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" RESPONSIVENESS IN LOC:%L POLITICS: A COMPARATIVE
ANALYSIS OF SCHOOL BOARDS

Generally speaking, most Americans believe that government "should .

" ghould be responsive. Virtually no one argues

do what the people want,
that government should not be responsive. As Eulau and Prewitt put it:

"...in a demccracy, the degree to which the governors are résponsive to

the preferences of the governed is the sine qua non of whether democracy
ia fact exists."l Similarly, Verba and Nie argue that 'responsiveness is

what democracy 18 supnosed to be about...."2

Thus, at all levels of Amer-
ican s;overnment, a popularly elected legislative body participatgs in the
pelicy-making process., The battle cry of the American Revélutionéry War,
"No taxation without representation," is manifested to this day in Congress,
state legislatures, city courcils and school boards.

ihere is agreement that legislative bodies are the institutional key )
" to responsive government and that>résponsiveness is the key to democracy.
chweyer, ther< 18 no clear’agreemenfiabout how one decides whether or not
; legislative body 1s in fact responsive. The general confusion surround-
ing the theorecical and empifical status of the concept of responsiveness
has been ably documénted by Eulau and Kérps.3 They argue that respconsive-
ness defined most broadly deals with a complex, multidimensional set of
transacticnal relationships which can be analytically divided intc four
components, Furthermcre, they hold that there is no intrinsic reason why a
high level\af responsiveness in one component cannot go together with unrespon-
siveness in another. The Eulau and Karps essay concludes with a call for

N :
furchev studies of responsiveness to take account of its compesitional nature.

(O



This paper attempts to apply the Eulau and Karps' framewogk to the
responsivéness of putlic school boards. Prototype empirical indices for
the components of responsiveness will be presénted to investigate bgcth
the generai level oé school board responsiveness and the relationships
between componénté of responsiveness for school boards. Since school
boaids are fundamentally-differént from other legislative bodies in na-
tional, .state and local government, a brief consideration of their role iﬂ,

school governance will prdvide.a useful background and give context to -

the indices of responsiveness.

School Boards: Reluctant.L2gislatures
N,

The notion of a system of public schooling, responsive to the cit-
izenry and controlled by a democrétically selected governing board, is
thoroughly pervasive in America.A_ In a limited sense, ;he school board
1s a local equivalent to Congress or the state legislature. As in other
legislative bodies, mést school -board meﬁbers are selected by popular vote.
Over 90 percent of school board members are chrsen by election, the balance
are appointed by either elected government officials or commissions named
by elected officials. School boards maintain the power of the purse throughj
the legal requirement rhat they issue appropriations decisions prior to the
expend}ture of monies. Furthr wore, afproximately 88 percent of school |
boards have independent authority to levy taxes. School Soards are general
deliberative and decision-making bodies which provide a pub}ic forum_f&r the
articulation of policy preferences and the resolution of policy issues.

Finally, as are their legislative counterparis at other levels of govern-

ment, school boards are given the nominal authority of establishing district-
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wide policy and overseeing the impiementation of that policy by administra-
tive employees of the achool district.

In many ways, then, school boards are "little legislatures" and are
subject to evaluation according to a variety of criteria of responsiveness,
This 18 no minor point. In mosc counfries, schéol‘governance is8 structur-
, '
ally designed to avoid responsiveness. There are no local, elected, boards
6f education. Hence, the creation of a decentralized, electorally account-
able institution of %bvernmenf can be taken as.a conscious attempt to maxi-
mize "lay control."

Are school boards, then, appropriately compared to other legislative

bodies? Many educationists would argue that they are not. The éonventioual
/

o

wisdom of educational 8dministratioﬂ/§ictates a concern with "axpeirtise,
professionalizacion; non-political control, and efficiency."5 To support
this argument, administrators call our attention tn the fact that, unlike
other governmental levels with elected governing bodies, schoels supply‘a
service to a limited clientele rather than to the public at large. The
rclients of schools are 1its students (e.g., those who directly receive its
service). Of'course, a literate population benefits the community by pro-
viding it with mannower. Consequenﬁly, ""good schools are a cormunity's
beét invest&ent," and other such slogans aboqnd when budge& and bohd elec-
tions occur. Nevertheless, schools are regarded by those who govern them
as primarily responsible for providing a professional service (much like a
hospital) to clients (a svbaset of the general population), who are not

necessarily the best judges of their own welfare.6 Thus, the primary

beneficiary of schools is not the public at large. Textbooks in educational

administration (especially those written prior to the 'community control"

)
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Imovement of the 1960's) frequently lamented that a parent, who would never
challenge the expertise of a doctor, thinks nothing of arguing with a super-
intendent. While superintendents were compared with physicians, they were
rarely compared to other executives legally reecponsible to an elécted board -

| Accordingly, superintendents tend not to vigw school boards as legis—.
latures, but gather as advisory committees whose formal imprimstur is legally
required before schéols can be governed. It 18 revealing to examine the
remarks of superintendents to their colleaéues concerning board-superintendent
relations. A good focus for such an examination is superintendenté' responses
to the idea that school boards be pfovided with independent staffs, such as
those availaGIe to congressional and state legislative committees. Their
nearly unanimous opposition'to this idea 1s based upon a rather straight-

-

— forward notion: boards must trust éuperintendents or replace them. Hence,

o

the desire for independent staff assistance 1s interpreted as lack of con-

fidence. Surely other chief axecutives would have differentwintenpgetations.

Indeed, the "trust me or fire me" argument, not limited to the issue of
~independent staffs for boards, tells us much about the norms of school gov-
ernance. Superintendents ;xpect to be unanimously supported b& theif boards
in virtually every vote by the board in which an executive recommendation

ié made. A modest (say 5 or 6 percent) deviation from this pattern is

taken as evidence of loss of confidence.

The idea of "unity" or board consensus is not without political moti-

vation, however: "Unity is 1 prerequisite to a reputation for expertise

and thus it adds to the bargaining péwer of schoolmen."7. Unity secomes
quite important because of the "schizophrenic" nature of the structure of

school governance. Although viewed bv professional educators as a service
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organization, school districts‘are generally required to conduct legislative
business ir open, public ﬁeetings. Most formal decizions are publicly made.
Unlike Congress or shate législatures, executive sessiuns are ugually lim-

ited to personnel matters (includiﬁg ccllective targaining). Of coufse,
one can argue tﬂat public sessione of school boards are no more than a form-

ality. Wi.ether or not this is true, the school board meeting is the forum

of making a decision. Thus, a sharp contrast can agzin be dréwn between
school boards and state or national legislative bodigs wherc decisidﬁs are
rarely made on the floor. )

Additionally, such legislative sessions normally include the opportunity
for public participation. Many school boards include as a routine agenda
item comments or proposals from the public. Public access is further en-
hanced by the small size of school boards. As they average about seven
members, there 13 little utilization of thé committeé system. All board

-members publicly participaﬁe in all(ﬁecisions. Some districts do have
. budget committggs; but these are not comparablebto "normal" legisiative
committees (they are ﬁade up of a blue-ribbon panel of citizens, board

members and administrators, and are advisory ornamentations).

Not only is there 1little division of labéf among board members (and
litcle need to delegate responsibility to committees), there is glso
no overwhelming local eduéational bufeauzracy to immerse citizens and board
members in lungles of redttape. Although largé city school systems employ
huge central office staffg, the majority of.the ﬁation's 16,000 school
distriéts are reglly quite small. The average central office staff 1s less

than three persons, including the superintendent.c

Such a "town meeting" atmosphere obviates the need for much of the
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communicationa\process normally assumed by inﬁgres; groups. -Althoughlinter-
est groups ére‘bécasionally active during perio&s of episodic crisis, they
are not normally part of the political process. Indeed, the most conspicuous
interegt group is the ubiquitous PTA, generally conceded to be little more

than a cheerleader for the administration. Teachers' organizations are
/

becoming more active, but their represenfative functionxéoes not extend to
the public. Taxpayers' associationé, whose”protestationsygttract substantial
media coverage are, in fact, rare. |

Interest groups are not acEive for a varief;"of reasons,iput surely one
" reason is that the need for a "middle man" is not very importaﬁt.in school
governance. If one wants to be heafd, all that 1s neces;ary is that one go
to the meeting and raise one's hand. "Access," the "basic objeéti&g" of
groups; according to Truman, is within tHe grasp of everyone. |

Not only do citizens not need interest groups for agcess, the bo;rd
does not need them to determine the "active consensus." Constituents aﬁd
board members have direct access to eaéh other, if they wish to utilize
such access. Indeed, the only interest group which seeke private access is
the professional association representing ﬁeachefs, and this quest has led .{
directly to collective bhargaining, which deliberately excludes public partic-
- ipation.

Ihe-effor;s_of’teachers' associations to ci;qumvent public deq}sione aré
éyhptomatic of the professionalé' fear of public participation. SéFh a fear -
can be seen in the institutionalization of devices designgd to counterbalahée
the potential of-widesbread pubiic partiéipation created by the“éimplicity

and openness of school board meetings.

As a consequence of the reform movement of the early twentiety century,
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school boards retained the traépings of public forums while abandoning many
of the linkage mechanisms whichxehhance sustained public participation.
Since many respohsibilities formerly exercised by boards were delegated to
superinggndents, boards reduced the number of meetiwgs held. Unlike Corgress
or state legislatures, they do nof meet iﬁ continuous or semi—continuqus-
sessions. " Typically, they hold tws meetings per month. Occasionally, meet-
- ings go on into the morning, but thé average meeting is not.longer than four
houés. Thus, while access is easy,iopportunities are limited to these rela-
tively frief public meetings. Theré are few opporfuniéiés’for,gontinuous

negotiations, bargaining, and compromise.. Active citizens can, of course,

contact board members in private. Still, opportunities for communication '”\\;”/

between active citizens and a collective, decision-making unit are less
apparent in school governance than in state legislative or congressional
governance.

Further; the .school board member, as the recipient of a public or pri-
vate coﬁmunicatiod; may not attach as much significance to "constituent"
opinion as would a étate or riaticnal legislator. Tﬁe mental image of a

constituent is SOmewhat vague. Most school board members are elected in

§

non-partisan, at—large elections ﬁhich are free of meaningful issue cantent.lo

l

They seek office, or in many cases are recruited for office, because of a

\
sense of civic responsibility. Rarely do school board nembers view their

/

positions as one from }which to advance politically. As amateurs, unpaid,
|

meeting infrequently, %nd serving because of an upper-class belief in,

noblesse oblige, they may very well view constituent communications as

"{1legitimate," or as dpresaure.”ll- /
| /
/

Even 1f school board members were not suspicious 57 constituents, the

¢ : /
J /

\

& /
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amateur status of\boards makes it difficult for them to respond. Few school
boards have staffs\or even: secretarial assistance. If a constituent‘makes
.a request for infornstion, the most a board member can do is refer him/her
to the superintendent\s office. If the constituent nskes.s policy demand,
the board member may b;\reluctant to respond individually for fear of
breaking the coda calliné\For unity. , Hence, the rational response 1is to
transfer the demand to the\superintendent.

The superintendent occup;es a position unlike that of any other chief
executive. He/she is not (wi‘h the exception of a few districts) elected,

— | i

but serves at the pleagure of the board. Hence, thexsuperintendent has no

veto power over board decisions. The closest approximation to the superin-

tendent is the city manager in the council-manager forn of government. The

e

similarities are apparent. 'City councils appoint city'nanagers to administer
public services, leaving to the council the responsibility of developing
‘public poli,y. In practice, of course, such couricils expect the manager to
provlde substantial policy input. |

Yet there are substantial differences. Virtually all school districts
have supeirntendents; only 43 percent of all municipalrgovernments operate
under the council-manager plan. Obviously, then, local governments find . 1t
possible to function without the expertise provided by managers while school
systems do nét. Political scientists have debated the desirability of city
managers, educationists never question the necessity of superintendents (indeed,
they are more likely to propose the abolition of school boards).

Superintendents, then, although they share many traits with city managers,
expect more deference from their legislative bodies.12 Many reasons for such

»
2

deference also, of course, apply to city managers.' In both cases, legislators
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are usually elected in non-partisan, at-large elections. And 11. .oth céées,
there 1is nd single political counterfoil to the administration,

éowever, in school governance, superintendents.héve achieved more
influence because of the prevailing ideology.of board members; Board mem-
bers accept the notion that eduqationland politics.do not mix, and‘fherefoge

deny the legitimacy of intra-district conflict. Unlike city councilg, they

have a clearer image of their government as one of providing a professional

service to a limitgd clientele. Hence, they defer to administrative exper-
tise. 'Sucﬁ exgertise is easier to demonstrate for two reasons, .First,
superintendents ge;erally are formaily tréined and hold adyanced degrees.
The education of city managersm_b& contrast, 1s quite diverse. Ninety-six
percent of all Superingeﬂdents hoid advanced degrees, compared to 27 perceht
of ail city managers,’ Virtgally all such advanced dagrees are held in

educational administration. 'City managers, by contrast, tend to be adminis-

trative generalists., City managers, most of whom do not hold advanced

'degrees; are public administration majors.‘~Superihtepdenté can point to

advanced work in curriculum sppervisibn, gchobl finance, school law, etc.
Thus, superintendents look like experts.

Furthermore, superintendents talk like gxperts and there 18 no objective
way a board member can measure the reliability df_what ié being said. The
city maﬁager's claim to expertise can mbre easily be tested. His goals are
normally focused. But who is to cay 1f the schools are échfeving their
goals,ior even what these goals are, or should be? ;

Under; such circumstances; the board easily falls into the role of
representing the administration to the public, rather than represeﬁting the
public to the administration. Unlike state or nafionai legislatures,'they

are content to allow theilr agenda to be set for them by the administration.

ii
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Tﬂe administration, iﬂ controlling the agepda (thus défining legitimate
areas of éonsultation‘with the board), can structure a meeting so aé to
.gégrantee coﬁsistent,junanimous~éu§pé;F.

| Further, in the absence of an independent staff, the boardfcannot
overéée the executilon of its policy randates. Thus, they dfe left in the
. unenviable positiog of apﬁréving an agenda set by the administration and
avaluating implementation cn the basis of information supplied b? the
adminisgtration. Not only is the 5uperintendéntvthe dominant policy maker,
Fhere is the additional problem of constraints.imposed by state, q%d espec—

ially federal governments; and ;he growing influence of collectivé_bargain—
ing, all of‘which.diminish the role /of the.board in school governéﬁce.

Such constraints hamper thb.sﬁpepinfendent more than the board, but
both are affected. Pilerce, for example, argués that '"it was not until e
teachéfs‘began to organize and use collective bargaining to gain moré
control over educational policy that ﬁhe monopoly of school administration
began to crumble.”13 Thus, 75 percenf of collective bargainiﬁg agreements
contain refercaices to curriculum (e.g., course éontent, éufriCulum change
N procedures).14 S;ch agreements are neveftheleés regarded as personnel
hegotiations and are conducted privately. Heﬁcg, a response to a demand
to a school board to modify, ox even\to evaluate‘the curriculum may be
impossible. |

Equally impossible are responses to demands to modify.or.abandon pol-
icies imposed as cond%}ions for federal grants from the Department of
Health, Education and Welfare. .The basic thrust of such grants is equality

of educational opportunity; districts must comply with “Ew guidelines or

| . :
abandon the gran#. Desegregation plans in compliance with federal civil
: !
i
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rights legisiation are also subject to HEW approval. School boards have.no
latitude_in such matters. Their only recourse iéilitigation, a course which
invites a further reduction of school board éuthority. Thus, as a consequence
of a racial imbalance case in Denver, éhe school board was directed to create
new adminiétrative positions.ls The board was directed to adopé and implement
a policy. Public 'input is without value under such circumstances. Although -
most federal intervention includes some gesture towards local control, the: “
consequence of such intervention is clearly the furthgr reduction of the
ability of the boa§d to re;poﬁd to constituent demands. The iitigation over
busing 18 merely the most spectacular example of the growing reliance upon
non-local units to impose a national will upon local districts. Similarly,
the continued challengelto local proﬁerty taxes as sources of school finance
will, 1f successful, reduce the ability of local boards to set spending pri-
orities. ) - !
Schools are allegeduto be the key to success in American economic life.
They monopolize the pro;;ss whereby one obtaihs the credentials fohearn a
decent living. Therefore, they have been the target of more federal inter-
vention than other local.governments and are consequently ;ofe constrained.
There are, then, opportunities for school boards to be more responsive
than other legislatures, and there are barriers to responsiveness that are
unique to school districts. An overview of the realities 6f school govern-
ance suggests that the barriéfs exceed thé opportunities. ‘
Our QariOus inquiries into gchool governance lead us to conclude that
school boards are an inefficient target of efforts by citizené to influence

16 ' ! ‘
educational policy. O0f all items considered by a typical board\du;;ng an

academic year, three-fourths are discussed at the initiative of the central

13
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administrative staff Er superintendent. Thus, the adminigtration is in a
gate-keeping position, a position which is used to establish an agenda which
wili minimize céﬁtrolling and maximize routine decision-making. There are
limits, of course. A district in the midst of an explosive controversy wiLl,
ultimately, force the board to deal with the problem. Generally, however,
problems are brouéht to the board by the superintendent and his staff. fhe.
role of the board 1s to respond to the hdministration.rather than to the |
pﬁblic. The public enters the game only after the isgues have been defined.
ﬁot only 1is the agenda beyond:the qontrol of elected representatives, but
they are also provided policy recommendations to accompany égenda items.

In 66 percent of recorded votes, the position of the administration was

made known to the board. \

There are several ways such reéommendations are made known. In many
cases, the board is presented with an agenda and the administrative recom-
mendétions at the beginning of the meéting. Sometimes the adﬁinistration
provides a series of alternative policiés, indicating its preference. More
often, a single, administratively supported alternative is offered the board.
In neitﬁer case does the board have the resources or the option of develéﬁing
its own policy. Consequently, in 96lpercent of the recorded votes, the sup-
>erinténdent's position 1is ratifigd by the board. Moreover, 90 percent of
such votes are unanimous.

Public input under such circumstances is low. How low is low? Cer-
tainly not as low as public participation in state legislatures or Congress,
but not ag high as one might expect given the ease of access desgribed above.
During an academic year, about one in five topics introduced at school board

meetings solicit puBlic comment. Put another way, 9 percent of the statements

1
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made at meetiﬁgs are made by éitizens. The remainder came frﬁm the educa-
tional establishment. As important as quantity of input is quality of input{
what 13 said. 1If scﬁéol boards are to respond, there muét be a demand--some-
thing which ;equires a response. Political gcientists, incorporatiﬁg the
notions of systeme theory, speak of "dgmand articulation'" as the beginning
of the governing cycle. However, school ngernance lacks this key ingredient.
Sixty one percent df public comments involved not the makinglof demands but
the requesting and supplying of informgtion. 0f the statements classified.
as demands, 26 pefceng were in support of the policy proposed by the supet-
intenden; to the board and 13 percent were opposed. Private communication
between boards and publics is equally sparse. Although private contacts
are somewhat more policy laden (about half contain reference to policy :
alternatives), the average school %oard member received 8uch comﬁunicatiop
lesé than five timeé per week. )

These daté sﬁggest ghat school board meétings do not serve as a forum
for debate and deliberétioﬁ, But rather as an opportunity for the adminis-
tration to legitimate its decisions and to reveal them to the public. They

resemble presidential press conferences more than legislative decision-

making arenas.
MEASURING SCHOOL BOARD RESPONSIVENESS

In their review of literature on responsiveness of legislatures,
Eulau and Karps point out that most empirical studies have employed a con-
gruence or concurrence notion of responsiveness. Their call for broader
theoretical and operational definitions of responsiveness follows from the

flaws of research to date. The first flaw is that the ongoiﬁg emphasis on

1
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concurrence overlooks the consistent finding at ail levels of government
thgt citizens are not significant sources of policy demands. This point is-
of particular relevaﬁcé to school governance, where public input is meager
at best. The typicéi voter turnout in school board, budget and bond elec-
tions i1s on the order of twegty percent. And, as we havé gseen, citizens do
not take great advantage of the opportunity to participate in school bpéid
‘meeﬁings and to contact board membérs in private. The lack of public-school
board communication makes concurrence unacceptéble as a single basis for
measurement of responsiveness. |
A second flaw of past research on responsiveness is inatteﬁtion to the
asymmetry of the representational relationship. The assumption thet the.
typical fiow of publi; policy formation is from public to legislatofs to
administrators is unrealistic for all governments. Research in eduqational
governénce suggests the flow of communications 1s the exact oppnsite.
Administratofé dominate the agenda setting andﬂproposai development func-
tions. School boards rarely choose between alternative policiles, they

endozse the "sugges-:on" of the 5u§erinteﬁdent, thus legitimizing and

cbm&unicating execu.lve decisions to the public. While concurrence is one
. of geveral viable componeﬁﬁs of responsiveness, there sh0ul§ be no confusion™-

thaL'concurrence between constituents and school board impy&es a causal

directipn from the former to.the latter. .

A third flaw of past research is éonfusion about the/proper unit of

analysis. Responsiveness is an attribute of a legislature as a collective
body, not an attribute of an individyal legislator. As Eulau noted else-
where, it 1; important to distinguish betwaeﬁ'the'SUbiect of inquiry and

17
the object of inquiry. Inference concerning the objective unit (the

‘
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collectivity) proceeds, of necessity, from the observation of the subject-
ive unit (the individual). However, conclusions about the entire ;egisla—
ture must not be based on the behavior of iéolated legislators. One's method-
ology should provide for aggregation of individual data into indicators for
the legislative body as a whole.

Eulau and Karps call for future empirical.research on responsiveness
to recognize that respoﬂsiveness 18 a gystémic property of legislatiQe'
bodies, that measures of concurrence do rst indicate causal direction, and
that concurrence -alone is an insdfficient,indicator of responsiveness.
They argue that there are four éomponénts of responsiveness which, as a
whole, constitute representation.j While each qomponént can be viewed as
an independent target of responsiveness, the.coﬁplexity of the representa-
tional nexué requires that all four be considered in concert. The balance
of this paper attempts to operationalize indicators of eéch taréet of
responsiveness for boards in eleven school digtricts to investigate the
tésponéiveness'of t*ose school boards and the interrelation of components of

responsiveness.

Data Sources

During the nine month 1974-75 academic year we collected data on the
flow of communications and decisions in eleven public school districts in
the United States and Canada. Our data set consists of three major eleﬁents:

(1) oObjective records of all statements and decisions made at
central school board meetings, meetings of' the superintnedent and his
administrative cabinet, and éther formally constituted media of commun-

ication exchange (e.g.. regional board meetings, public hearings, etc.),

17
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were recorded by two trained observers in each school district.*

(2) Scheol board members, superintendents, and other senior adminis-
:ratorsﬁwere interviewed regularly to record their perceptions of pres nta-k
tions made by members of the public at meetings and private communicag;ons
about school policy from members of the public. Those yho made presentations
at public meetings were interviewed concerning their perceptions of how Fhey
had been received by school district officia%s at the\meeting and’of an§‘ 
other previous contacts. - | >

(3) An opinion survey o school policy was conducted améng samples
,of the mass public, interest group leaders, and among the school board

'

and senior sdministrators in each school district.

Thus, the sample of districts is small, but the amount of information is
immense. We have information on unarticulated preferences of the mass
public, private and public communications between school district officials
‘and their constituents, andeolicy decisions made at school board and ad-
ministrative cabinet meetings. We have both objective and percéptual‘data
relevant to the query Gwho says what to whom with what effect?"

Our first departure from past regearch on educational decision-making
was to collect da;a on both events and perceptions over a long period of
time. Our second departure was to make the coﬁmunication the central focus

of our study. Social scientists typically concentrate on the behavior modi-

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

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 information
collected and recorded was consistent across districts.

13
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N

choice quite nﬁturally becomes the unit of analysis. Unfortunately, this
approach negle;ts the fact that much public businessvis dispatched without
any attempt at closure: frequently "the decision" simply does not exiét.
It is entif%ly possible that a substantial proportion of the demands placed
upon school‘Histricts can be satisfied without the modificatien of behavior
or policles or a decision (for example, demands may req@i;e:ns more than
the dissemination,of readily available informatior). We bé;%eve thae to
focus exclusively'on major decisions can be misleading becadge it ignores
the overwhelminé majority of rbutine public busingss. - \

Thus, we attempted as complete a d;scription as possiblg of the pattern
of communications in public school districts. We define communications as
a set of premises éransmitted froﬁ one unit to another; Our foci are:

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

\

source of response, and (4) the content of response.

[

Policy Responsiveness

The first component of responsiveness focuses.on how the reﬁresenta—
tive and the represented interact with respect to the ﬁaking of public
policy. The premise underlying thié concept of responsiveness is a mean--
ingful connection between constitueﬂs policy preferences or demands and
the representative's policy Eonduc;.\

{

This is what Miller and Stokes called "congruence" and
what Verba and Nie called "concurrence." Whatever the terms,
the operational definition is the same: 1f the representative
and his constituency agree on a particular policy, no matter
how the agreement has come about, then the representative is
responsive, A

Our first index of policy responsiveness links conétituent attitude

19 ,
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and school board behavior. Constituent: preferenée is operationalized in
terms of answers co the survey question: At the present ¢ime, what do
you consider the most impor:ant problems facing thebpublic schools in your
community that school officicls try to take care of? School board behavior
is operationalized in terms of vopics of discussions at school board meet~
ings during the academic year. Concurrence scékes ware caliculated for each
congtituent survey respondent and théh aggregated by district employing
the methddology described by Verba and Nie.19 Qur agenda concurrence scores
are summarized in Tagle A,

_ Thé mean scofe 05.69 and the range from scores of 48 to 86 suggest that

school bosrd agendas are quite responsive to the desires of constituents.

The levels of agreement are more impressive when one considers the restrict-

e

/
Y
iveness of the ccncurrence index and the nature of concerns expressed by the

public. A significant minority of "most significant problems" were éither
‘matters school boeards generally do not.see as their responsibility (such as
teaching'the moral precepts of specific relfg;Qns) or‘matters outside the
legal ‘Jurisdiction of school boards (such as changing the statewide finan-
cial program of school supﬁbrt) In short, agenda concurfence scores are

depressed due to erroneous concepts held by constituents concerning the

2
powers of school boards. 0

<3

A second concurrence indicator, also presented in Table A focuses on

!
l

linkage between const!tuent behavior and school board behavior. Constituent
behavior 18 operationalized as demands made at school board meetings, that
is, statemcﬁés in support of or opposition to specific polic& proposals.
School board behavior is operétionalized in terms of decisions 1eached.

The concurrence score 18 the proportion of decisions made which matched

20




TABLE A

POLICY RESPONSIVENESS

Agenda Decision
District , .Concurrence (P1) Concurrence (P2)
Hartshorne Hts. - : .73 v . ‘67
Macktown . 68 .75
Nelsonville ' A 60 - 0
Coldreniqunérs : ' 59 , : 67
Drummqnd Falls ) 78 27
- | Stumont . ' . “ ’ 48 47
Leeville : 77 r ‘ 55
Barwig Park K\,“ : 6& ' ) *
Ballard City ‘ ' | 79 ' 55
' Grahamdale - 68 86
Kenﬁington ' ! 86 x
Mean ] 9.0 53.2
Standard'Deviation | 110 | 26.2

* Insufficient Data
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the ﬁlurality preference position of constituent statements. The mean con- - -
currénce score of this index is much lower--53,2--and the dispersion of
district scores is greater than the iqdex qflagenda concurrence. hile most
school boardq satisfy a plurality of constituents who speak at meetings most
of the time; }or three districts a majority of &ecisions oppose expréssed
.public'preferénces." One district never decides in accordance with_éxpressed

public preferences. Deference to_citiién prefgrences 18 clearly not 2 norm

Qf decision;making applied by all school districts. : | H;

Two of the speciﬁl charactéristics of school governance make a secénd.
type of concu?renée index desirable. First, because about 70 percent of
school board members are elected at large and therefore represent the same
Nconstituency, the usual concurrence expectation is thagbeach board member
will take the same position, the plurality position of constituents. Thig '
gendénby 1s reinfoiced by a second factor peculiar to educa;ional govérnance,'
the belief that the decisions should display and promute sc;ool district.
unity. As we have seén, approxiﬁatéiy 90 percent of school board votes are
indeed unanimous. The obvious problem of unanimity ié tﬁat minoritf pfef;
erences go unrepresented. A school_bdard whose constituents are narrowly
divided over a range of policy areas yet cdnsistently makes decisions
unanimously i1s in some ,sense unresponsiye--even though all decisions may be
in accordance with the preference of a majority of cons&ituents. Avlargér-
concept of responsiveness considers minority representation as yell as
majority répreseqtation.

We therefore pregent a distr}butionai index of policy reéponsiveness
iﬁ Table B. The focus 1s on linkage between the behavior of the public and

the school board at school board méetingS. The index is the'proportion of

time school board voting matches constituent comments. Matching occurs when

Q | . . , 212




District
Hartshorne Hts.
Macktown
Nelsonville
Coidreﬁ Corners
Drummond'Falz§
Stumont
Leeville
~Barwig Park
Ballard City
Grahamdale

Kentington

Mean

Standard Deviaﬁion

*Insufficient Data

TABLL B

/

/
/
/
/
/

/ 5
DISTRIBUTIONAL POLICY/RESPONSIVENESS

/

!

School Board
Meeting
Voting Decisions (P3)

30
14

0
44
60
24

33

23.1

20.9
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.(1) all public comments are in support of the policy under discussion and
the school board vote is unanimously in favor, (2) all‘public comments are
in opposition to the policy under discuééioﬁ\énd the school board vote 1is
unanimously to reject, or (3) public comments are divided and the school
board vote 1s not unanimous.

The lower concurrenc; scores of this distributiohal index of school
board decision-making 1s, of course, a consequence of unanimb;s school
board voting despite divided public opinion. The reduction is dramatic.
The mean'fo; all districts falls to 23.1, and only one district achieves
-é score higher than 50. While school board decisions may generHLLf match
the preferences of their constituents, school board acknowledgement c.
minority preferences 1s shockingly low. In the larger, distributional

*

sense, school boards are clearly not responsive in theixr decision-making

[

behavior. s

Service Responsiveness

Service responsiveness 1s the second component of the Eulau-Karps
framework. This target for responsiveness:

. ..concerns the,non—lggislative services that a representa-

tive actually performs for individuals or groups in his dis-

trict. Service responsiveness, then, refers to the advantages

and benefits which the regresentative is able to obtain for

particular constituents.?

This aspect of responsiveness 1s clearly more pertinent to state
legislatures and Congress, whose constituents often ask legislators to
intervene for them with large and distant bureaucracies. Since school

districts are small and local units of government, constituents can speak

directly with school district administratiQe officials. The average citizen

24
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can communicate withxhis local superintendent of schools by’%elephone!

Althougn cqnstituent service i1s a relatively unimportant part of the
school bbard member's 1égislative roie, nevertheless, a viable index of
service responsiveness can be constructed. School district residents do
contact board members fo ask favors. Our measures of service responsive-
.ness focls on the disposition of réquests for action made by the public in
private-éoﬁmunié;tions with schogl board members.

The fire: service index, presented in Table C, 1is th% proportion of
tequests in which schoél B)ard membefs comply with the request for action. -
The mean s;ore-is 30,8 'with wide dispéréion around the mean, The secohd
servicé”index,ﬂalso pfeseﬁted in Table C, 1is the proportion of requests
for action which’are not_ref@sed‘by school board members. Tﬁe'mean score
of 96/1 and the narrow range of ;cores_inﬂicates}thag schooi boardsyare
‘almost perfectly responsive in the sense that they don't refuse sérv{ce
requests. Between the 30 percent whose requests are satisfied and the
4 percent whoée requests are refused are the majbrity 6f requests which
are referred elpswhefe, étill pending, or otherwise left unregolved.

These two indices reflect the fact that school board members are
usually an inappfopriate target for private service requests. School
board members canndt reinstate a susper ded stu@ent, clean up a local school
playground, or make the city install a traffic signal at a héz;rdous inter-
section. They can, however, refer such requests to appropriate administra—-
tors within and without the school district; School béard members lack
subcommittee posts which give them special policy-making influence with
the board or with certain department heads. An individual board member

must have the consent of a majority of the school board (and, in most

Y



TABLE C
SERVICE RESPONSIVENESS

ACTION IN ACCORDANCE WITH REQUEST OF
PRIVATE CONTACTOR

Action Taken Action Not

District ' ' As Requested (SR1) Refused (SR2)

— Hartshofne Hts. | , 48 93
;‘ Macktown | ' : 58 99
| Nelsonville | | 29 99
| Coldren Corners L 4 99
Drummond Falls 11 92
/ Stumont 22 90
Leeville ; 61 .95
Barwig Park 31 97
Ballard City * *
Grahamdale . | 17 99
Kentington ‘ 27 98

Mean 0.8 96.1

étandard Deviation : 19.3 : 3.4

* Insufficient Data
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cases, consent of the administration) to grant a policy action. Thus, school
board members get low active ratings and high passive ratings for service
rgsponsivéness, partly as a function of their limited powers to grant ser-

vice requests. &

"Public Goods Responsiveness

The third component of the Eulau-Karps framework is public goods respon-

k]

siveneés, which refers to the representative's efforts to obtain benefits
for his constituency as a whole. They note that securing public goods
often involves "pork barrel politics! and practices such as log-rolling,
back-scratching, vote~trading, and so on. Thé target of responsiveness is
for the representatlive fo secure for his cohstituency those public goods
benefits whiéh_will not be shared throughout the entire polity.

InAthis conception a representative tries to get a new high-

way for his district or an army base or a public park because

he feels that these public goods will benefit the constituency

as a whole. In this perspective, the representative is emin-
ently responsive in anticipating the needs of his district.22

Unfortunately, this component of responsiveness is only felevant to
legislative bodies whose members represent distinct distficts. ‘Public
goods responsiveness 1s not applicgble to the 70’percent of school-boards
whose members are elected at large. Moreover, the prevaiiing ideology of
school governance holds thaﬁ all policy benefits are shared throughout the
school district. Wﬁile a'COngressman‘or state legislator would point with
pride to benefits he secured fof_his district, a school board member would
vigorously deny tﬁat he serves interests other.than,those of "all the children."

The behavior relevant to public goods responsiveness undoubtedly exists

in those districts which do not elect school boards at large. But that

P Wi
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behavior makes up a minor (and covert) share of the business of a minor

share of all school districts. The public goods component of responsive-

ness is of limited utility for school governance and will not be pursued

here.

Symbolic Responsiveness

The fourth component in the Eulau-Karps framework is symbolic respon-
siveness.‘ Symbolic responsiveness {ocuses on the behavior of legislators
and the perceptionsbof constituents. Legislatoré engage in symbolic respon-
giveness when they manipulate polifical symbgls in.order to generate and
maintain suppg;t. Eulau and Karps note that:

The need for giving symbolic reassurance is being
demonstrated by the "reach out" efforts of the new
Presldent of the United States--walking down Pennsylvania
‘Avenue after his inauguration, fire-side chats, telephonic
call-a-thons, visits to stricken economic areas, being
"Jimmy'" Carter, and so on. The purpose of all of these
symbolic acts is to project an image that the President
is truly the people's representative and ready to be
responsive to them. 23

Symbolic responsiveness can also be measured in terms of constituent per-
ceptions. For constituents, \ .
.What matters in symbolic responsiveness ig that the con-
gtituents feel represented, quite regardless of whether
the representative 1s responsive in his policy stands. or

the services or public goods he provides for his constit-
uency. '

Table D presents information on symbolic behavior by the eleven schooi
boards. The focus is on the opportunities boards presenf to the public for
participating in school board legislativé sessions. School board meetings

are nominaily open to the public and all school boards solicit publié atten-

dance and participation in discussions. However, the opportunity for public
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Distric:
Hartshurne Hts.

Macktowit

Nelsonville
Qpldren Coraers

Drummond Falls

Stumont
Leeville
Barwig Park
Ballard Cit{}
Grahamdale

Kentington

TABLE D

SYMBOLIC RESPONSIVENESS

Regular Schouil
Board Meetings

Per Month’ Time

2 One morning, one evening

2 One morning or afternoon,
one evening

2 Evenings

2 Eveni?gs

4 Three afternoon, one
evening

1 Evenings - &

2 Evenings

2 Evenings

2 . Afternoons a

2 Evenings

1

Evenings

. Items Frovw Constituents

No reguliar agenda item-

Beginning of meeting

Beginning of meeting
End of meeting

End of meeting st

No regulariagenda item
No regular agenda item -

Beginning of meeting

Beginning of meeting

- End of meeting

Beginning of meeting
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attendance is in large méasure a.function of how rrequent%y meetings are
held, when the public can voice their concerns. The range of ;eeting fre-
quency is from ohe to fouf per month. with most boards holding two meeringg
per month. Seven boards hold all meetings in the evenings, three holc some
meetings in the afterroon, aqd one holds all meetings fn the afternoon. It
is obviously more convenient for the average person to attend evening meet--
ings. Holding meetings %n the morning or.afternoon is a'subtle but effect-
ive method of reducing public partiéipaﬁio;. Finally, it is possible to
examine when during the meetings constituents may make comments on items
noﬁ on the formal agénda. Five school boards reserve time at the beginning
of each meeting to hear géne;ai comments, three make constituents wait until
the formal agenda has been completed, and three have no regular arrangement
for general comments. Although these indicators:of symbolic responsiveness
behavior‘bf school boards are qualitative,.it 1s clear that school boards
vary widely in their levels qf responsiveness.

N

Table E summarizes two indices of symbolic responsiveness which focus

A . . . .
on public attitudes. The first is the ﬁroportion of survey respondents who
. 1 A Lo !
replied that they were very satisfied or somewhat satisfied with the per-—

formance of the school boatd. The mean score is 32.5 and the range 1s £9
to 43 percent..‘Clearly, constitﬁents do not give their school boards high
satisfaction ratings; However, it is important t6 note that these scofes
are in line with satisfaction ratings for the President, Congress, and other
political éctors. o

°  The second‘inde¥ of constituent attitudinal symbolic‘responsivenéss
employé the survey question, If a group of citizens like yoirself brought

a problem to the attention of the school board, what do you think the’ school

30

»



District
Hértshorne Hts.
Ma;kfaﬁﬁ
Nelsonville
Coldren Corners
Drummond Falls
Stumont
Leeville
Barwig Patk.
4nBaliérdlCity
Grahamdale

Kentington

Mean

Standard Deviation

TABLE E
SYMBOLIC RESPONSIVENESS
Board Would Act

On Problem Raised
By Citizens (SB2)

Satisfied With
School Board (SB1)

. 25 : 33
43 40 -
42 42
41 | 34
19 29

28 | 29
29 ” 25
41 32
24 23"
28 | 31
38 54
32.5 o 338

8.6 o 8.3
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board would probably.do? Possibie responses were: (1) Try to do scmething
about the probleﬁ,l(Z) Listen but not do.anything about thevproblem,‘(3) Re-"
fuse to listen, (4) No opinion, no response. The index is the proportion
of respondents who replied that their board would try to do scmething gbout
the problem. The overall result§ are essentialiy‘the same as.those of the
vgenéral gatisfécticn inde*, although there are vagiations oﬂ scores within
. each district. It seems that the public views school boards as being about
as responsive as othér legislative bodies, which is to say not very respon-

-

sive.

Responsivenegs as Influence

We suggest a fiftﬁ compoﬁént of responsiveness to supplement the Eulau
and Karps list, respénsiveness as public influence on iegislators' attitudes
and behavior. The operational foqﬁs 1s on the extent to wﬁich constituents
and.representatives perceive that the iatter aée influenced by the former.
Whiie policy responsiveness is, in a sense, an queptive measure of constit-
'Géﬁﬁ impact, influence here is a subjective matter.

An influence éoncept of responsiveness is a useful complement to pol-
icy. responsiveness fof two reasons., First, most policyvdecisiéns are not
presented as choices betwee; "policy X or not policy X." As in all political
processes, bargaining, compromises,'and amendments are employed by school
boards. While a citizen who voices oppos%tion to a propoéél may see his
’policy ﬁreferen;e voted down by the bdard,Ehe may achieve some Cesirable
'“;Jification as a result of his participation. Forwexgmpie,‘a group of .
parents may fail to prevent the adoption offa\éQf educatidn CUrrichum,

\

but by their p:crést influence the board to initiate the program on a

32 .' ‘ . /‘.
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limited trial basis. The p;ack and white distinction between match and non-
match of policy action and constituent preference made by congruence méasures .
does not aécurately reflect the grayness of the policy process.

A second reason for including an influence concept of responsiveness
follows from thé fact that the vast majority of decisions are recurring,
routine matteré that will be subject to review and revision in the near
future. Thus, while a school board may fail to enact a constitqent pro-
posal today, they may be influenced to reconsider and pass the ‘proposal
later. A school board may be uﬁéble to start -an ex;racurriculaf soccer
program when askéd to do so by students and parents due to lack>of fundﬁ.
Although the board refuses the requested action today, they may be in-
fluenced to make soccer a high priority item for the following fiécal
year. In.many cases an objecfive observatioh ofvcénstituent redueét and .
legislative ac;ion may preseﬁt avpicture of non—responsi§eness. Yet, ac-
cording to the perceptions of constituents and legislators, the legislative
pody was responsiﬁe to the extent that its members were iﬁfluencéd by
constituents.

To assess the subjective influential. responsiveness of ééhoo? boards
we (1) asked citizens who made policy requests at school board meet-
ings whether they thought their pfesentation influenced board members,

* —
(2) asked school board members.if ;hey were influenced by.thosg presenta-
btions at meetings, ar . (3) asked school board members if they were influ-
enced by constituents who initiated private contacts. The resulting indiées,
the proportion of perceptions of influence, afe presehtea %p Tables f and G.

School board members report that they are generally not .influenced by

constituents who speak at board meétings. The mean influence score is 28.0,

33



- TABLE F

PUBLIC INFLUENCE AT. SCHOOL BOARD MEETINGS

;

School Board Members' Constituents'’
District ' . Perspective—-(I1) Perspective——(12)
Hartshorne Hts. | 33 , 70
Macktown “ 12 . ' 33 \
Nelsonviile | 50 ' .k
Coldren Corners - 23 - 56
Drummond Falls ~ ~ 43 42
Stumont , ‘; 18 _ 25
Leeville | 49 255
Barwig Park ' o | 20 ' 27 '
Ballard City ). * - *
Grahamdale 16 43
Kentington | 16 57
Mean 28.0 " '45,3

Standard Deviation ’ 14.6 ~15.3

* Insufficient Data
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TABLE G

PUBLIC INFLUENCE IN PRIVATE CONTACTS

District
Hartshorne Hts.
Macktown
Nelsonville
Coldren Corners’
Drummond Falls
Stuﬁént

Leeville

Barwilg Park

Ballard City

Grahamdale ;jj&w
Kentington P
Mean

Standard Deviation

<

* JInsufficient Data

2

School Board Members'
Perspective (I3)

55
88
78
46

63
33
49
75

*
33

81

60.1

20.0
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and tpe high score.iszso. Not surpriéingly, constituents perceive a greatef
level'of_influencé thén do school Soard members. The mean constituent per-
ception score i§_43.3; fér all districts but one the constituent pérception
score 1s higher than the corresponding schoql board perception score. These
aggregate figures reflect thé common situation where the pergon who reg-
ularly attends and speaks out at school béard»meeqings sees himself as an
active, informed, influential citizen, while the schoo} board sees hiﬁ as
~a malcontented .chronic meeting ﬁﬁtepderx
The influence scores of private contacts in,:able G. are significantly

higher than the influence scores of cqmmuni¢atipﬁ at meetings. The mean
score is 60.1, and the scores rarige f}om 33 to 81. 1In every district
schgol boéfd perception.of influencg through private contact is as great

!

or greater than influence through speaking at public meeting. In five
. :
districts board perception of influence through private contacts 18 higher

than constituent perceptioﬁhbflinfluence at board meetingéx School board
members are obviously not equally responsive to allbrequésts\mgde at all
times. Conséituehts who want to iﬁfluence their schodl boards would be'

4

well- advised to initiate both private and public contacts.

-

Responsiveness in Pergpective

Eulau and Karps maintain thgf there 18 no reason to expect that dif-
ferent ‘components of responsiveness wiil be highly corfelated»with each
other. Similarly, thereois no reason to expect that school boards will
exhibit fhevsame degree of responsiveness a;ross components. Ouridafa'~
strongly suggeét*lhat the éompoﬁents of responsiveness are indeed indepeﬁ— '

dent.
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In Table H the districts are arrayed in raﬁk order on the various mea-
sures of res@onsiveness. Nine districts show extremely inconsistent levels
of reéponsiQenqss, most ﬁave ranks with range from top to bottom. Of the
two consistent districts, Stumont is uniformly 1o§ and Barwig Park congis-
tently places in thé middie range. No district is consistently high. So
we cannot say that any one district is consistently responsive; thé single
consistently unreéponsive district_is, in effect, a deviant case.

Nor do)the intercdrrelation of indices across dis;ricts produce a con-
sistent pattern (Table I). Of 45 possible correlations only fivé are gig-
- ﬂifiéamf at the .05 level. (We'might expect two significant correlations by

chance alone): Of the five, one, thé strongest, (between schéol/bqard
perceﬁtion of influence at meetings and decision iconcurrence) is negative.
And, of the four significant correlations, o?ly one pairs operational mea-
s;fes from the same component, symbolic responsiveness. The other ghree ,
significantly positive correlations are school board perception of influence
in private contacts with both measures of symbolic ré;ponsiveness, and sym- -
bofic constituent rating of schonl board pe?formance with non—refusalbof‘
private requests for actiqn} ?3

Je

Thus, individual boards are inconsistently responsive across components,
components of responsiveness are independent of each other and operational
measures within components of responsiveness are independent of each other.

Responsiveness is indeed'a;mﬂlti—faceted,and bewildering concept, perhaps

more so than any of us suspected.
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Digtrict
Hartshorne Hts.
Maéktown
Nelsonville
Coldren Corners
Drummond Falls
Stumont
Leeville

Barwig Park
Ballard City
Grahamdale

Kentington

* Insufficient data.

TABLE H

RANKINGS OF DISTRICTS ON RESPONSIVENESS INDICES

8.5

SR1  SR2  SBl  SB2
3 8 9 5
2 2.5 1 3
5 2.5 2 2
10 2.5 3.5 4
9 9 11 8.5
7 10 7/585
1 17— 6 10
.4\ 6 3.5 6
% 10 m
8 2.5 7.5 T
6 s 5

38

8.5

‘8.5

9.5



TABLE I

INTERCORRELATIONS OF RESPONSIVENESS INDICES

P1 -
22 12 -
" p3 12 -.06 -
SR1 27 .17 -.26 -
SR2 - A1 .20 -.51 .00 - ‘
SBL . ~31  -.03 -.30 .11 .76 - |
SB2 16 -.21 .20 -.02 .52 .e2" -l
11 17 =730 23 .15 -.23 <31 -.30 -
12 o .56 .18 . .27 .13 .11 -.19 .20 .41 -
13 L .38 =37 -3 .34 40 .56t 67" .01 —.06 -

PL P2  P3 _ SRl  SB2  SB1  SB2 Il 12 13

*
. 8ignificaat at .05,
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