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ABS.,RACT,
The hypothesis of this paper is that the patterns of

political influence on public school systems are changing. Public
school systems are subject to so many political influences that one

can raise the question, "Who governs ?" The educational policy-making

procedures seem to have become politicized in the wake of the
turbulence of the 1960's. The relationship among school boards,
superintendents, and the public in the T:ealm of education is unclear.

In order to gather data to test the hypothesis, a longitudinal,
comparative research method was devised to include_ both4systamatic

observation of events and periodic recordings of participants'
perceptions. Data were collected for the 1974-75 academic year on the

flow of communications and decisions in 11 public school' districts in

the United States &rid Canada. Observation of open school board

meetings in these districts indicates that among the evident
differences are variety in the functions of decision making and
communication, distribution and intensity of discussion, the
qualitative nature of communication, distribution and intensity and
against specific action, and the responsibility for setting the

agenda of the meetings. The finding is that, in spite of marked
contrast in these and other areas, the superintendent still emerges
in each case as the dominant actor. This conclusion implies that
further research - investigating public communication to the school

board and to the superintendent is ladicated. Tables, charts,
.appendices, and footnotes are included in the essay. (Author/DB)



("NJ

rye

US DEANTAAENT OF HEALTH
EDUCATION s WELFARE
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF

EDUCATION

rws 000H0ENT HAS SEEN REPRO.
OUCEO EXAC IL Y AS RECEI:ECI FROM
!NE PERSON OR ORGANUAT 4,N

AT iNO POsNTS OF Se*EW OpNaONS

STATED DO t4OT NECESSARILY PEPSI
SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE Or
EDUCATION POSehON DR POLICY

COM:1"::ICATIO:; AND DECISLO::-:::.KING I.1 AmEracA1,-, PuBT,Tc.

EDUCATION: EONGITUDEAL AND CO21pAPATIVE STUD',"

by

SCOPE OF INTEREST NOTICE

Tr- v, . iS4

I ',I? douumoni

4 A ,fo-nt
IT 114;1(

; re; the., Apr,".,/1

pc ,r.? I

/

Harmon Zeigler
Harvey J. Tucker
L. A. Wilson, 11

Center for Educational Policy and Management

University of Oregon

February 19, 1976

4'

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

1115

C)
and Development Division,-Center for4Educational Policy and Management during

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

Center for Educational Policy and Management is funded under a contract with I

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

The re-Jearch reported in thin paper conducted an part of the researl, and 4

de.,elopmCnt of the Center.



a

I

vita GOVERNS PUBLIC SCHOOLS?

The political influence of technological elites has captured the

ation of social scientists, and for good reason.
1

In a technological

especially one in which the conservation of scarce resources replaces

iragin-

agv,

the -

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

are frequently required to deal with issues containing components top sophis-

ticated for them to comprehend. Thus, they turn to expefts for information,

'and the experts' knowledge is easily transformed ii'to a political resource

.N
for the acouisitiop of influence. Recognition of the growing impOrtance of

experts has caused social scientists to re-evaluate their empirical and norma-

tive models of public policy formation.

Traditional democratic theory holds that political influence f011ows--

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 major

source of power is popular electoral support, and the corm of policy decision-

ti

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

what might be called rho technological model sees the implementation of

information systems and mlnugement science techniques causing a fundamental

change in the governing process.
2 Problems and policy alternatives are now

t:oo complex f6r the public and its representativg to evaluate. Legislators

solicit and follow the recrmthendations of professional administrators. The

major source of power is information; the new norm of policy decision-making .

Is deference to expertilie.3 3
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Propots of thy: technological model stress the importance of experts

as the "new political actors."
4

H\owever, in that portion of the political

process concerned with educational po,licy-mahing, experts are certainly not

new. Althou;h'historical interpretations may very, there is consensus that

educational experts, the superintendent and his ?rofessional staff, had become

influential, if not dominant, actors by the 1920's.
5

The increase in political

influence of experts in education pre-dated similar developments in other
4c

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'be.en undertaken with the implicit assumption that eduAt

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

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

deZision-making in. school districts and other units of local government.
6

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

following admonition:

The literature on school politics may not be fundamentally

incorrect in identifying a good deal of autonomy on the part of

a small group of educational decision-makers. The central role

that superintendents and their staff play in the decision-making

process is well documented But the explanations and interpre-

tations of this phenomenon depend heavily on the assumption that

such influence relationshiTs are peculiar to the field of educa-

tion. Not only is such 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 scientists generally

have:7

TronicAlly, while other social scientists 1.:ere recognizing the wider

applicability of the technoJogical decision-making model employed in the

educationrd policy literature, some researchers were questioning the

4
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continued applicability-of that- model to eapcational, policy-making. The

contention appeared in both popular and academic literature that,'the in-

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 surface, the turbulence of ehe 156Z's certainly seemed to have

contributed to a politicization of education. Popular accounts of highly

publicized conflicts portrayed professionals as struggling vainly against

a variety of powerful interest groups. Professionals themselves were active

in promulgating the view of the "beleaguered superintendent.
,8

One observer

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

than the world as described by students of educational policy-making:

The American school superintendent, long the benevolent ruler

whose word was law, has become a harried, attled figure of'wen-

ing authority brow beaten byonce sub.eivient boards of educa-

tion, [teachers' associations], and pare ts, the superintendent

can hardly be blamed if he feels he has ost control of his des-

tiny Administrative powerlessness becoming one of the most

pervasive realities of organizational ife.9

While some might be inclined to dismiss such testimony as self-serving,

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

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

ment is McCarty and Ramsey's The School Managers.
10 This study of 51 school

,districts in the Northeast 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) boards =into the political arena with a

vengeance.11
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The upshot of controversy was a renewed interest in Che.questiou

"`who govern3 schooJs?" There was clearly a need for further research into

relations between school boards, superinteAdets, and the public in'order

to test the hypothesis that patterns of influence were changing.
12

There

was also a growing concern that educational policy researchers should make

greater use of research techniques employed by other social scientists.

Proponents of both the democratic and technological models of educational

decision making had relied almost exclusiv.ely on the case study' approach.

Their studies typically examined a small, unrepresentative sample of school

districts and focused on major 4ecisiqns,in those districts: Consequenply,

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

based on a national, sample of school districts, systematically selected,

which took a comprehensive view of the decision-making*timacess, was a desir-
',

able complement to the growing literature subsumed under the rubric "Poll-

-

tics of Education."

The senior author undertook such a project in 1968 and published a

portion of,,the results in 1974.
13 Alprief synopsis of the findings indicates

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

sionals are the deiinant actors, ,there ard' systematic variations from this

4
mode of governance.

were:

N

With regard to community input through interest groups, the conclusions
.

(1) Bost districts do not receive much attention from formal

organizations. However, some districts find .themselves heavily

involved in group politics. High levels of group activrty are

associated with (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 likely to

experience high levels of interest group activity. .

(2) fly far the most active groups are those directly ljnked

to the governance structure (e.g., PTA's and teacher groups)1

6.



Concer the distribution Of influenle between thebo'ard and the

superintendent; the following conclusions were offered:
. .

(1) In two-thirds of the districts, the superintendent
was solely responsible for setting the agenda.

. (2) General opposition to the superintendent existed.in

varying degrees: 17 percent of the boards reported no opposi-
tion, 16 percent revealed less than onezfourth of the members

in opposition, 32 percent indicated more than one-fourth but

less than a majority in oppos'ition, and 35 percent recorded-

more than half of their members in opposition%
(3) When asked to estimate if schobl 'card opposition to

a proposal by the superintenden't would be " ery likely" to

result in a depet-of the proposal, in sli tly more than half

of the boards-the majority of members said ch a-defeat was not

very likely. .

(4) A major findinz was that board opposition to ;the sup-

erintendent and probability of victo are not significantly

;related, indicating that the factor associated with opposition

are probably different from those associated with winning.

Indeed, opposition tothe superintendent was highest in metro-

politan districts but probability df victory was lowest. Oppo-

sition was lowest in non-metropolitan districts, but probability

of victory highest.
_.

.

With regard to the interaction of community tension, articulation of

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

ings were:

(1) 3 Community tension leads to opposition but detracts. from

the probability of board constraint.

(2) The articulation of-demands as a consequence of tension

results in the same phenomena.
(3) These.relationships are not stable throughout all dist-

ricts, but rather are most pronounced in'mettopolitan districts.

In non-metropolitan areas, tension and consequent demands strengthr-

enAe ability of the board to constrain the superintendent. In

nedrropolitan areas, tension and demand articulation strengthens

the position of the superintehd'ent. The greater the complexities

of the environment, the greater ;;he value placed upon the expertise.

The overall Conclusion, given the variations described here, was 'that

superintendents, in spite of the rhetoric, were the dominantlactors in educe-
-

tional decision-making, and that tleir decisions were only occasionally made

within a context of community participation through interest groups.

7
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Unfortunately; that study, while enjoying the advantages of general--

izability from a national sample, suffered the unavoidable limitations of,

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

tap not events, but perceptions of.eveats. The difficulty is ;Magnified when.

respondents are asked to summarize many events or to recall events outside

the immediate past. The attempt of the 1968 study totdercribe the function
\

in; of boards of education from the reports of participants faced three

interrelated problems of.survey research.

The first problem is familiar to all social scientists who employ the

4

observations of participants: quie often their reports do not agree. For

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

,

perceptions of superintendents and school board members on the probable re

zult of board opposition to a policy recommendation from the superintendent.

There was Consensus in only 45 percent of the sample: JO percent agreed that

the superintendent would prevail, 15 percent agreed that the school board

/

,

4

would prevail. In 21 percent the superintendent thought he would lose but

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

he would win but the board thought he,would lose. This-lack of congruence

between boards' and superintendents' assessment of influence suggests that

"the superinte

1

dent and school board operate in two different worlds of power,

4
perhaps equally false.'"14 Survey data alone cannot resolve the conflict in

perceptions. ti

A second, more basic problem, is that individuals often do not accurately

recall and report their own behavior.- Burns asked executives in a business

organization to-keep rec.:n(1s of people with whom ehey ticked and what they

said.
15

He then asked them what they Ihaant they did. Comparing observation

8
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wi01 interview, Burns fotind sharp-discrepancy b6lween administrators' per-

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

such discrepancy is increased as the, period of recall is lengthened. Foy

schooiYho4d members asked to recall the incidence of conflict over

an entire school year may base their reports not on the hundreds of decisions.

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

recall provides an imperfect recor11 of,events.

- The third problem is that discrepancy between reported and actual bel-av-
,

icr is exacerbated when recollections inlrolve interactions'witAthers. Com-

*44

munications research has emphasized that how one views the content of a com-

munication is related to how one views the source of a communication.
16

One's
4

fraite of reference significantly affedts how one interprets a communication.

Burns; for example, often found that when a superior claimed to give. a sub-
\

OP

ordinate an -"instruction," the subordinate would note that he had been.given

"advicd.
u17

' Similarly, a school board member's request for information from ...

I a -1. .--/--
. . .

--

the superintendent
4
may be variously interpreted as an incident of support,

.._ .

neutTa4ty, or opposition by different obsepvers. TheSe subjective distor-

bons are partiCularly troublesome 1.,1

communication and influence.

one's intent is to describe patterns ,of

The dilemma of the 1968 study is apparent. Survey research permits

repliCation and generalization, but it sacrifices depth for breadth. Survey

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

ditributions of influence, but does not indicaterthe accuracy of those per-

ceptions.' Because of) these limitations the question "who says what to whom

with wIt'effect?" can only be partially answered'by survey research.

4.
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A" NEW APPROACH

8-

Our attempt to resolve the problems of past research was to conduct

longitudinal comparative research which incorporated both systematic obser-

vation of events agd periodic recording of participants' peiceptions.
18

Dur-

ing the nine month 1974-75 academicear we collected data on the flow of

)
,communications and decisions in eleven public school districts in the United

a

States and Canada. Our data set consists of three,majv elements:

(1) Objective records of all statements and de visions made at

central school board meetings, meetings of the superintendent and

his administrative cabinet, and,other formally constituted media"

of communication exchange (e.g., regional board meetings, public

hearings, etc.), were recorded by two trained observers in each

school district.
,

(2) School board members, superin'tendents, and other senior

administrators were interviewed regularly to record their per-

ceptions of presentations-made by members of fibe public at meet-
. .4

ings and private, communications about school policy from members

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

were interviewed concerning their perceptions of how they had

been received by school district officials at the meeting'and

of any other previous contact),

(3) An opinion survey on school pOlicy was conducted among
CA

All 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 instruments ensured that informaAion Collected and

recorded was consistent across districts.

10.
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samples of the, mass public, interest group leaders, and among

the-school board and,senior administrators in each school dis-
.

trict.

Thus, the sample of district& is small, but the amount bf information is

immense. We have information on linarticulated preferences of the-Wass pub-

lic, private and public communications between school district officials and

their constituents, and policy decksions,made at school board and adminis-
.

trative cabinet meetings. We have both objective and perceptual data.rele-
.

H
vant to the query who says what to whom with what effect?"

Our first departure from past researckion clucational decision-making

was to collect data on both events and perceptions over a long., period of

time. Our second departure was to make the communication the central focus

of our study. Social scientists'typi6lly concentrate on the behavior mod-:

dfication component of policy-making. Given.this interest, the decision or

choice quite naturally becomes the unit of analysis. :Unfortunately, this

approach neglects the fact that much public business is dispatched without
/

any attempt at c,losure: frequently "the decision" simply does not exist.

It is entirely po'ssible that a substantial proportion of the demands placed

upon school -districts can be satisfied without the modification of behavior

or policies or a decision (for ekample, demands may require no-more than

the dissemination of readil9 available information). We believe that-to focus

exclusively on major decisions can be misleading because it ignorl the over-

whelming majority of routine public businesg.

Thus, tie attempted as complete,a description as possible of the pattern

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

set 1?f premises transmitted from one unit to another. Our, foci are: (1) the

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

11
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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

is certainly too small CO attempt statistical inferehces to all school dis-

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

s

ment on the part of a school distriettweswere constrained by access problems.

Nevertheless, we attempted to select, a sample of districts which would reflect,
. %

albeit incompletely, the variety of districts in America. We attempted to

Include school districts which fell across the range of possible depographic

attributes, formal decision rules and informal-decision-processes, and expected

degree of conflict during the observation period.

In this essay we will attempt a comprehensive description of communi-,

cations at public school board meetings. From the Ratternsof communichtio9,s

we will draw some preliminary,inferenceS about pattern's of influence'among
.

o

schcol board members; school district adml.nistrat<s; and members of, the

public, which will hopefully contribute to an-eval:ovf the relative

status of responsiveness to the public and deference to expertise as norms "t

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

limitations, we have selected three districts, each with appreciably,Aiffvrent-

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

conflict, for consideration.

The mhjor demographic.differences between the three school disqicts

Leeville is located in the Northt.Ast, Barwig Parkare portrayed in Table 1.

in the Midwest, and Crahamdale in the Southwest UnIt'ed States. All three

are located In Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas o f comparable size

64

which contain at least one sizeable ur ban area. The Barwig Park and Leeville

12



districts encompss only part. of their SMSAs; the Grahamdale district includes

an entire S!1SA, and has about three tines ,the enrollment of the other two;

TABLE 1 MERE

Grahamdale is the poorest disitrict; as measured by expenditures per pupil;

Barwig Park and Leeville are moderately wealthy school districts by that

standard. Finally, Grahamdale has' avery heterogeneous school population in

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

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

ority enrollment.

In terms of formal decision rules, BahrigVark and Grahamdale have tra-

ditional lines of authority; the school board appoints the superintendent,

and decisioris are made formally at central Boazd of Education meetings. Both

districts are financially and structurally independent of the other local

government units. In Leeville, the superintendent is 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 city budget. Both regular and capital expenditures

must be approved by the Fity council. As a result, the school board chairman

in Leeville is unusually powerful vis-a-vis the superintendent. Our assess-

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

was that the
%

superintendent appeared to have wide decision latitude. In

Leeville, the superintendent was more constrained by ,he district's formal

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

Our preliminary description of the preponderant mode of decision-making was

"hierarchical" in Barwig Park and Grahamdale and "bargaining" in Leeville.

13
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4 ' TABLE 1

School District Characteristics

f

Barwig Park
\

Leeville Crahamdale

v

Enrollment (1974) 25,000 29,000 83,000

Expenditures per
Pupil (1974) $1139 $1217 / $838

Pct. Enrollment Below
H.S. of Negro and

,N.

Spanish Heritage (1970) 17.4% 4.3% ) 43.5%

Pct. Enrollment High
School of Negro and
Spanish Heritage (1970) 14:4% 2% 39.1%

Approximate
Population (SMSA, 1972) 350,000 375,000 360,000



The three districts varied considerably in potential and actual conflict

during our period of obsert'ation. Crahamdale experienced virtually no con-

flict. Although there were potential problems, such as an apparent misuse

of federal funds which might jeopardize future grants, and dissatisfaction

with the district's limited program of native language instruction, no conflict

appeared. In Barwig Park, the acting superintendent was named superintendent

at the beginning of the academic year. Dissatisfaction was voiced about the

method of appointment--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

controversy.

Leeville did experience substantial conflict on three issues during the

observation period. The first conflict surrounded plans for construction ok

a new high school. The school had been urging the city council to authorize

construction for years without success. 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 mora-

torium on "unnecessary" construction--including the school. This controversy

spilled over into other budgetary matters. The discovery of a deficit in the

current operating budget led the mayor to call for elimination of 100 teaching

positions. The teachers' union responded that administrative positions should

be eliminated. The budget was ultimately reduced without eliminating any

positions. Finally, a school board decisionto close several small neighborhood

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

15
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it board revereLd its deeisi. and created a citizens' committee to study

the proble-.1 and make reeommen&tions.

Summarizing these elements, the following schema may be suggested:

CHART 1

Grahamdale Baruig Park Leeville

Size Large Medium Medium

Wealth Low Medium Medium

Heterogeneity High Medium Low

Formal Structure Traditional Traditional Unique

Informal Structure Hierarchical Hierarchical Bargaining

Conflict Potential Moderate High High

Conflict Articulation Low Moderate High

All three school districts hold bi-monthly public school board meetings.

The school boards meet as deliberative, decision-making bodies. However, the

meetings also serve as media of communication between the school board, school

administrators, and members of the public. 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 public school board meetings.

Our descriptive analysis of communications at school board meetings will

be organized by the following questions:

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

(2) Who sets the agenda?

(3) Who participates in discussions?

(4) Does participation vary by topic of discussion?

16
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(5) Who proposes policy?

(6) Do boards defer to superintendents' recommendations?

a 17

4

14
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III

MAI IS THE AGENDA OF SCHOOL BOARD MEETINGS?

We define the agenda of school board meetings as the universe of commun-

ications which occur at the meetings. Our most basic unit of analysis- is the

oral statement. Observations in eleven school districts indicate that state-
.

rents are only pzri.ially organized and bounded by the formal parliamentary

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

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 comprehensive but less organized than those found in agenda documents and

reconstructed minutes of meetings..
20

Our procedure was to record the substance of each statement, and to

aggregate statements on the-sane 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,

TABLE 2 HERE

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

some sort of decision. In Grahamdale, 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.g., take action, gather information, table) approximately

90 percent of the tine; in ilarwig Park approximately one third of these dis-

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

Lion deninates board meetings in Barwig Park and Leeville; in Grahamdale,

18
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TABLE 2

Purpose and Resolution of Discussion

Decision Intended

Information - Discussion

Decision

No ,Decision

Barwig Park

96%

4

1

Purpose'

Grahamdale

46%

54

,

Leeville

91%

9

Resolution'of Discussions When Decision
'is intended

Barwig Park Grahamdale Leeville

64% 88% 90%

36 12 10

Means of Resolution

Barwig Park Grahamdale Leeville

Vote 58% 67%- 55%

Consensus 1 42 33 45

19
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the inactions of decision- raking and clx-munications exchange are more balateCea.

In all three districts most diScussion on items for decision-making results

in an explicit decision. However, in Earwig Park, a 'sizeable minority of.dis-

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 agreement that no vote is nec-

essary). Consensual decisi -making is highest in Earwig Park
-\

and lowest in Grahamdale.

Leeville,

Thus, Grahamdale displayed 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 not, in effect, consensuale!

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

the substance of discussions. Our typology of topics,disc ussed 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 }IE?E

In two of the taree districts one topic is clearly more frequently dis-

cussed: in Earwig Park 30 percent of discussions concerned students, and in

Grahamdale 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 districts; and students, curriculum, student services,

20
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Distribution of

TABLE 3

Board MeetingsTop_le!: Discussed pt Sdhdol

Topic Barwig 'Park .Grahamdale

Curriculum' 19% 10%

Student Sdrvicei 11 6

Students

%

30 8 ,

Parents 2 0

Teachers 7 10

Administrators 6 3

Local Schools 0 5

School'Board 2.

Finance 7

Discrimination 0 0

f Other Government 5 3

-District Operation 11 42

21

a

Leeville

3%

16 .

8

4

10

12

6

10

8

1

5

17
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1

and teachers art! particularly important in two of the three-districts. It is
- \

.

interesting to note that iRques.such as busing, affirmative a'ctiqn, and civil A

. . I ,

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

and scholarly literature,emphasizes the importance of these issues for school 4

districts. These data suggest thatethe alleged public and administrative outcry

on these topics does not take place at school board meetings.

How similar are the distributions of discussion in the three'school dis-

trict:s? Ordinary least squares regressions of the percentages in Table 4 were

A
undertaken to evaluate the null hypothesis that one 'or more pairs shared the

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

1

mination approached 1.0 while slope and intercept terms approached 1.0 and 0

respectpely. The.results of that analysis summarized in Table 4 indicate that

r

hypothesis of overall agenda similarity should be rejected.

Pair

Barwig Park - Grahamdale

Grahamdale - Leeville

Earwig Park Leeville

TABLE 4

Slope Intercept

.35 5.4].

.27 6.10 .60

.09 7.56 .16

.28

It Ls possible to describe the intensity of discussion across topics by

turning attention to the number of statements made on each topic. Table 5

summarizes the distribution of statements among topics.

TABLE 5 HERE

In Earwig, Park and Grahamdale the pattern,2f intensity of discussion is similar

22



TABLE 5

Distribution of Statements Made at School Board Meetings

Topic Barwig Park- Grabamdale Leeville

Curriculum

A

19%
#r*

11% ?%

-Student Services 10
..,

5 14

Students 26 11 8

Parents 2 0 3

Teachers 7 11

Administrators
,..

4£- 2 6

Lobal Schools 0 8 5

.

School Board 1 6 13

Finance 13 9 21

Discrimination 0 0 - 0

Other Governmerits 3 2 4

District Operation 13 36 15

,Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding:
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to the pattern of distribution.: the most discussed topics remain studerits and

district operation respectively, and the other topics retain their relative

order of magnitude. It is interesting to note that the dispeision of discus-

sions on topics: generally speaking, the most frequently raised topics received

fewer statemetjts per discussion.
*

In Leeville, there is greater dispersion in

the distribution of statements than inthe distribution of topics.
*

In terms

-
of intensity, financein Leeville clearly emerges as the most important topic.

While finance accounted for.only 8 percent orthe topics raised for consider-

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

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

iaportant topics, butthe distribution of statements shows that the school beard

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

districts.

Differences are evident between the dis-ribution of discussion and ineent

sity of diAcussion by topic.in'all three districts. An ail/rods question is:

.
.

....
. ,

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

addressing shis question would be to compare proportions of discussion and

statements presen in Tables 3' and 5 for each topic. .This method implies

the expectation that each discussion of a topic will consist of the same number

of statements. Our data collection experience suggests that another mod-21 is

more appropriate. When,a topic is first discussed tbe're is a certain amount

As measured by the following: , ,

Standard deviations: Barwig Park, topics 8.72, statements 8.2;
Prahilmdale, topics 11.13, statements 9.64.

**
Standard deviations: topics 4.96, statements 6.27.

24
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of expository diseussio-n necessary for purposes of introduction. As the topic

is discussed again and again, the number of introductory statements necessary

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

greater proportion of statements than its proporti9n of discOs±ons. Con-
-

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

to contain a smaller proportion of statements than discussions.

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

model of expected intensity of diScussion. Teindependen variable is the

variableproportion of times a topic is discussed and the dependent variable is the

proportion of statements made on the topic. The intercept term, which

\ -

sents the constant cost of introducing a topic, should be positive. and tl

epre-

slope term should be less than one to indicate that fewer statements per

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

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

c

tricts. Furthermore, the level of statistical explanation indiktes"thatthe

TABLE 6

Batwig Park Grahamdale Leeville

Intercept .63 ,2.47- 1.08

Slope .91 .79 .87

R
2

:90 .91 .48

model is quite accurate for Barilvig Park and Grahamdale, and less a-curate,

though satisfactory, for Leeville.

-Th'e extent of disproportionate discussion is represented by the resid-

ual of actual proportion of statement) from the prediction of thb Mbddl. These

25
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residuals are presented in Table 7.

TABLE 7

Disproportionate Intensity of Discussions

Curriculum

Earwig Park Grahamdale Leeville

1.20. 1.41 4-1.7a

Student Servici2E1 - .62 -2.22 -1.04

Students -1.87 3.78 - .06

Parents -2.16 -2.67 -4.S7

Teachers 1.83 5.37. - .80

("Administrators -2.08 -3.63 -5.55

Local Schools - 2.37 -1.31

School Board - .45 - .43 3:20

Finance 6.01 .20 12.94

Discrimination - .89 i1.75

Other Governments -2.17 -3.63 -1.44.

District Operation . 2.38 - .52 - .91

In each district there is at least one topic whose intensity of discuss3on,

differs by more than 5 percent from the model's prediction. "Finance is over-
, .

discussed in Earwig Park and seriodbly overdiscussed in faeville;-"Teachers" '

...

is overdiscussed in GAllamdale, and "Administrators" is kInderdiscussed in
,

.,/

Leeville. Linear regressidn of residual's shows that a consistent pattern of
,

*
over and under discussion does not exist over all three districts.

*
PAirwise R

2
's are; BarwirPark Grahamdale .14; Barwg Park -,Leeville .27;

, .

and Grahamdale Leeville .03.
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This brief description indicates that 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 different picture of the substance

of the agendas results from looking at distributions of discussions and state-
.

mmts among topics. In each district there is variation in intensity of dis-
-I,

-.ussion on different topics,and there is no consistent pattern of topics being

over and under discussed across districts.

27



IV

THE NATURE OF COMMUNICATION

Beyond an investigation of topics raised at school board meetings, one

should also be concerned with the nature of the discussion.- Ile distinguish

between communications characterized as substantive demands for specific ac-

tion by the school board and simple informational exchanges.

To investigate the qualitative 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 action, demands opposed to some

action, requests for information, and supplying of information, The total

proportion of discrete communications categorized as demands 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

Request 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 information. Interest-

ingly, in Leeville, the second highest proportion of communications are those

28
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characterized as demac.ds in favor. In all three districts, the lowest propor-

tion of discrete communications are those characterized as being demands opposed.

Our inter' in the characterization of discrete communications durinF

school board meetings extends beyond simply describing the nature of school board

meeting discussion. Instead, both the proportion of total discussion,character-

ized as...cid-lands 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 fs a function of cpm-

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 Ba, b, & c

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 (4 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

29
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C:igtriet operation In which 32 percent of all demands in favor and 27 percent

of the o;potted are found, these demands constitute only 4 percent (de-=

rands in favor) an'd 1 percent (demands opposed) of the total discussion of

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

majority of Grahamdalers meetings are occupied with discussions with no reS0-

lutiop intended. If nothing is to be decided, Why make demands?

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

16 percent of the total number of communications are characterized as being

demands in favor of specific action, much-less than 1 percent of the communi-

cations are characterfzed as demands opposed to specific action'by the district.

Of each of the topic areas, "students" receives the greatest proportion of the

demands fr district action (56 percent) and those demands in favor constitute

36 percent of the total discussion of that topic area. However, there are no

demands opposed legistered for that topic area and, as a result, school district

conflict over the issue of students is judged to be very low. The only topic

areM 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 of the total discussions of

all topic areas. Therefore, while there may be conflict in the consideration

of this topic, this topic accounts for so little of total board discussion

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, In this district, the proportion of demands in favor (27 percent) and

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
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co.f11-t fi _ ion of both the azIol.nt of 0..,7,ands in

favor and demlnI; opposed as well as the relative proportion of each is demon-

otraced well by the exa.lple of the discussion of finance during two consecutive

boa.. 1.1.etins in Lceville occurring in late rebruary and early March. During

the discussion of this issue, 56 percent of all demands in favor of ''specific

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

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

tended to be brief and explosive, rather than sustained. Overall, demands

in favor vary from a high of 36 percent f_urricular) to 21 percent (parents)

and demands opposed vary from a high of 15 percent (school 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 as the relative proportion of the one to

the other, the topic area curriculum must be judged to be-the most conflictual.

This issue must be followed closely by student services, teachers, and finance.

Parents is the topic area in which the least conflict is noted, 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 Leeville is the most conflictual of our three districts and

that this pattern of high conflict extends-across d11 topic areas.

34



V.

WHO SETS THE AGENDA?

26

An important question about the governance of any political institution

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

portant in both a positive and a negative sense. It is important in a nega7

rive sense because it presumably includes the power to decide *hat will not

be discussed. In.the,absence of discussion, the sthtus quo continues, and

policy review, evalu tion, and change are impossible. It is important in a
7

positive sense because whoever decides what will be discussed also tends to

establish the boundaries and the rules of discussion. The power to limit the

topics and policy alternatives which will be entertained gives the controller

of the agenda considerable power in.determining what policies will be adopted.
21

We define agenda setting in terms of introducing a topic for discussion.

The superintendent is responsible for preparing the parliamentary agenda in

almost all school districts, and in many districts responsibility for present

ing agenda items is assigned to school board members and/or administrators.

Our interest is 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

being discussed at the board meeting. This responsibility could usually be

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

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

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

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

98% in Leeville.

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

into six general categories: school board members, superintendents, staff
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ixpert.1;, of the public, and representativeg of other

governments. 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. Assignment to

a category was made on the basis of the role assumed by the individual during

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

at different times. For example, a principal would be coded as a member of

the public when be spoke as a little Idague coach, and as a line expert then

he spoke in his professional capacity.
4

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

it is reasonable to expect that superintendents'and schoOlwboard members, as

the major actors, 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 the 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.

Table 9 summarizes the proportion o.e.discussion initiated by various

TABLE 9 HERE

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

terns, in each district- he superintendent introduces nearly three-fourths

of all discussions, line experts and members of the public each introduce

about 2 percent, and government officials account for virtually none of the

discussions. In Barwig Park, the school board controls about 6 percent and

staff experts control about t7 percent of introductions, while in Grahamdale,

3.6

9
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Who Sets the Agenda?

40

Barvig Park Grahamdale Leeville-

_School Board

Superintendent 73.3

Staff Experts 17.4

Line Experts

Public

Government Officials

1.0

2.0

D.0

10.8%

73.6

12.2

1.5

0.0

42.0%

35.1

21.4

0.0

1.5

0.0

Total.Propertign of Discussions
for Which Respdirisibility Can

Be Determined 61.1 87.1 98.1
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the figures are dl arid' 12 p,reent.
7

In Leeville, control of the agenda is much bore evenly divided among the

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

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

the preliminary formal agenda is set by all_schoal officials submitting items

for inclusion. In,Barwig Park and Grahamdale, the superintendent'drafts a

preliminary agenda and other actors add to ii:; in Leeville, the superintendent

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

the school board is the major-agenda-setter, following by the superintendent

and then staff experts.

% .

Aside from the superintendent, school board members, and major adminis-

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 2 percent, and line officialS

for zero. to 2 percent_cf_the agenda.
Experts-control a majority of the agenda

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

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

These data clearly support the deference to expertise model. I% all three

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

Grahamdale, the school boards rely almost entirely on the superintendent.to

set the agenda, whereas in Leeville the superiElendent shares agenda-setting

responsibility with his staff.
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WHO PARTICIPATES 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, virtually anyone can,speak. In the three

school distFicts considered here, some restrictions are placed on at what

point_ in the discussion a member of the audience can speak and on how loilg an

individual mar hold the floor. But, generally speaking, ample opportunity

. exists for speaking at school board meetings and the general public is actively

encouragedto 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 Unit of analysis is thej

-discussion and our query is, In-what proportion-ac-all-d-iscussion-does-a-given

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

ipated in one hundred percent of the discussions. Table I0.1)resents 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-
.

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

in participation by ottier actors across the diktrica. The supbrintendent

wakes comments in over half.the discussions in Grahamdale and Leeville, but

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

-cussions. Staff experts are heavy participants in Grahamdale, making state-
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TAME 10

Partici ation'in Discussions'

Darwin Park 'Crahamckae Leeville

School Board 98.2% 82.8% 99.17,

Superintendent 25.2 56.-8 59.2.

'Staff Experts
o."

55.4 78.6 33.8

Line Experts 21.2 18.g 29.6

All Administrators 60.4 65.1 77.0

School' Establishment 98.2 97.4 90.6

Public 8.1 -1,a,3. 39.0

Government Officials - 2.3 1.9
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z:Lents in ,. three-fourths of discussions; while staff experts speak 55 per-

cent of the tire in Baywig Park and 34 percent of the time in Leeville. There

is greater stability of participation by line experts across districts: the

participation rate is /9 to 30 percent.

Collapsing the categories superintendent, staff experts, and line e:Terts,

a different pattern of participants by administrators emerges in the three

districts. In Grahamdale, administrators speak in 95 percent of all discussions,

compared to 77 percent in Leeville and 60 percent in Barwig Park. Thus, it

appearsas 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

three school districts. In Leeville, members of the public participate in 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 do actors of

a given category make?" Table 11 presents the distribution 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.
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TABLE 31 HERE

In Earwig Park and Leeville, school board members account for 50 percent of

all statemn:s. In Grahamdale, board member make 9 percent of all statements.

The Grahamdale board is apparently doing more listening than speaking; it

appears as though it is listening to'the superintendent. The Grahamdale super-

intendent makes 46 percent of all. statements. His colleagues in Barwig Park

and Leevilic make 9 and 15 pc,-cent of statements in their respective districts.

Administrators in Grahamdale account for 84 percent of all statements at school

board meetings while their counterparts in Barwig Park and Leeville make sub-

stantially less than half of all statements. If control of the fllor s syn-

onymous with control of decision-maki.-g

ably the keynote in Grahakdale.

In Barwig Park and, Leeville, school board members make the majority of

statements, and administrators account for about 40 and 30 percent of All

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

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

is evenly divided between the superintendent and other officers. These data

suggest a typology of differences in division of labor among administrators

in the three districts: superintendent doMinates (Grahamdale), burden is

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

deference to expertise is unquestion-

(Barwig Park).

The pattern of intensity of participation of actors outside the school

Of course, we refer only to th-_, labor of speaking at board meetings.
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Int:nsity of Participation

Earwig Park Grahamdale

School Board 58.3% 9.2% 57.5%

Superintendent 8.7 45.7 14.5

Staff Experts 22.4 29.4 7.8

Line Experts 8.5 8.4 6.2

Public ...,2":0 6.4 13.6

Government Officials .3 1.1 .5
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ee.ial the sa-le es their pattern of distribution of

; ,rtielpetice in three echool districts. Government officials account

foe oae percent or less of statements made. Intensity of public participa-

tion is ertesteet in Leeville (14 percent), followed by Grahamdale (6 percent),

and Earwig Park (2 percent). The public is heard at school board .meetings

in all three districts, but, at least in Tarwig Park and Grahamdale, the public

voice overall is not very loud. Perhaps members of the public--and other ac-

torsconcentrate their communications resources on a limited number of topics

and, thus, increase their influence. A logical extension of the question,

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

different substantive areas.

Again, there are two queries: "Do actors specialize in certain topics?",

and, "Are topics dominated by different actors?" Table 12 presents data rele-

vant:to both questions. The upper number in each cell is the row percentage

(distribution of 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 p /oportion of statements on each topic accounted

for by specific actors, Le find that the actors who were most important overall

were also most important on each topic. In Earwig Park and Leeville, school

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

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

staff e::perts make an equal proportion of statements.

Generally speaking, actors' proportion of staterentn on individual topics
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reflect nir proportion of staLement or all topics. There are, however,

-wme interesting exceptions. In Barwig Park, both line experts and members

of the public contribute a disproportionately large part of the statements

on finance. In Grahamdale, line experts' statements on curriculum and public

statements on local schools are disprOportIonately large. In Leeville, the pub-

lic's proportion of statements on finance is substantially larger than their

proportion of statements overall.

Turning to the question of the distribution of statements by actors across

topics, we find that, although the topic which receives the greatest attention

from the 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 #scussed by both superinten-
/

dent and school board members is students in Barwig Park, district operation in

Grahamdhle, and finance in Leeville. In Barwig Park and Grahanville, staff

experts share the emphasis of their superintendent and school board; in Leeville,

finance is the second most discussed topic by staff experts.

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 a snail number of topics. In Earwig 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, government officials and the public

join the school board and Lop administrators in concentrating on district or-
.,

ganization. The public also concentrates its comments on local schools, and

lief- experts focus on curriculum. in LeevilIe, the public follows the leo(' of
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1

senior officials by concentracinf; on finance, line experts focus on student

services, and goverment- officials concentrate on 'other services.

In sumary, actors which dominate discussion overall also tend to dominate

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

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

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

those of their school board and top administrators.
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VII

WHO PROPOSES POLICY DECISIONS?

After the agenda has been set and discussion has been completed,. some sort

of decision is in order. We now turn to the question, 'Who makes policy pro-

posals at school boar4. meetings?" Our unit of analysis is the discussion, and

we will be focusing on how discussions in which decisions are inteVed are re-
.

so1ved. 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

*
favorably or negatively--by the school board. The distribution of proposals

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

TABLE 13 -HERE

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 Barwig

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

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

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

superintendeht carries the burden of administrative proposal-making, while

staff experts out-propose the Barwig Park superintendent, and staff experts

a

more evenly share proposal making with the superintendent.

In Barwig Park and Grahamdale, only /school officials- made policy proposals

Refer to Table 2, (in tM section on agenda), for how discussions are resolved.

A
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TABLE 13

Who Nakes Policy Proposals?

School Board

Superintendent

Staff` Experts

Line Experts

Public

Government Officials

4

Barwig Park Grahamdale Leeville

90.0%

.6

8.5

0.0

0.0

0.0

35.0%

57.0

8.5

0.0

0.0

0.0

77.0%

11.0

"4.0

"1.2

5.9

.8

p

51
,t I



36

it -scLio! L-Ird r..-Jetin,>. In Leevil le, non-school officials vide about 7 per-

cent of all 1.ropcsats. Thus, in al) three districts, members of the public

6

attend meetiLgs and voice opinions, but, in two of the three districts, they

defer to cleated and professional school officials the responsibility of pro-,

posing policy. -In the third district, school officials make 9.3 percent of

proposal-;.- It is tempting to infer that the role that those outside the schobl

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

rather than participant.

52.



VIII .

DECIS1MS

The final subject of this servey of communications at school board meet-

ings is decisions. Our Units' of analysis are decisions reached by voting.

As noted above, in all 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

by the school board. Some votes are required by statute,
,

some votes are taken

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

due to conflict and a desire to articulate dissent. Our analysis-of voting

behavior will focus on two familiar topics from the literature of educational

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

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

its4policy decisions. The results are summarized in Table 14.

TABLE.14 HERE

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

in Grahamdale, and 176 in Leeville. Unanimous voting is the rule in all three

school district: 97 percent unanimous in Barwig Park, 19 percent in Grahamdale,

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

voting blocs within each school .board unwarranted.

The voting behaVior of school board members was qUito easily observed

and recorded. The assessment of the superintendent',:s position was a some-

wharmore difficult task. The superintendent's. position 'cps recorded on the

basis; of his explicit, policy recoNmendations, expressions of support or oppo-

sition durin:1 discussions'at school board meetings, and statements made at
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MULL 14

Votin,!, Behavior

Total Votes

Barwig Park

r

Grahandale Leeville

170 176

Unanimous Votes- 154' 168. 157

. .

'140Superintendent's Position Known 132 91

Superintendent's Position Adopted 132 140 .87

t
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ca'qnet Iyi2LIV;',F prior to school boz.rd tins. If there

LLs ,!oubt about a superinten.2ent':. position, the inforration errs considered

to be missinz;.

The superintendents in aarWig Park and Leeville rade their policy prof-

erencesknown to their school boards over 80 percent of the dire; the Leeville

superintendent stat a position on 52 percent of the votes. The pattern of

school board adoption of superintendent recommendations is striking: 96 per-

cent of the Leeville superintendent's preferences were enacted, and 100 per-

cent of the preferences of the Barwig Park and Grahamdale superintendents were

enacted. A total of four votes in Leeville were "lost" by the superintendent.

Despite varying degrees of conflict, public participation, administrative con-

trol of agenda and discussion in the districts all three superintendents enjoy

the support of their school boards :hen they make policy proposals;. Regardless

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

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

In order to facilitate the assimilation of the information presented in

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

CHART 2 HERE-

Barwig 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

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

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

apparently not a significant aspect of the process.

Grahamdale is a more classic picture of superintendent dominance, and

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 discussion. He also appears to dom-

inate his own administrative staff. He makes a majority of the proposals,

takes a position in almost all cases, and always wins. Public input, while

incrementally higher than that of Barwig Park, is not appreciable.

In contrast to these districts, Leeville 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 tillt the interdependence of city and school district governance is
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40.

Li 1
tin.,"..7-, of eeell L. inle: process. To the extent tEet

Led from "normal" political pro-

tEe ideoloey of the reform movement is empirically supported. The

v to the conftictual nature of meetings, the relatively active board, ant!

the hielkr involve-ent of the public may be the emergence of eqeeitinate chal-

lenee to the authority of the superintendent fro n within the elite strata of

the cee,munity. The challenge to the authority of the superintendent ray have

a rippl effect, encourang the board and certain portions of the public to

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

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

superintendents, 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

prel;ence of conflict, "expert" opinion is harder to justify. Also, pince,

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

LeLeil!, "untefor:.s.:" (the: is,

intendent may not be able or expected to develop and present a recommendation.

In any case, influence, although formidable, is not unchallenged.

Despit.e'varieties in participation, the superintendent clearly emerges

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

data from the 1968 study i,ant.;se,,..n agreement. It.should be kept in mina. that this

essay is limited to public board meetings. The public may elect to communicate

in other ways, either the schbol board or to the superintendent. If this is

true (arid we will present evidence on this subject in the future)-( several pos-

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

sible that he, rather than the board, "represents" the active public. Prelim-

a d sinary nyse of our survey data do not support this assertion, but the findings

are quite tentative.. Even if representation by administrators is established,
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rup.?rintenec.,nt r(Tresentst Js such

alternativt, to a board reflecting constituent de-

Ihis e!zr.ly sinw-;ts that boards serve this function poorly, and that

the rk.-:-L%olo,;ical rod-Y1 of decision-maki6 is characteristic of education.

do' -
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APPE:MIF. 3

Topic Categories

1. Curriculum includes: general education programs; baSic skills; voca-

tional education; bilingual education; sex education; topical

education.

2. Student Services includes: athletics; guidance, counseling; special

extra programs; programs for special students; transportation;

food, health services; and safety programs.

3. Students includes: student values; student performance; student misbe-

havior; ent records; enrollment, attendance.

4. Parents includes: parental responsibilities; parent-teacher conferences;

parental participation in decision-making; and relations with

teachers.

5. Teachers includes: teacher values; teacher performance; teacher-staff

unions; and teacher support staff.

6. Administrators includes: principals; staff administrators; consultants;

superintendent; administrative reports, research; and administrative

professional activities.

7. Local Schoolsk#cludes: alternative schools; community schools; and

other innovative schools, methods.

8. School Board includes: school board evaluation; appointment, election

of board members; board behavior.

9. Finance includes: appropriations, revenues; and bond issue.

10. Discrimination includes: equality; busing; affirmative action.

11. Other Government includes: activities of federal government, state

government, county government, municipal government, and other

educational institutions.

12. District Operation includes: maintenance; facilities; and materials.
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