles, and levels of

*
0}

conflict, for conmsideration. o ) T

The major demographic-diﬁferences between .the three school districts

, ~
are portrayed in Table 1, Leeville is located in the Northcast, Barwig Park

-

in the Midwest, and Grahamdale in the Sou:hwest Uﬁiqéd States. All three

are locaLcd 1n Standard Metropolitan Statlstlcal Arecas of comparable size
F7 .
which cgntain at least one sizeable urb n area. The Barwig Park and Leeville
o '

g

Fa
-

. ) .
‘ 12 .0 -
. . >, .
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districts encormprss oaly part of their $HSAs; the Grahapdale district includes
-

PR

an entire SYSA, and has about three times the enrollment of the other tvo:

P

TABLE 1 HERE . p

* .

~ I3

Grahamdale is the poorest district, as measured by expenditures per pupil;

-

Barwig Park and Leeville are moderately wealthy school districts by that

standard. Finally, Grahamdale has’a‘very heterogeneous school population in

» .

- N

terms of minority student enrollments; Barwig Park is slightly over the

Jpational average of minority enrollment, while Leeville has a very low min-

ority enrollment. - -

In terms of formal decision rules, Bakwig ®ark and Grahamdale have tra-

N

ditional lines of authority; the school board appoints the superintendent, .
and decisions are~made formally at central Boacd of Education meetings. Both
districts are financially and structurally independent of the other local
goverament units. In Lcevi;le, the superintendent ié appointed by the board,
but the .mayor serves as chairman of both the school board and the city council.
The school district is financially linked to city government: the school
budget is part of the ci;y budget. Both regular and capital expenditures

must be approved by the pity council. As a vesult, the school board chairman
in Leeviile is unusually powerful vis-a-vis the superintendent. Our éssess-

ment of informal decision-making structures in Barwig Park and Grahamdale

i .
was that the 'superintendent appeared to have wide decision latitude. In

-

Leeville, the superintendent was more comstrained by . he district's formal L

relationship to city government and the eﬁigler-c of a powerful opponent.

%
H

Our preliminary description of the preponderint mode of decision-making was
113 A H L) - ] ¥ N 11 ] : mn (4 ]9
hierarchical” in Barwig Park and Grahamdalr: and "bargaining’ 1in Leeville. )

13
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School District Characteristics

f
N “
) Barwig Park Leeville Grahamdale
] . " )
{ Enrollment (1974) 25,000 29,000 83,000
2’_ Expenditures per -
Pupil (1974) $1139 $1217 7 5838
Pet. Enrollment Below
H.S. of YMegro and ~
Spanish Her'itage (1970) 17.4% 4.3% ) 43.5%
Pct. Enrollment High ’ .)
X School of Negro and ’ - : g
Spanish Heritage (1970) 14.47, 2% * 39.1%
Approximate

Population (SHSA, 1972) : 350,000 375,000 360,000

N
A
P

« Z

-
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The three districts varied considerably in potential and actual conflict

during our period of observation. GCrahamdale experienced virtually no con-

‘ flict. -Altuough there were pctential problens, sucﬁ as an apparent misuse

of federal funds vhich might jeopardizc future grants, and dissatisfaction

with the district's limited program of native language instruction, mno conflict
appcared.‘ In Barwig Park, the actiué superintendent was named superintendent
at the beginning of the academic year. Dissatisfaction was voiced aboui the
method of appointm;nt——no other .candidates were brought in for interviews.
Potential for conflict also arose in connection with the superintendent's

plan for funding of new buildings. He proposed to circumvent a public refer-
endum on a bond issue by seeking necessary taxing authority from an agency

"of state government. The deliberate avoidance of an election generated some

rather articulate demands for more responsive behavior, but not a popular

5

controversy. .

Leeville did experience substantial conflict on three issues during the
obser;ation period. The first conflict surrounded plans for construction oF\~
a nev high school. The school had been urging the city council to authorize
construction for years withoqt shccess. 'Spurred by a threatened loss of
accreditation, the city council authorized a bond issue. However, the threat
of a reduction in state financial.support caused the council to place a ;ora—
torium on "unnecessary” construction--including the school. This controversy
spilled over into other budgetary matter;: The discovery of a deficit in the
current operating budget led the mayor to call for elimination of 100 teaching
poqitions. The teachers' union responded that administrative positions should

be eliminated. The budget was ultimately reduced without eliminating any

positions. Finally, a school board decision-to close several small neighborhood

schools was met by sustained vocal opposition from parents in the affected areas.

¥ 1 5
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‘he board reversed its decisic  and creared a citizens' ceomnittee to study

thw proble and make recorrendstions.

Surmarizing these elements, the following schema may be sugnested:

CHART 1

Grahamdale Barwig Park Leeville
Size Large Mediun Medium
Wealth - Low Mediun M;dium
Heierogenaity High Medium Low
Formal Structure . Traditional Traditional Unique
Informal Structure Hierarchical Hierarchical  Bargaining
Conflict Potential Moderate High High
Conflict Articulation . Low Moderate High B

~ )

*

All three school districts hold bi-monthly public school boaré meetings.
The school boards meet asideliberative, decision-making bodies. However, the
meetings also serve as media of communication between the school board, school
administrators, and members of the bublic. Information and recommendations
are solicited from all three groups in the contexts of both decision-making
and communications exchange. In all three districts formal arrangements and
informal norms permit all to speak at pubiﬁc school board meetings.

Oour descriptive analysis of communications at school board meectings will
be organized by ¢he following questions:

(1) What is the agenda of schooi board meetings?

(2) ¥ho sets the agenda?

(3) Who participates in discussions?

(4) Does participation vary by topic of discussion?

16




14

(5) W¥ho proposes policy?

 (6) Do boards defer to superintendents® recosmendations?

»

S’

¥
i,

17
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WHAT 1S THE AGENDA OF SCHOOL BOARD HMEETINGS?

We define the agenda of school board meetings as the universe of commun—
jcations which occur ot the meetings. Our most basic unit of analysis is the

oral statement. Obscrvations in eleven school districts indicate that state—

. agenda. The Ideal sequence of events, that is, topic introduction, discus-—

3

|
|
i
rients are only pzriially organized and bounded by the formal parliamentary ‘
|
\
|
\

sion, and resolution rarely occurred. A more typical pattern was topic intro-
duction, discussion on a number of related topics and resolution of some of
the issues raised. Thus, our definition leads us to work with data which are

- -

more comprehznsive but less organized than those found in agenda documents and

reconstructed minutes of meetings. . .

Our procedure was to record the substance of each statement, and to
aggregate statements on the same topic at a single meeting into units called
discussions. As Table 2 shows, there is considerable variation across dis-—

tricts in the purpose and resolution of discussion. In Barwig Park and Leeville,

s
puy +

TABLE 2 HERE

over 90 percent of all discussions are introduced for the purpose of reaching

some sort of decision. 1Inm (rahandale, a majority of topics are introduced

for the purpose of exchanging information with no decision intended. Of dis-
cussions intended for resolution, Grahamdale and Leeville reach some sort of

explicit decision (e.g5., take action, gather inform~tion, table) approximately

3

90 percent of the time; in Barwipg Park approximately one third of these dis-

cussions terminate without a clear decision. Thus, the decision-making func-

ERIC tion dominates board uecetings in Barwig Park and Leeville; in Grahamdale,

P e




TABLE 2

LY
%

Purpose and Resolution of Discussion o
Purpose' .
Barwig Park Grahamdale Leeville
Decision Intended 96% \ 46% - * 917
Information~D7 scussion 4 54 9

Decision

No Decision

Vote

Consensus \

Resolution of Discussions When Decision
'is intended .

Barwig‘Park Grahamdale Leeville
647 . 88% 907
36- 12 10

Means of Resolution

Barwig Park Grahamdale Leeville
587% 67% * 55%
42, 33 45

"\:




) . 16

K

*

the fuactions of decision-iaking and cormunications exchange are more balanted.
In all three districts most discussion on items for decision-making results

in an explicit decision. However, in Barwig Park, a sizeable minority of.dis-—

PR

cussions aimed at decisions do not meet that goal. . .

Finally, there is variation in the means of resolution. In all three

districts, a majority of discussions intended for decision are resolved by
means of a vote (either by voice or roll-call). A substantial minority, how-

ever, are resolved by consensus, (that is, by agrcement that no Vvote is nec—

-

essary)R Consensual decisioQ&making is highest in Barwig Park ayjd Leeville,

and lowest in Grahamdale. Thus, Grahamdale diéplayed the lowest'proportion
]
. . of decision-focused discussion, but also the highest proportion of voting. \

This is not to imply, of course, that the votes were nét, in effect, consensualéf
- *

i

The agenda of school board meetings can also be described in terms of

the substance of discussions. Our éypology of topics_disépssed was developed

.

-

from survey, interview, and observational data collected in eleven school
districts, and is summarized in an appendix to this paper. The distribution

of discussion units among topics in three school districts is presented in

Table 3.

TABLE 3 HE?E

'cu§scd: in Barwig Park 30 percent of discussions concerpned students, and in
Grahardale 42 percent of discussions centered on district operations. No
single topic was so predominant in Leeville. Looking at the frequency of
topics across districts, district operations receives greater than average

attention in.all three districte; and students, curriculum, student services,

ERIC | 20
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In two of the tnrce districts one topic is clearly more frequently dis-
|
]
‘L
|




-~

oy ' ’ 4 »
~ TABLE 3

3y -
»

Distribution of Topics Discussed at Schéol Board Meetings

13
N b

|
\
o~ e }
* e 1 L ! : |
Topic ) ‘ Barwig Park - .Grahamdale  Leeville i
N - . ‘ . c “
Curriculum’ . 19% . 10% 3% 1
Student Services 11 6 16 , |
4 : . |
Students 7 30 L i 8, 8 |
- - (e ) |
\ s Ny - . . ] |
- . Parents / \ . 2 ) 0 4 |
;}: %, - I . 4 Q‘
v Teachers . 7 10 10 |
;' |
Administrators . 6 T3 12, ] |
\
Local Schools 0 5 6 - |
. e
School’ Board 2, 5 10 .
iy . i
Finance 7 .8 8 {‘
Discrimination ~ . \ . 0 0 1 ‘i
. : : |
s Other Government S 3 A 5 ‘
Pistrict Operation ) 11 42 17 ‘
) &
| l
' ¢
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»
s

. 2nd teachers arte particularly important in two of the three-districts. It is
o \ N :
interesting to note that %§§ues.such as bysing, affirmativae actign, and civil .
A “- - . X » - e .

- . .

‘rights, are rarely discussed in all three districts--partieularly since popular

v I

districts. These data .suggest that* the alleged public and administrative outcry

- .on these topics does not take place at school board meetings. - - -
1y ’ - ~ ™
How similar are the distributions of discussion in the three’school dis-

|

|

|

\

|

}

and scholarly literature,emphasizes the importance of these issues for school s . ‘
!

. ’ * - 1

tricts? Ordinary least squares regressions of the percentages in Table 4 were |
|

-
~

_undertaken to evaluate the null hypothesis that one Or more Ba@rs shared the

1 - +
"+ same agenda. The null hypothesis would be supported if coefficients of deter-

T . . .
‘ minatidn approached 1.0 while slope and intercept terms approached 1.0 and O \

|
|
|
|
4
|
- = r . .
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

respectively. The ‘results of that analysis summarized in Table 4 indicate that

B R ¢

hypothesis of overall agenda similarity should be rejected. E s
* o - |
TABLE 4 . '
N “ 2
i Pair * Slope Intercept R™.
Barwig Park - Grahamdale 7 .35 5.41 ©.28
¢rahamdale - Leeville T 27 6.10 .60
Barwig Park - Leeville ' .09 7.56 f.lG

P
#

It is possible to describe the intensity of discussion agross topics by
turning attention to the number of statements made on each topic. Table 5

summarizes the distribution of statements among topics.
e

TABLE 5 HERE

p " N
1e

In Barwig Park and Grahamdale the patLern:2£ intensity of discussion is similar

Egiéé; ' N EZ:ZY - T
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TABLE 5
T % . .’

Distribution of Statements Made at School Board Meetings

Topic | . ' Barwig Park - Grahamdale " Leeville
) ) p) . .
’ . Curriculun ) 19% 11% 2%
Student Services 0 5 14
+ Students i ‘ 26 11 ] 8
N\ Parents . . 2 ' -0 4 3
‘Teachers ' 7 11 < T 9
. i - . \
" Administrators’ . 4~ 2 > 6
4 Local Schools ‘ . 0 8 5
' School Board 1 ‘6 : 13
. Finance . - 13 9 ZZIL
. k]
Discr_iminat:ion . . 0 ) 0 -0
Othe'r Governmenqts ; 3 2 4
District Operation 13 . 36 15

’

_Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.




o - -
. important topics, but. the distribution of statements shows that the school beard

' 18 \._ /

»
-

to the pattern of distribution: the most discussed topics remain students and

district operation respectively, and the otlier topics retain their_rélative e
.y \

- - \

order of magnitude. It is interesting to note that the dispersion of discus-— }
|

|

|

\

sions on topics: geperally speaking, the most frequently raised topics received M

- x - - “ * ) 3 . - - - -
fever statements per discussion. - In Leeville, there is greater dispersion 1n

- = Lot |

*ik |

the distribu’ fon of statements than in the distribution of topics. In terms .|

. / . , .
of intensity, finance .in Leeville clearly emerges as the most important -topic.

- -

. . . ‘

While finance accounted for.only 8 percent of ‘the topics raised for consider-

. 3
ation at board meetings, 21 percent of all statements were addressed to this

-

issue. Student services and district operations are still seen as particularly .

s »

?
itself was a topic of intensive discussion, an intensity unequalled in the-other:

-
»

3

districts. . -

. - * g

s

. - d ‘ T =,
Differences are evident between the dis-ribution of discussion and, inten¥* -
. [0 R o

.

sity of discussion by topic.in®all three districts. "An obviots question is:

.‘ .~ :’. : * 4 3

which issues receive disproportionate attention when raised? A simple way of
. " ) - .

addressing 4his question would be to compare proportions of discussion and

%

statements presenﬁﬁﬂ in Tables 3%and 5 for each topic. .This method implies

the expectation that each discussion of a topic will consist of the same numbey
N . p T
of statements. Our data collection cxperienée suggests that another mod=2l is
Iy - - - )

. ‘ - - 3 . .« ! - ‘-
more appropriate. When,a topic is first discussed there i1s a certain amount )
LY

-

L~
t

-~ - N /
oY,
- 7 =

“ As measured by the following: 0 . '
Standard deviations: Barwig Park, topies 8.72, statements 8.2§; :
.. Grahamdale, topics 11.13, statements 9.64.

~
7

33 : . Vi . ~ s
Standard deviations: topics 4.96, statements 6.27. c

-y
. LS
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< #

,of expository discussion necessary for purposes of introduction. As the topic
R ' ‘ i

l' . . . ’ . t‘ )
is discussed again and again, the number of introductory statements necessary

s .

- decreases. As a result, a topic which is' seldom.discussed should receive a

grehter proportion of statements than its proportign of discu§§iohs. Con-

-

versely, a topic which is discussed throughout the school year can be expected:

- -

to contain a smaller proportion of statements than discussions.

*

L ' Linear, regression is a statistical model which is isomorphic with this

nmodel of expected intensity of discussion. THe indepéndent variable is the
< t%fg vl
proportion of times a topic is discussed and the dependent variable is the

P
»

p.oportion of sitatements made on the topic. The intercept term, which Agpre-

£
M »

. » A - :
sents the constant cost of introducing a topic, should be positive, and ti

on

slope term should be less than ome to ind;date that fewer statements per

&

discussjon occur as a topic is more frequently discussed. As Table 6 indi-

P

cates, the regression coefficients meet these expectations in all three dis-

£,

d tricts. Furthermore, the level of statistical explanation indiégtes'thatVthe

- -

- . 2

F g ! . )

’ ‘ ; TABLE 6

1

- ) , Ba‘wig Park Grahamdale Leeville .
’ ' -
. Intercept - .63 L 2,477 1.08

‘. Slope : .01 .79 .87

o

e 13

2 ’ J90 .91 '~ .48

'

" R

Ed
model is quite accurate for BarWig Park and Grahamdale, and less a-curate, .

.
>
N *

though satisfactory, for Leeville.
“ . « . .
~The extent of disproportionate/discussion is represented by the resid- .
* - 14 N N r -
. AP
ual of actual proportion of statements from the prediction of thL model. These

4 .

\O
~

ERIC. . . - 95 ‘ 6 B
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b4
. residuals are presented in Table 7. o .

(\‘ - + ] PR 2

. . . .
. , - TABLE 7 , =

$

-

~ Disproportionate Intensity of Discussions

- _— Barwig Park \G?ahamdale Légyille‘ )
Curriculum S ‘ " 1.201_(~ | 1141 1 -1.70
Student Serviceg ' . 62 -2.22 1,04 *
Students L -1.87 - 3.78 _ 6.
A - Parents - —ée26 , ~2.67 %'1 21.57 )
' ’ Teachers o - 1.83 . 5.37. - .80 v
.7 /Adninistrators S 2,08 . ~3.63 ~5.55 .
- Local Schools " — - © 2,37 -1.31.' ' s
' School Board - ’ © L 45 YL S . 20 *
Finance . - © 6.0l - .20 ) 12,94 .
Discrim{nation ] o - .89 i : -’ {%!7% i )
Other Qove;nments ’ ' ,' T 2.7 ! . -3.63 ’ ‘ :1.44;
District Operation - © 2.38 - .52 - .91
. In each distriét‘there is at least one topic whose }ntensitf of 4iscuss§on" o

t - 1 . ,
. differs by more than 5 percent from the model's prediction. "Finance'" is over-
Y 5 -3

~
L3

discussed in Barwlg Park and seriously overdiscussed in Leeville;-"Teachers" ~

rd
3 .
- : , .z . . rdd i '
is overdiscussed in Gfihamdale, and "Administrators" is underdiscussed in .
« DU . : ;o . \
' Leeville. Linear regressidn of residuals shows that a consistent pattern of
’ 4 . T . ’ . %
¥ *
over and under discussion does not exist over all three districts. -

z - -
Pl B ”

3

rg pairutse R 's are: Barwig‘Park - Grahamdale 143 Barwig Parg ~ Leeville .27;
and Grahamdale - Leeville .03. S ' < - )

- ‘ N *
z . ¥« ‘ N - s 4
- ¥ . *

v
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¥

This brief description indicates tgat the three schools have quite differ-
ent agendas. There are differences in both the purpose and substance of dis-
cussions in the three districts. A slightly d:fferent picture of the substance
of the agendas results from looking at distributi?ns of discussiuns and state~—
imants among topics. In éach district there is variation in intensity of dis-

-2

~ucsion on different topics, and there is no consistent pattern of topics being

over and under discussed across districts.

kN

27
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THE NATURE OF COMMUNICATION

Beyond an investigation of topics raised at school board meetings, one
- 'L_;
should also be concerned with the nature of the discugsion. - We distinguish
between communications characterized as substantive demands for specific ac-
tion by the school board and simple‘informational exchanges.
B

To investigate the qualitativé nature of the discussion at school board
meetings, we have utilized a four category typology: Statements have been
characterized as demands in favor of some actionm, deménds opposed to some
action, requests for information, and supplying of information. The total
proportion of discrete communications categorized as déﬁands in favor, demands

opposed, requests for information, and supplying of information for each of

the topic areas are presented in Table 8.

TABLE 8

Barwig Park Grahamdale Leeville

Demand in Favor 16 4 27
Demand Opposed 1 2 10
Requesf Information 25 18 21
Supply Information ' 58 - 76 ) 42

As can be seen from the summary of communications in each of the districts
those which are characterized as supplying of information are most prominent.
In two of the three districts, Barwig Park and Leeville, the next largest
proportions are those which refer to the requesting of i?formation. Interest-

k
inply, in Leeville, the second highest proportion of communications are those

28
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charactirized as demands in favor. In all three districts, the lowest propor—
tion of discrete communications are those characterized as being demands opposed.
Our inteiest in the characterization of discrete communications during
school board meetings extends beyond simply describing the nature o% school board
meeting discussion. Instead, both the proportion of total discussion.character-
. ) :
jzed as~ddhnands in favor and demands opposed, as well as the relative proportion

of demands in favor to demands opposed, are taken as indicators of the amount

of conflict in a school district. This approach to the definition of district

conflict is based upon the twin assumptions that (1) demands must be present
in order to have district conflict and that (2) conflict is a function of com~-

peting demands in which some favor and some oppose specific action by the school

district. /

This conceptualization of school district conflict means that it is not

simply the presence of demands that leads to conflict but rather the competition

»

of demands for and against specific action that characterizes conflict. As a
result, an investigation of school district conflict over specific topic areas
means that one must look at both the total proportion of communications which

<

are categorized as demands fo: and demands against as well as the relative pro-

portion of demands for and demands against.

TABLE 8a, b, & ¢
HERE

In terms of district conflict, Grahamdale scores very low in the propor-—
tion of total demands for and against specific action. The total number of
demands for ka percent) and demands against (2 percent) as well as the number

of demands for and against in specific topic areas are all very low. Even for

ERIC 29
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Gistrict operation in which 32 percent of all demands in favor and 27 perceat

of the Jderands onposad are found, these demands congtitute only & percent (de~
- .

rands in fover) and 1 percent (demands opposed) of the total discussion of

district operation. This distribution is consistent with the fact that the

najority of Grahardale's meetings are occupied with discussiocns with no reso-

&
lution intended. If nothing is to be decided, vwhy make demands?

Of the three districts, Barwig Park is the next least conflictual. While

16 pcrcént of the total number of communications are characterized as being
demands in favor of specif;g action, much-less than 1 percent of the communi-
cations are characterized as demands opposed to specific action by the district.
Of each of the topic areas, "students” receives the greatest proportion of the
demands £-r distfict action (56 percent) and those dcmands in favor constigute
36 percent of the total'discussion of that topic ;rea. However, there axe no
demands opposed fegistered for gbat tépic area and, as a result, school district
conflict over the issue of students is judged to be very low. The only topic
aref that appears to generate any district conflict has to do with the school
board where 38 percent of the total communications on this topic are demands

in favor and 5 percent are demands opposed to specific district action. How-
ever, this topic arda constitutes only 1 percent ok the total discussions of
all topic areas. Therefore, vhile there may be conflict in the consideration
of this topic, this topic accounts for so little of total boaxd discus;ion

that, taken as a whole, Barwig Park must be judged to have very little conflict.

Leeville presents an interesting contrast to both Grahamdale and Barwig

Park. 1n this district, the proportion of demands in favor (27 percent) and

- f

demands opposed (10 percent) are relatively high. Unlike the other districts,

the proportions of demands in favor and demands opposed are high for all topic

33




Arence  iha i.. thap worilicr s ¢ function of both the amornt of dumands in

favor and demands opposed as well as the relative proportion of each is denon-
strated vell by the exawle of the discussion of finance during two consecutive
board roelings in Leeville occurring in late Tebruiary and early March. During

. - . . . L) ..
the discussion of this issue, 56 percent of all demands in favor of speciiic

-

substantive action on finance (28 percent each ‘meeting) and 58 percent of all

3

demands opposed (29 percent each meeting) were articulated. Thus, conflict

tended to be brief and explosive, rather than sustained. 0;erall, demands
in favor vary from a high of 36 percent (_urricular) to 21 percent (parents)
and demands opposed vacy from a high of 15 percent (;chool board) to a low of °
4 percent (parents).

Judged in terms of the twin concerns for total proportion of demands in
favor and demands opposed as well’asrthe relative proportion of the one to
the other, the topic area curriculum must be judged to be- the most éonflictual.
This issue must be followed closely by student services, teachers, and finance.
Parents is.the topic area in which the least conflict is noteé, but, even at
that, the conflict over parents exceeds the conflict in either of the other
two districts over any of the other topic areas. One is led to conclude,
therefore, that lLeeville is the most conflictual of our three districts and

-

that this pattern of high conflict extends .across 4%l topic areas.

O
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WHO SETS THE AGENDA? { .

e

An important question about the governance of any political institution

. is who sets the agenda. The pover to decide what will be discussed is im~

i portant in both a positive and a negative sense. It is important in a nega-
tive sense because it presumably includes the pover to decide what will not
be discussed. Iq,thé;absenée of discussion, the sfatus quo continues, and
bolicy review, cvaluﬁ%?E;; and chan§é are iﬁpossible. It is important in a
positive sense because whoever decides what will be discussed al§o tends to
establish the boundaries and the rules of discussion. The power to limit the

) . ,

topics and policy alternatives which will bg*entertained gives the controller
of the agenda considerable power in'deterﬁining what policies will be adopted.

We define agénda setting in terms of introduciné a topic for discussion.
The superintendent is responsible for preparing the parliamentary agenda in-
almost all school districts, and in many dist;icts responsibility for gresent-
ing agenda items is aOSLgned to school board members and/or administrators.
Qur interest ;s not with who prepares the agenda document or who makes the

introductory statement on a topic, but with who is responsible for the topic's

ﬁeing discussed at the board meeting. This responéibilif& could usuélly be

established from the discussion of an issue at a meeting or from discussion

[

at earlier recorded meetings. When there was doubt about the originator, the

information was considered -to be missing. This information was recorded for

-

62 perceut of the discussions in Barwig Park, 87 percent in Grahamdale, and

987 in Leeville. . ‘ 3

For this essay, we have divided participants at school board meetings

q 1

' |

into six general categories: school board members, superintendents, staff

ERIC '35
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poyecnnents. ~ Staff experts are associate superintendents and other cabinet

level administrators. Line experts include principals, teachers, lower level
administrators and other employees of the school districts. Assigument o

- »
a catesory was made on the basis of the role assumed by the individual during

"

his statement. Individuals could be--and werec--assigned to different roles

at different times. TFor example, a principal would be coded as a member of
. ~ . ’ ¢
T the public when he spoke as a little I¢ague coach, and as a }ine cxpertgwhen

he spoke in his professional capacity. . .

Before turning to the data, it may be helpful to reiterate that agenda .

is defined in terms of the communications made at board meetings. Although

et

it is reasonable to expect tﬁat supcrintendents‘ahd scbdbkyboard member53 as
the major aétors, will.control most of the agendas, it is possible for all
actors to introduce agenda items by our definition. Members of the public

can '‘control tﬂe agenda" by introducing topics of discussion during the por-
tion of meetings set aside for that purpose, or by introducing a related topic

of discussion during a discussion initiated by another actor.

3 -
Table 9 summarizes the proportion of discussion initiated by various

TABLE 9 HERE

actors in ecach school district. Barwig Park and Grahamdale show similar pat-

terns, in each district-the superintendent introduces nearly three—fourths

of all discussions, liric experts and members of the public each introduce
‘about 2 percent, and government of ficials account for virtually none of the
discussions. In Barwig Park, the school board controls about 6 percent and ) > ,

staff{ evperts contYol about 17 percent of introductions, while in Grahandale,
%
) . ‘ .
ERIC . 36 : 1
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t/ho Sets the Apenda?
o
Barvig Park  Grahamdale Leeville -
- , 5 =
_School Board _6.37 10.8%7 42,07
Superintendent 73.3 73.6 : 35.1
Staff Experts 17.4 - 12.2 21.4
7
Line Experts 1.0 2].0\} 0.0
~ .
Public . 2.0 1.5 - 1.5
e
Government Officials 0.0 0.C ) 0.0
Total.Proportng of Discussions
for Which Respénsibility Can T
Be Determined 61.1 87.1 « v 981
s - ";‘7;’; ¥
. )
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the figures are 4l and 12 percent.
7
In Leeville, control of the agenda is nuch wore evenly divided among the
- . . .
4 *

school beard,. superintendent and staff experts. This is largely due to Lee-

villae's decentralized system of setting the parliamentary agenda. In Leeville, -

’

the preliminary formal agenda is set by all schooT officials submitting items

Barwig Park and Grahgmdale, the superintendent’ drafts a

’

for inclusion. 1In.

prelipinary agenda and other actors add to‘it: in Leeville, the sueﬁrintendent

makes additions to items submitted by other actors. As a result, in Leeville,

J - '
the school board is the major-agenda-setter, following by the_sugenintehdent

3

and then staff experts.

major adminis- L\

2

. ~ . . s
Aside from the superintendent, school bodrd members, and

»

trative officers of the three school districts, almost no one else places items

-

on the agenda for school board meetings. In each district government officials

.
.

account for virtually none, the public for about

for zero.to 2 percent of the agenda.

2 percent, and line officials

Experts—control a majority of the agenda

in all three districts, furthermore, line experts, who have the greatest day

>

to day contact with members of the community, have ‘the least control.

These data clearly supporE the deference to expertise model. In all three

districts the leadership role is assumed by administrators; in Batwig Park and

.

_Grahamdale, the schuol boards rely almost entirely om the superintendent to

) .

set the agenda, whereas in Lecville the superintendent shares ggenda—sbtting

responsibility with his staff.

.

~




. ’ £ .
< &
~ L4
} ‘29
2 - 4 - . " ’
VI : .
WHO PARTLCIPATEé IN SCHOOL BOARD MEETINGS?
- Our definition of participation in school board meetings is also made in

terms of communication: a participant is one who speaks at meetings. Once

* a discussion has been initiated, virtuaily anyone can speak. In the three
school distpicts considered here, some restrictions are placed on at what
point. in the dfgcussign a member of the audience can speak and on how long an
individual may hold the floor. But, generally Speaking, ample opportunity ’

exists for speaking at school board meetings and the general public is actively
. . . ‘
. encouraged. to attend and participate. ~

]

: As was the case with the agenda, it is possible to examine participation

»

in two ways: distribution of participation and intensity of participation.
In looking at the distribution of participation, -our {init of analysis is the}

.discussion and our qucry is, In-what proportlonfof al&«dmscus"mon ~does-a-given

actor speak? Conceivably, a representative of each category could have partmc-

H I

ipated in one hundred'percent of the discussions. Table 10. presents partici~-
\

pation in discussion for our six types of actors.
. .
-

TABLE 10 HERE

In all three districts school board members speak in virtually all dis-

Ty .
’

cussions—-not a startling finding. However, there is considerable variation

. . . ; . LD . y
in participation by otHer actors across the diktricts. The superintendent

makes comments in over half .the discussions in Crahamdale and Leeville, but-

the Barwig Park supefintendent participates in only one quarter of the dis-

" tussions. - Staff experts are heavy participants in Grahamdale, making state-
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sents in over three-fourths of discussions; vhile staff experts speal 55 per-
cent of the time in Baruwig Park and 34 percent of the time in Leeville., There
is greater stabilicy of participation by line experts across districts: the
participation r&te is 19 to 30 percent.
Collapsing the categories superintendent, staff cxperts, and line experts,
a different pattern of participants by administrators emerges in the three
districts. In Grahamdale, administrators.speak in 95 percent of all discussicns,
\ ’ compared to 77 percent in Leeville and 60 percent in Barwig Park. Thus, it
appears-as though school board meetings can be characterized’largely as discus-
sions between school board members and administrators in all three districts.
However, in Grahamdale, administrators seem to dominate, while in Barwig Park
and Leeville, school board members dominate.
Turning to participation by those outside of the school district establish-
ment, it appears that government officials are infrequent participants in all
athrce school districts. In ieeville, members of the public participate im 39
percent of all discussions. The figures are 13 and 8 percent for Grahamdale
and Barwig Park, respectively. The residents of Leeville were clearly more
" active in presenting their views directly at school board meetings. When one
considers that the vast majority of discussions at school board meetings con-—
cern routine housekeeping matters, the participation rates on the order of 10
percent in Barwig Park and Grahamdale are not unimpressive.
In looking at intensity of participation our unit of analysis is the
statement and our query is, "What proportion of all statements @o actors of
a given category make?" Table 11 presents the Qlistribution of statements

among types of actors for the three school districts. When participation is

viewed in this way, the difference in school board patterns is accentuated.

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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TABLE 11 HERE

in Barviy Yark and Leeville, school board members account for 50 percent of

H

al] staterwents. In Grahanmdale, board member nalie 9 percent of all statements.

“the Graharmdale board is apparently doing more listening than speaking; it

sppears as though it is.listening to the superintendent. The Grahamdale super-—

-

;ntendent nakes 46 percent of all statemehts. His colleagues in Barwig Park
and Leeville make 9 and 15 pe.cent of statements in their respective districts.
Administrators in Grahamdale account foxr 84 percent of all statements at school
board meetings while their counterparts in Barwig Park and Leeville make sug—

stantially less than half of all statements. If control of the flloifis syn—

deference to expertise is unquestion-

onymous with control of decision-makirsg,

e

ably the keynote in Grahamdale. ;
In Barwig Park and' Leeville, school poard members make the majority of
statements, and administrators account for about 40 and 30 percent of all Lo

statements. In Barwig Park the superintendent lets his staff and line people

carry the burden of administrative comment; in Leeville, administrative comment

J is evenly divided betveen the superintendent and other officers. These data

H

suggest a typology of differences in division of laboxr among administrators
in the three districts: superintendent dominates (Grahamdale), burden is

shared (Leeville), staff and line admimistrators carry most of the burden

s,

ks
(Barwig Park).

The pattern of intensity of participation of actors outside the school

oy

“ 0f cours:, wve refer only to the labor of speaking at board meetings.

ERIC 42
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School Board

Superintendent

Staff Exéerts

Liné Experts
- Public

~ Governnent Officials

Tabis 11

Intznsity of Participation

Barwig Park

- 58.3%

8.7

22.4

43

8.5

Grahamdale Leeville
9.27% 57.5%
45.7 14.5
29.4 7.8
8.4 6.2
6.4 13.6
1.1 .5
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Cotablisd - oat i caseotially the sume gs their pattern of distribution of

+ -

P

participation in tiw three rchool districts. Governnent officials account

for one percent or less of statements made. Ingensity of public participa-
tion is freatest in Leeville (14 percent), followed by Grahamdale (6 percent),
and Baruisn Park (2 percent). The public is hea%d at school board eetings

in all Ch;ce districts, but, at least in Baruig Park and Grahamdale, the public
voice overall is not very loud. Perhaps members of the public--and other ac-
tors——concennrate‘tbeir communications resources on a limited number of topics
and, thus, increasc their influeace. A logical extension of the question,

"Jho participates?", is an investigation of the pattern of participation across

different substantive areas.

Again,éthere are two queries: Do actors specialize in certain topics?",
ard, “Are tépics dominated by diffgrent actors?'" Table 12 presents data rele-
vaut to both questions. The upper number in each cell is the row percentage
(distribution sf actors' statements among topics); and the lower number is the

column percentage (distribution of statements on a topic among actors).

TABLE 12 a, b & c HERE

Looking first at the gﬁoportion of statements on each topic accounted
for by specific actors, ve find that the actors who were most important overall
wvere also most, important om each topie. In Barwig Park and Leeville, school

board menbers are the modal speakers on all topics. In Grahamdale, the super-

~

intendent is the modal participant on all topics except local schools, wuiiere

Cstaff experts make an equal proportion of stateuwents.

~

Genorally speaking, actors' proportion of staterments on individual toepics
L 4

%

e 14
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rafloct their proportioa of stateiments on all topics. There are, howvever,
sone interestine exceptions. In Barwig Park, both line experts and members
nf the public contribute a disproportiorately large part of the statements
on finance. In Grahamdale, line experts' statements on curriculum and public
statements on local schools are disprdportéonately larse. In Leeville, the pub-
lic's proportion of statements on finance is substanti&lly larger than their
proportion of statements évcrall.
furning to the question of the distribution of statements by actors across
topics, we find that, although the topic which receives the greatest ettention
from t;e superintendent and school board varies across districts, within each
’ district the superintendent and school board members direct their greatest
attention to the same topic. The issue area most ddscussed by both superinten-
/
dent and school board members is students in Barwig Park, district operation in
Grahamdale, and finance in Leeville. In Barwig Park and Grahanville, staf%
tpcrts share the emphasis of their supérintendent and school board; in Leeville,

.
»

finance is the second most discussed topic by staff-experts.

Al While the school board, superintendent, and staff experts are involved in
the discussion of almost all issues, generally speaking, other actors are
much more selective and issue specific in their participation. These latter

groups tend to concentrate on 2 small number of topics. In Barwig Park, line

experts concentrate on curriculum and finance, the public concentrates on cur—

riculum and district operation, and government officials concentrate on cur-

’ riculum and other services. In Grahamdale, governmeat officials and the public
join the school hoard and top administrators in concentratingtyn district or-
ganization. The public also concentrates its comments on local schools, and

1ige experts focus on enrriculum. In Lcevjlle, the public follows the lead of ,

-
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senior officials by concentracing on finance, line experts focus on student

14

services, and governnent officials concentrate on other services.
In sumnary, actors which dominate discussion overall also tend to doainate

discussion on each topic, Line experts, members of the public, and government

.

officials focus on a small number of topics, but there is little commoq focus

of types of actors across districts. Rather, these actors® foci coincide with

those of their school board and top administrators.

49 o %
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WHO PROPOSES POLICY DECISIONS?

-
“ .

After the agenda has been set and discussion has been completéd,‘some sort
of decision is in order. We now turn to the question, "Who makes policy éro-
posals at school board, meetings?" Our unit of analysis ;s the discussion, and
we will be focusing on how discussions in which decisions are inte&?ed are re-

solved. This question differs from that of agenda setting because the person

who initiates discussion may or may not make a policy proposal. We define a

proposer, as the first perspn who articulates a proposal which is decided updn-—

- -
.

’ #

%
favorably or negatively——by the school board.  The distribution of proposals

among our six types of actors is surmarized in Table 13.

- : TABLE 13 -HERE . 4

\

The pattern of proposals reflects the patterns of agenda setting and dis-—

cussion in the three school districts. In Grahamdale, the superintendent makes

most policy proposals, while school board members make most proposals in Baruig

n

Park and Leeville. Looking at the distribution of proposals among administra-
’ £

P’

tors, we see that line experts nmake virtually no proposals in Barwig Park and

Grahamdale, and about 1 percent of the proposals in Leeville. The Grahamdale

superintendeht carries the burden of adminisfrative probosal-making, while
/
staff experts out-propose the Barwig Park superintendent, and staff experts

\ &

more evenly share proposal making with the superintendent. -

-

In Barwig Park and Grahawdale, onlyfschool officials  made policy proposals

B

“ Refer to Table 2, (in th® section on agenda), for how discussions are resolved.
’

ERIC 50




*w

TABLE 13
Who Makes Policy Proposals? .
. Barwig Park Grahamdale Leeville
School Board 90.0% 35.02_ 77.0%
Superintendent .0 © 57.0 11.0 -~
Staff Experts 8.5 8.5 4.0
" Line Experts . 0.0 0.0 "1.2
Public ’ . " 0.0 ’ . 0.0 5.9
Government Officials ) 0.0 ¢c.0 .8 '
3
‘e
>
é‘
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At seioe! Loard noetinzs. In Lee

-

Thus, in all three districts, members of the public

cent of all rrogesals.

¥
attend meatinas and voice opinions, but, in two of the three districts, they
defer to elected and professional school officials the responsibility of pro-,

posing policy. -In thesthird district, school officials make 93 percent of

proposals. It isAtempting to infer tbat the role that those outside the school

N r

district establishment play at school board mectings is that of spectator,

rather than participant.
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DECISIONS

A

’

A3

-

The final subject of this survey of communications at school board meet-
A

ings is decisions. Our Units of analysisc are décisions reached by voting.

As roted above, in zll districts a majority of decisions are reached by means
» . : -
of a vote. The subset of decisions reached by votes is not a random sample
.

of all decisions, but it probably contains the most important decisions made

M A

' . z :
by the school board. Some votes are required by statuta, some votes axe taken

to record, more officially, the policy of a school board, and some votes are

s -

due to conflict and a desire to articulate dissent. Our anaiysis'o§ voting

tehavior. will focus on two familiar tepics from the literature of educational

B
s

policy-making: the extent of conflict and consensus within the school

- > .

and the extent to which the school board relies upon the superintendent in

*

board,

The results are summarized in Table 14. g

., 8 . -
its policy decisions.

TABLE.14 HERE ™ .

During our ‘observation period 159 votes were takne in Barwig Park, 170

in Grahanmdale, and 176 in Leeville. Unanimous votiﬁg is the rule in all three

I' €

school district: 97 percent unanimous in Barwig Park, "9 percent in Grahamdale,

~

and 89 percent in Leeville. The low invidence of conflict makes an analysis of

. 2
voting blocs within each school .board unwarranted.

The voting behavior of school board members was quite easily observed

.

The assessment of the superintendcnt’é position was a some-

and recorded.

wvhat 'more difficult task. The superintendent's. sosition was recorded on the
I ; H

2

basis of his explicit policy recommendations, expressions of support or oppo-

sition during diseussions‘at school board mectings, and statements made at

-

<

¥

S

' 53 - .
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to be nissing.

’ The superintendents in Barwiz Park and Leeville rade their policy prof-
crences.known to their school boards over 80 percent of the time; the Leeville
superintendent stat a position on 52 percent of the votes. The pattern of
schocl éoard aéoption of superintendent recommendations is striking: 96 per-
cént of the Leeville superintendent's preferences were enacted, and 100 per-
cent of the preferences of the Baruwig Park and Grahamdale superintendénts were
enacted. A total of four votes in Leeville wure "lost™ by the superintendent.
pDespite varying degrees of conflict, public participation, administrative con-
trol of agenda and diéfussion in the districts all three superintendents enjoy

) the support of their school boards vhen they make policy proposals. Kegardless

of how responsive "school board members are to their constitucnts in the public,

they are undeniably responsive to their senior expert, the superintezndent.
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CONCLUSIONS

In order to facilitate the assimilation of the information presented in

the body of the essay, a brief cutline may prove helpful.

CHART 2 HERE-

Barvig Park emerges as a district striving to contain conflict, to achieve

consensus. The superintendent, new to the job, keeps a low profile. There is

potential for conflict, but it does not achieve articulation. In keeping with

his low key approach, the superintendent sets the agenda, but allows his staff

to do more discussing and proposal making. The board also plays a major role
i

here. However, the superintendent, vhile content to share authority with the

staff, sets the agenda, makes his position knowa, and wins. Public input is

apparently not a significant aspect of the process.

intendent dominance, and

Grahamdale is a more classic picture of super

adherence to the administrative ideology of unity. ~ Conflict is very low, and

meetings serve largely as a forum for information exchange. The superintendent

dominates the board in agenda setting and discussiom. He also appears to dom-
inate his own administrative staff. He makes a majority of the proposals,
takes a position ;n almost all cases, and always wins. Public input, while
ingremcntally higher than that of Barwig Park, is not appreciable.

In contrast to these districts, Leevilie is substantially more compli-
cated. Two powerful antagonists, the mayor and the superintendent, engage
in protracted disputes. Although we can hardly do more than speculate, it

appears that the interdependence of city and school district governance is

56
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satueconnee of el o bare Jinins process.  To the extent that
Lecwille ic "unrefors.d” (thet is, rot insulated from "normal" political »ro-
cos-ca), the idevlogr of the reform mevement is enpirically supported. Tho
Few to the conflictual nature of meetings, the relatively active board, and

the hicler iuvolvement 6f the public nay be the energence of a*leritinate chal-
4

lense to the authority of the superintendent fron within the elite strata of
the corvrunity. The challenge to the authority of the supecrintendent may have

- 1 - - . - -
a ripple effect, encouraging the board and certain portions of the public to

bocome active. However, even with such a challenge, the superintendent still

achieves success vhen he takes a position. His reluctance, in contrast to other

supcrintendents, to state a position may be a consequence of his assessment of

the probability of defeat. It is equally plausible to speculate that, in the

presence of conflict, “expert' opinion is havder to justify. Also, gince,

unlike our other districts, the board is active in agenda-setting, the super-

intendent may not b able or expected to develoﬁ and present a recormmendation.

In any case, influence, although formidable, is not unchallenged,
Despite varieties in participation, the superintendent clearly emerges

as the dominant actor. To this extent, the observational data and the survey

-

data from the 1968 study ake in agreement. Lt should be kept in mind that this

essay is limited to public board meetings. The public may elect to cormunicate
|
"/.{' "
in other ways, ejther ﬁ%’the school board or to the superiutendent. If this is

¢rue (and we will present evidence on this subject in the future}{/several pos—

sibilities occur. Tirst, given the key role of the superintendent, it is pos-

gible that he, ratber than the board, "represents” the active public. Prelim-

. ) . e . s
inary anylysces of cur survey data do not support this assertion, but the firdings

. s

Y - " ’—"1 »
are quite tentative.. kven if representation by administrators is established,

¥
. .
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11.

12.

APPEINTY 1

- ————

Topic Catesories

Curriculum includes: general education programs; basic skills; voca-
tional education; bilingual education; sex education; topical
education.

Student Services xncludes: athletics; guidance, counseling; special
extra programs; prcgrams for special students; transportation;
food, health services; and safety programs.

Students includes: student values; student performance; student misbe~
havior; stufent records; enrollment, attendance.

Parents includes: parental responsibilities; parent—teacher conferences;
parental participation in decision-making; and relations with

teachers.

Teachers includes: teacher values; teacher performance; teacher-staff
unions; and teacher support staff.

Administrators includes: principals; staff administrators; consultants;
superintendent; administrative reports, research; ané administrative

professional activities.
L)
Local Schools ‘includes: alternative schools; community schools; and

other inncvative schools, methods.

! %

School Board includes: school board evaluétion; appointment, election
of board members; board behavior.

Finance includes: appropriations, revenues; and bond issue.
Discrimination includes: equality; busing; affirmative action.

activities of federal governmment, state

Other Covernmnent includes:
and other

government, county government, municipal government,
educational institutions.

District Operation includes: maintenance; facilities; and materials.

.
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(New York: W. W. MNorton and Co., Inc., 1974) and Victor L. Ferkiss,

The Future of Technologidal Civilization (New York:~Goerge Braziller,

1974). hY (/f\. T ’
kY

The contradiction between concurrent demands for direct control of leaders
on the one hand, and for increasing government initixfive on policy
development on the other is well noted in Herry Jacobyy The Bureau-—
cratization of the World (Berkeley: University of CylifQrnia Press,
1973). \ N .

Don K. Price, "Knowledge and Power," in Paul J. Piccard, ed., Science
and Policy Issues (Itasca, Ill.: F. E. Peacock Publishers, Inc..,
1969). See also Guy Benveniste, The Politics of Expertise (Berkeley:
Glendessary Press, 1972). ) .

Allan W. Lerner, Experts, Politicians, and Decisionmaking in the Tech-
nological Society (General Learning Préss, forthcoming).

David Tyack, The One Best System (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1974), pp. 126-176. See also James W. Guthrie, et al, "The Erosion of
Lay Control," in National Commission for Citizens in Education, Public
Testimony on Public Schools (Berkeley: McCutchan Publishing Co., 1975),

pp. 92-101.
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See, for example, Robert L. Heilbroner, An Inquiry Into the Human Prospect:

R. J. Snow, Local Experts: Their Roles as Conflict Managers in Municipal
and Educational Goverament (Ph.D. dissertation, Northwestern Univegs-
sity, 1966) and Roland L. Warren, et al, The Structure of Urban Reform
(Lexington, Mass: D. C. heath, 1974), are examples of such efforts.

Kerlinger, ed., Review of Research in Education (Itasca, I1l.: F.E.
Peacock Publishers, Inc., 19747, p. 365.:

This apt phrase is found in William‘Bo§d, "The Public, The Professionals,
and Educational Pplicy-Making: Who Governs?" (Paper presented at the
American Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, Washington,

~

D.C., 1975), p. 7. .
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Paul E. Peterson, ''The Politics of American Education,"”" in Fred N. - ‘
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Cene L. Maeroff, "Harried School Leaders See Their Role Waning," New York
Times, March 5, 1974, pp. 1, 29; Donald A. Erickson, "Moral Dilemmas
of Administrative Powerlessness,” Administrators' Notebook, April,
1972, pp. 3-4, cited in Boyd, op cit, p. 8.

Donald J. McCarty and Charles E. Ramsey, The School Managers (Westport,
Conn.: Greenwood Publishing Co., 1971).

Tbid., pp. 153, 211/¢ 2133




12, It should be noted that most of the proponents of the beleaguered super—
___intendent nosition viewed threats to expertise as originating from

outside the local community (court decis¥oms, administrative regula-
tions, etc.), or from the increasing organizational efforts of teachers.

13. L. Harmon Zeigler, and M. Kent Jemnings, with G. Wayne Peak, Governing
American Schools (North Scituate, Mass.: Duxbury Press, 1974)3

14. Michael 0. Boss, "The School Superintendent: Politician or Manager,"
(unpublished manuscript). Michael Boss died on December 21, 1975,
leaving an incomplete, but brilliant, analysis of these data. Boss'
analysis followed our scheme of examining boards, as units rather
than by working with individual data. it is instructive, however,
to note that 79 percent of the superintendents, as compared to 54

x percent of the board members, estimated the probability of super-— -

intendent victory as very or fairly likely.

15. Tom Burns, “"The Direction of Activity and Communication in a Departmental
Executive Groups: A Quantitative Study in a British Engineering Fac-—
tory with a Self-Recording Technique," Human Relations (1954), - -

pp. 73-87.

14&6. See, for example, Carl 1. Havland, et al, Communication and Persuasion
- (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), pp- 35-36.

]

17. Burms, op cit, p. 7€.

4

18. Our methodology was heavily influenced by Benjamin Walter, Bureaucratic
- Communications: A Statistic of Analysis of Influence (University
of North Carolina, Institute for Resedrch in Social Science, Sept. 1,
1963) and David Kovenock, "Influence in the U.S. House of Representa-
tives: A Statistical Analysis of Communications," (Unpublished-manu-

script,, 1967).

19. Our classification is taken from Robert A. Dahl and Charles E. Lindblom,
Politics, Economics and Welfare (New York: Harper and Row, 1953).
“Briefly, a hierarchical process of organization is one in which leaders
t exercise a’ very high degree of unilateral control whereas bargaining
is a form of reciprocal comtrol among leaders. )

20, Eugene R.:Smoley, Community Participation in Urban School Government .
(Washington, D.C.: USOE Cooperative Research Project $-029, 1965), el
; which used written records to reconstruct events at board meetings.

21: As E. E. Schatgschneider argues: "Whoever decides what the game is about - '
* also decides who can get into the game." The Semi-Sovereign Peonle
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1960), p. 105. ‘
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