DOCUMENT RESUNE

ED 138 499 so 009 °34

AUTHOR Hanson, E. Mark; Brown, Michael E.

TITLE A Contingency.View of Problem Solving in Schools: A
Case Analysis.

PUB DATE Apr 77

NOTE 26p.; Paper presented at Annual Meeting of the

American Educational Research Association (New York,
New York, April 3-8, 1977)

EDRS PRICE MF-$0.83 HC-$2.06 Plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS Behavioral Science Research; *Case Studies; Data
- Analysis; Educational Administration; Educational

Change; Educational Environment; Edudcational
Research; Field Studies; *High School Organization;

" *Models; *Organizational Change; Organizational
Climate; Organizational Effectiveness; Organizational
Theories; *Problem Solving; Research Design; Research

| Methodology; Secondary Education; Systems Analysis

ABSTRACT

Patterns of problem-solving activity in one
middle-class urban high school are examined and a problem solving
model rooted in a conceptual framework of contingency theory is
presented. Contingency theory stresses that as political, econonic,
and social conditions in an organization's environment become
problematic, the internal structures of the organization must be
modified to meet the changing demands. In the case analysis, schools
are viewed as/networks of interlacing cycles of events dependent upon
ctudent and teacher behavioral cycles and upon environmental needs.
Researchers, who acted as participant. observers, gathered data over
six months. They cooperated with school staff in a participatory way,
yet were also impartial, confidential onlookers and questioners. The
contingency theory model identifies problem solving as a cyclical
process with the following seven key stages: problem recognition,
problem screening, problem distribution, decision making, decision
implementation, feedback, and problem resolution. Findings of this
study indicate that problem solving at high schools can be identified
as a cyclical process with several key stages. At each stage forces
converge on the problem which detérmine the course of events leading
to the subsequent stage and finally lead to the ultimate resolution
of the problem. The conclusion is that a similar cyclical process
vith similar stages would be found in other schools if a contingency
theory perspective was used. Ten propositions on problem solving are:

‘offered for further testing in other settings. (Author/DB)
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A Contingency View of Problem Solving in Schools:

A Case Analysis

In a sense behavior, 1ike beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. The
analysis we give to a particular phenomena'depends upon which foggy window of
the black box we choose to peer through. Most writers and proctitioncrs have
tended to think and write about the school in the context of bufeaucratic theory,
with its emphasis on the formal hierarchy,.ccntra1izod control, rationality,

“rule e]aboratibn, division of labor, and the ‘chain of command.] Other writers

and practitioners tend to think and write absut the schools through the per-
spective of socio-politceal group tneory, with its emphasis on semi-autononous,
informal social systems which operate in an organﬁzationa1 powver cnvifonment.2

A growing number of writers are trying Lo understand the operations of the
schools through the perspective of cont#ngoncy theory? which is a derivative of
the open system theory.4 A distinctive feature of open system theory %s the
focus on the dependency reletionships and exchanges beiwezen the organization
and its external environment. Schools are supported by and in turn must supporf
the social, political and cultural demands of the community. As an open system,:
the school is seen as an (a) input (e.g., human, material, constraints, expecta-
tions), (b) through put (e.s., teaching-]éarning, reward systems, sccialization),
(c) output.-(e.g., graduates, custodiai control, behavioral changes, romantic
attachments), and (d) feedback and renmewal process (e.g., information guiding
decision-making, financial support to rendw the cycle).

Contingency theory, on the other hand, concentrates its analytical focus
on the adjustments igggﬁggljto_the organization as it secks to modify procedures
to meet the changing demands of the open system. Thus, the contingency perspective
stresses that the scﬁoo] requires variabilicy in organizational response capabil-

ities to cope with changing environmental needs and demands.
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In addition, as tmery and Trists point out, organizational environmnents
rango'from“plggjg,to turbulent in characterf' A tu;bulont environiment reflects
changjng conditions outside'and/pr inside the organization which results in
increased levels of tension on the management process. With the rise in tension
on onc of the many front lines of the organization, some type of response is
called for. In»other words, when the environment becomes turbﬁ]ent, prob]cﬁs
for the organization emerge which need to he solved.

As an illustration of contingency theory, when an arined terrorist-leaps
to his feet on a routine conmercial T1ight and demands that the craft be flown
to Syria (open system theory), the pilot and his crew must shift their thoughts
and actions into one of several conﬁingcncy plans available (contingency theovy).
For example, depending on thoir assessment of the situation, (a) they can ignore
the gunman entirely and proceed toward their-established destination, (b) they

. N\
can attempt to overpower the terrorist during an unguarded moment, (c) they can
try and telk the guniman out of his intentions, (d) tﬂcy can feign niechanical
problems and descend toward the nearest airport, or (e) they can arque that they
have neither the fuel nor-the maps for such a trip and that the craft must land
to acquire the neccessary provisions. Oncewon'the ground ‘the crew i:opes that those
monitoring events from below will have contingency plans of their own to manage
the situation safely and successfully.

In the educational context, if demographic shiils take place in a school
diétrict, there could be a significant impact on the support and expectations
placed on the schools (open system theory): The curricular and counseling pro-
grams internal to the schonl may need to be modified in one of secveral possible
directions to adjust to the new envircnmental conditions (contingency theory).
For example, (a) there may be a need for more courses dealing with mﬁ]ti—cu]tura]
understandings, (b) counseling efforts may omphasizé a vocational programning

schedule for students rather than a college preparatory course of study, or

4
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(c) diécip]ino procedures may be a]fercd depending on parental expectations and
campus security requirements.

In responding to environmzntal demands, the organizatibn is influenced by
various constraints (e.g., budget, employee relations, policies, political con-
siderations). Thesc constraints also act as ggﬁ@iggpﬂgjg§;which affect problem-
sofving; Thus, simultancously, contingency thoory emphesizes the flexibility
and adaptability of open systens decisional managehent.but also the constraints
imposed cn the problem-solving process which limit alternatives.

The examples of the terrorist and the demographic shift demonstyate that
contingency theory emphasizes adaptabf]ity and change. Sténdard patterns of
organization and administration arc not appropriate in the face of all typas of
enviromental demands and needs. There is no one best‘way for designing organ-

izations, jobs, authority patterns, tasks; it all dopcndﬁlon the particular

circuiistances in a specific situation. Since the environmental milieu is open,
unpredictable, and innovative, standardization and stability are replaced by more

differentiation and flexibility.

Research Design

In conducting this study we doc160u upon the following 1ntcr1acod ochct1ve5'

A} To diagnoso how the prob]”m solving process in a school funct1ons
(not how it should function but how it does function).

B) To diagnose how the problem solving process in a school functions

as analyzed through an open systeins/contingency theory conceptual
framework. :

Hence, we sct out to treat two interwoven targets: refining our insight
into how problems are solved in schools and calibrating a conceptual framework
so that it becomes a more precise tool for understanding how the problem solving
process works.

This study took place in a comprehensive high sthoo], referred to as Elmwood

High, located in a middie income-necighborhood of a large city in the Western part

-
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part of the United States. Using Robert.Havighurst'56 classification of high
status schools, main-line schools, comnon?man schools, and inner-city schools,

Elmwood High would be classified subjectively as a "main-line." A second "main-

line" school was also studied on a more limited basis to "check" the conclusions

~ dravn’ from Elmwood thus reducing the 1ikelihood that idiosyncratic patterns

lpecu]iar to a single settihg WQrQ being identified. Hence, a ]ead‘school -~
check school pattern became the dominant mode of‘investigation.

Data were gathered using an "observer as a participant” technique7 in which '
the authors could view natural situations as members of the social systen who
cooperated with staff in a participatory way yct were also identified as impar-
tial, confidential onlookers and questioners who could inquiré about matters not
usually discussed among peers and co]]éagues.g/

In this role, the researchers were aB]e to spend six months examining both
the informal énd formal subsystems of the problem-solving process. In this study,
’E%ob1ems and the problem-solving process are identificd as they are pérceived by
the researchers rather than by any single group of participants such és parents,
teaehers or administrators.

In the first instance, informal interviews of véryihg lengths were conducted
with a non-restricted sample of feachers and administrators conéerning all academic
programs and administrative arcas. Eighty percent of the tqtal population of
teachers at Elmwood (N = 90) and sixty-five percent of the teachers at the "check”
school (M = 77) participated in the informal interview phase while one hundred
percent éf the population of administrators (N = 5 at each school) were questioned.
In depth, forty-five to sixty minute formal interviews were conducted with all
those teachers and administrﬁtors identified by the researchers as informal and/or
formal leaders. Document analysis (e.é., teachers' handbooks, district policy
guidelines, minutes of meetings) and direct observation (e.g., teacher;conferences,

faculty lounge, administrative meetings, classroom sessions) were also integral

componentgldf the research design. ’ 6



Joseph Mch‘ath9 identifies the hierarchica1'ordering of rescarch methodolo-
giés'with reference to control over variables as: (a) ficld studies, (b) experi-
mental studies emphasizing hypothesis testing, and (c) 1abora{ory experiments.

As a field study the rescarch design used hére is exploratory and hence, accord-

10 . . . . . .
- . 1s one in which the primary purpose is to gain

"ing to Richard Scott,
familiarity with some probiem or to achieve new ﬁnsights which can guide future
résearch." At Elmwood High we examined a series of events with the end objective
of capturing an understanding of the patternad processeé that existed in the

normal life of that brganization.]]

In order to sct the stage for this study, a hricf discussion of the analyti-

-

cal framework is in order.

A Few Key Conc pts

The beauty of open system theory is that it nicely incorporates the sound
and valuable characteristics of bureaucretic theory and social‘systems theory
while setting aside their natural tendencies toward closed system and static
properties. A static state 1is simiiar to-a still photograph in which the prop-
erties are fixed (stable) in their relationships andyset apart (closed) from their
surrounding environment. 'A dynamic state, on the other hand, can be conceptualized
as a motion picture in which the properties are in constant action over’ time.
I\Hport]2 untangled the knotty problem of switching from a static perspective
of organizatibna] structure (e.g., the line and staff chart) to a "moving" per-

. spective by visualizing structure in an organization as being composad of re-

occurring cycles of events.

An organization is structured (held together, if you will) by networks of
major and minor cyc]es.of events which are interdependent and reinforcing. At
Elmwood High, for example, a major cycle éan be seen in the patterned events of

an academic year: students enroll in the fall, the teaching-learning process is

7
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engaged, examinalions are given, grades are noted, credits are accumulated, and

finally students are promoted or they are graduated. Then the cycle begins ancuw

‘with the next fall tern.

During this yearly cycle a multitude of minor subbort cycles for sfudents,
teachers, administrators, courses, classrooms, departments and the like are
interwoven into major yearly cyc]es.l These internal major and minor cycles
Tink together to make up the entire structure of the school.: School structure

/ T
is also influenced by major cycles outside the school which include school board

elections, legislative activity, and economic trends.

~Elements of burcaucratic theory and social systein theory play valuabie roles

r

in défining the basic characteristics of behaviora]rCyc1es; ﬂForma] goals, roles,

rules, etc., of bureaucralic theory and the informal goals, vested interests, norms,

etc., of social system theory are now seen as constraints (contingencies) which ‘

shape the patterning of cvents which make up each cycle. For example, the formal
rules tell tecachers such things as when to arrive at Elmwood High, when to stand

in the hall and monitor student movement, and when to go hgme. The informal social

i

system norms tell the teacher such things as when she really has-to arrive on

campus, how to trade duties with other teachers, and when it islsafo to go home
early. The cycles change when thie contingencies which make them Qp change.
Another consideration in describing schools is the acknowledgement that
problem solviny for schools takes place in an atmospheré_yhich must incorporate
simultaneously bureaucratic needs fdr a rational, predictable, controlled and
efficient environmént along with "professional®” neéds for an autonomdys, spon-
tanéous, creative, and flexible environment= To differing degre¢s a;specific
category of organization such as universities, hospitals, research institutes,
and schools face this unique issue of problem solving in the context of cadre

of professionals working in a formal organizational setting.]3

8
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Viewing schools as a network of interlacing cycles of events allaws one to
conceptualize a probiem-solving cycle which is contingent on environmental needs
and demands and sensitive to the constraints (contingencies) imposed by major

and minor bzhavioral cycles. The next section will describe the problem-solving

cycle as it was seen at Elmwood High.

The Problem Solving Cycle

‘As an overview of the findings, scven key stages were identified in-the

problem-solving cycle at Elmwood High (see Figure 1).

\ - Insert Figure 1 about here

;- ' —

The basic stages in the process wore identified as follows:

Problem recognition stage

Problcm screening stage

Problem distribution stage

Decision-making stage , .
Decision implementation stage ‘ , z
Feedback stage

Problem resolution or renéwal stage

~Noyor s wnNo -~

A problem emerges as a growing tension somewhere inside or on the boundary
of the school. In the problem recognition‘stagei the environment is identified
as turbulent, or potentially so, and the orgaqization attempts to buifer (screen)
itself from decisional activity if pbssib]e. The next stage is activated when
 buffering attempts fail or are vo1unt§ri1y suspended. A decision must now be
made. Therefore, the following step deals with decisidna] management, and a key
feature is the distribution of decisional responsibi]itylto bne of several centers
of power (formal or informal) which form the basis of decisional jurisdictions
in the school. Theldecisiona1 Jurisdiction maintaineavby teachers and that main;
tained by administrators is contingent on a number of organizational factoré which

will be examined later.. 9



An outcone of the problem-solving activity by teachers and/of adminispraiors
is a decision. However, making decisions and carrying them out are two ditferent
processes and the Tina] results do not always match the initial expectations or
intentions.

The next stage surrounds the feedback process. If the actions taken in the
decision-making and implementation stages neutralize or sufficiently rcduce the
tension to acceptahie lTevels, the cycle terminates and the problem is considered
so]véd. The school than rcdirécts its.cnergy to other problems. Howevcr,.if
the Tevel of tension remains high due to such things as unanticipated conscquences
of the decision or improper impiementation, then the problem-solving cycle begins

~

anew.

Now that the besic ?tages of {he prob]cm-so]ving cycle haéqﬁpeon outlined
as they were igentified gt E]mﬁood.High, the various components and contingencies
that shaped them will be; discussed. The first research question was, what is the
nature of events that iJitiage the problem-solving process?

Problem Recognition

. Within the context of a tension management model, an issue vecomes a problem
to be treated when it surpasses some ill-defined tolerance levels built in the
organization -- not unlike that point when an individual makes a choice to take

an aspiring to treat a growing headache. Emery and Trust]4

f]]usffate‘this con-
- dition as the organizéfiona] environment moving from placid to turbU]eﬁt. At
Elmwood High the school personnel {administrators and/or teachers) usually found
themselves at the beginning stages of the problem-solving process when they en-
countered an expectation (in a range from weak to strong) that something in the
scﬁoo] needed to be changed (dropped, added,-modified). Recognition expressions
continually emerged in the intervicw sessions, such as, "it hit the fan," or

"parents kept coming in here and complaining,” er "the higher ups deemed it

necessary," or "they kept sticking their noses in."

10



A

The data patterns reveal that the tension was generated from both external
(e.g., parents, central office, teachers' association) and internal (c.g.,
students, teachers, administrators) sources. The school  personnel were acuto]j
aware that life could be made miserable if ahy one:of these groups got upset
becaUéé each saw itself as a legitinate stockholder in the school. Because
participants in the 1ife of the school had their own investments ("I've taught
here for twelve ycars,"/"1 know my field"), and vested interests ("we need smaller
c]asées,"/"our salaries are not high enough,"/"vie necd more resources"), and
because.conflicting opinions é]ways existoé about "what ﬁeeds to bte changed
around here," Elmwood High was never found wanting for prob]omé to solve. However,
as the next sectioﬁ points out, an erganizational buffer acting as a screeniné
device-first had to be penetrated béfqré prob]em—so]ving encrgy would be expended.
The next question to address, thercfore, was how does the o;ganization screen out

problems it does not care to treat?

1

»

The Organizational Buffer

Buffering out (séreening) tension was nof an accidental or hapﬁdzard aﬁtivity,
but a conscious effort on the part of both administrators and teachers to be
selective in .the number and kind of issues which activated the problem-solving cycle.

o a ,
To do othefwise would have choked the school with an overload of petty, impractical,
at tfﬁcs improper, and frequently impossible petitions for change. The(buffer
acting as an opérétiona] screening devicé,‘revoa1ed itself in five bésic strate-
gies used by school personnel when confronting an énvigonmental tension demanding

attention.

Buffer #1, No Jurisdiction: The administrators of the school tended to serve

as the lightning rod on issues of complaint. One strategy'frequont1y observed
at Elmwood High was to disclaim any authority to act; a "there is nothing I can

do" posture. A parent calls to complain about students smoking pot in a house.

11



10.
across the street; "that is really a police matter." A parent is upset over a
Tow grade given in a cours2; "grades are legally nol within my power to change.”
A teacher worries about & student who is having family problems; "that is out

of my reaim of authority." Teachers would often doflect petitions with, "you

should go sce the principal.”

Buffer #2, Strategic Catharsic: A second strategy is to allow the complainer

to "talk it out.” This tactic, as the principal exp]ained,/}s to ﬁmake (parents)

’

feel better and restore (their) confidence in the schooling process." I com-

!

plainers are given a way of "letting off stezm” their problem often scems smaller

- and they do not pursuc the:.

: -~ Buffer #3, Strategic Stalling: A third stratcgyiresu115 from consciously or
., unconsciously assigning a problem such @ low priority that it“never gets achd
upon and, as‘numePOUs teachers put it, "dies a matural death." .issues can also
be sent to a committee for study ana never be heard from aguain, or a decision to
act can bz made and then crumble in an atmosphere of "you do it -- no, you do it,"

and then no one does it.

Buffer #4, Strateqic Ignoring: Some issucs are better off to “just let them

lie," many of the school personnel pointed out. The expectation is that the prob-

Tem will go away. Also, to call attention to an issue, such as specific teachers
not properly using homeroom period for counseling or leaving the campus too early,
can frequently cause more and even greater problems.

Buffer 55, Mutual Reinforcement: Within Elmwood High therc are norms which

work as protective shields behind which the thrust of a chalienge can be thwarted.
Administrators,.for example, are expected to back up their teachers, particu]ar]y

in areas of instructioral and curricular management. Parental challenges, such

as, "Mrs. X has obviously shown éhé cannot handle that class" or "and we all know
the lack of reé]]y superior teachers in that department" are met.with administrative

reassurance of the professional competence of the staff. Also, certain decisions
o 12
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with respect to budget were reserved for teachers .and administrators with 1ittle

input by parents.

Teacheré, too, were protective of the professicnal rights of fellow teachers.
Rarely did we record‘statements'in which teachers openly criticized the profes-
sional performance of co]]eagues;

i In short, bufferiné is a combination of techniques used by teachers and
administrators which serve a gate keeping function in the problem-solving process.
From an organizational point of view, initiating'some {form of écroeniné process
is a necessaryvpractico.'.However, the buffer is often removed willingly by school
personnel whén they wish to treat a specific prob]om. The buffer can also be
penetrated forcefully by internal and external pressures, requiring school per-
sonnel to tackle a problem which they would rather overlook. The research question

becomes, under what conditions is the buffer penetrated?

f@gy&rating«the'Buﬂﬁg[
After analyzing the data, the rescarchers identified five major patterns
through which the buffering devices tended to prove ineffective.

(a) Intermittent Renewal Pattern: Sometimes the tension surrounding an issuc

would refuse to die and repcatedly rise up seoking.yet another hearing. Elnwood
teachers, for example, waged a continuous, low keyed struggle with administrators
to attain more significant participation in such issuessas the se]ectionhof depart-
ment chairmen, registration procedures, class size, course adoptions, and budget

allocations.

(b) Crisis Management: Crisis conditions generated from inside or outside the
school, such as a racial conflict or a group offparents or teachers going to the
school board, would immediately penetrate the scigening device. As one teacher
suggested, "teachers or irate parents,‘at times,~can makg an awful Tot of noise

if the issuc is important enough. It's hard for administrators to ignore us."

13



(c) CenfrdTNOiiigg Directives: Although tﬁo'schoo1 personnel freguently
screened ouf "suggestiOng" made by the coﬁtra1 office personnel, when directives i
arrived backed by schoo]'béard policy or state law, the buffer was quickly
broached. A]so, parental requests obtaining sanction from central office

officials gcnera]]y.trigggred problem-solving activity.

(d) Identifying the Soft Spo: Pattern: The‘buffor.surrounding school decisi?p-
making was not equa]]yinmer&éab]e at all points. At times a group wishing.to
achieve soiwe form of change in the school would appeal to one group after another
until it could bbtain a favorable hearing and acquire a strong sponsor. A group
of studcﬁts, for éxamp]e, who wanted a course offered in Cultures of the Orient
found a deaf ear when they approached/some teachers but later obtained an ally
in the administrator who then successfully argued their case.

(e) Voluntary Removal of the Buffer: The teachers and/or administrators
oftentimes decided voluntarily to take nn and solve a problem because it appeared
to be in the best interests of the school. The organizational climate at Elmwood
High School appeared to be quite healthy as.indicated by a willingness to respond
frequently to the need for change. |

Following the penetration of the buffer, the complex process of making a
decision began. The next question became, how.is the problem-solving process

managed in the pawer environment of the school?

Decisional Management
The model depicted in Figure 1 q]lustrates that after penctrating the buffer,
~ decision-making activity occurs as a single problem-solving cycle or reoccurs in
mglﬁjplg@gygjg§_unti1 the environmental tension is reduced to tolerable levels
. “and the problem is considered solved. Typically, one of three possible cyclical
patterns was initiated when the problem-solving process was triggored.' Within
each pattern the decision-making responsﬁbi]ity was assuned by a center of power
which, in turn, made a decision dosignod to promote problem resolution.

i
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Distribution to quéponQQnt Power Centers

The most clearly identifiable cycle of decision-making occurred when a
problem fell within Qné %f the generally understood and accepted "spheres of

15 "decisional jurisdictiohs,f]6

influence," or "decisional zones,"]7 as they
have been referrod to in the'1iteraturc.b (Here these three will be used inter-
changeably.) At E1maood High School the administratof%-he]d jurisdiction over
certain types of issues while teachers held jurisdiction over others. The
existence of these semi-autonomous spheres of influence made it possible for the
schcol to support simu]faneous]& two very dissimilar decisional environments
essential in the éducationa] brganization: a rational, formal, programmed
ervironment for the burcaucratic needs of the organization and a more creative,
f]exibTe, informal environment for\instructional demands . '

The tecachers and administrators were quite clear about the Timits of their
own sphere of influence. Regarding specific types of problem issues, the inter-
view data revealed consistenty about "how we do things around here," and "there

are. few surprises." Individual teachers, for example, have a high degree of dis-

.cretion and control over their classroon teaching-learning environment, instruc-

tional assignments, content of the curriculum, student ova]uatfons, and in-class
discipline.

_ Administrators, on the other hand, are clearly zoned control over caipus
discipline, relations with cxternal centars of power, classified employment,
budget control over fixed cost items, probationary teacher evaluation, and con-
troversial curricular items. Our observations are not inconsistent with Dan
Lortie's]8 when he observes that the teacher's immersion in todéhing tasks and
her relative indifference to school-wida organizational affairs sets the basis
for decisional zoning. It is significant to note that the zoning process plays
an important role in laying the basis of predictability between teachers and admin-

istrators and therefore functions as a conflict reduction mechanism.

15
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At Elmwood High the administrators and teachers placed 1ihits on intrusions
of the other into their perceived domain. .Fof example, speaking for many of the
same mind, one-educator explained that teachers get very "uptight over eéxtremely
large class loads and will usually make life miserable for the principal if it
. happens." The principal, in this case, knows that he had rcached his limit; not
legally, but as far as compatible working relationships allow.

In short, after a prob{em has ‘penetrated the buffor; it may fall within one
of the accepted decisional jurisdictions of either teachers or édministrators.
The decision-making authority ofAE1mwood teachers and adiministrators was confined,
theq, by formal and informal norms and traditions which stipulated which indi-
viduals would treat which problem issues the first time they surface as a point

of tension.

"Within each sphere of influence there were also collective (group) centers
of power. Groups as opposed to individuals took on the doc{sion as it fell within
their jurisdiétion. Teacher groups (e.g., curriculum cqunci], deparfmenta]
comﬁittees), for example, handled departmental testing, book se]ectibhs (vithin
a state approved list), and departmental supplies with rare interference from
administ}ators, district officials, or parents.

Administrator groups decided on suspensions, student activity restfictions,
many budgeting matters, and most campus regulations. This patgern usually 1in-
volved formally constituted grouﬁs within the school as well as Part%cipation on

-
the part of external centers of power such as those reprosentodqby the parent ad-

t
'

/

visory comnittee and other community groups.

Distribution to "Contested" Power Centers

As Figure 1 illustrates, at Elmwood High there was an area of overlap between

the spheres of influence where clear hegemony to decide issues was unclear, thus

1o



creating a condition of "contested jurisd'iction."‘]9 Within this "contested
sphere" administrators and teachers at times shared the responsibility and work,

but at times they competed fgr decisional advantage through the use of numerous
stratagehs. |
For example, administrators at times maneuvered for an upper hand through
“their control of scarce résources, such as funds for extra supplies or financial
support to attend a conference. Teachers also Qscd various stratagems to gain
decisional advantage. Some of these included padding budget requests, forming
coalitions to back a direct confrontation, appca]ing to their own expertise as
the most knowledgéable on the issue, or threatening to call in the teachers'
association. '
In examining the data focusing on this contested jurisdiction, the research-
ers discovered that therc were few formal<rulés giving it structure. Such rules
would have had an impact on the classroom environment which everyone usually tried

to avoid. The chief means of establishing a degree of understanding, direction,

and order in this contested zone was through agreements based on informal negotiations.

An informal ncgotiation points toward attaining an agreement-betweeh adminis-
trators and teachgrs (oftentimes central office officials, parents and stuacents
as well) on how a particular problem should be handled. The researchers observed
school personnel negotiating in groups of all sizes (e.g., one-on-one, small groups,:
large assciblies), in all corners of the campus (e.g., classrooms, principal's
office, tennié courts, faculty lounge), at all times of tholday.

Megotiations covered the full range of prob]ems_that'fa11 within the contested
zone, some of which were trivial and others compelling. For example, teachers
negotiated with adﬁinistrators for more discretion in ordering instructional
materials, obtaining different room assignments, or securing new committee appoint-

_ments; administrators negotiated with teachers for increased vigilance in the

halls; administrators and teachers.negotiated with parents for increased

Q : 17
ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



16.

participation in school affairs or more patience and understanding with school

academic programs. : N \
Within the relatively unique professiona]/bureaucrafic environmental mix

of the school, giving direct orders (c.g., administrator to teacher, parent to

administrator) was not at all appropriate. Instead, the on-going negotiation

process served to bridge the gap between the two environments with the result of

determining what was to be done, when it was to be donq; and who was to do it.

In other words, the vast network of negotiations continually going on brought an

aq\cptab1o degree of order and stability to a contested zone and thus facilitated

the task nf "getting through the day." /

\ Somewhat parallel to the management problem found in the school setting is
thé‘hospita] setting which also maintains a contested zone between the adminis-
trators and the professionals. On this subject Strauss, et. a].,ZO writo-

The hospital can be v1sua1120d as a place where numerous agrecments’

are continually being terminated or forgotten, but also as continually

being established, rencwed, reviewed, revoked, revised. Hence, at any

‘moment those that are in effect are considerably different from tho»e

that were or 'will be.
In 2 similar manner, at Elmwood High the anertainiics of decisional control were
only temporarily abated through informa],‘interporsonéT negotiations since the
unpredictable nature of this domain éompe]Ted teachers and administrators to con-
stantly shift their energies to other problems and conflicts. tience, as problcms
vould arise a network of informal negotiations would be spun around them until
an acceptable agreement on what to do 2mergod. ~The next time a similar problem
arose, a different solution would often be negotiated.

Whether or not a second or even third or fourth cycle is called for is depen-

dent on the imbTomentation and outcome of the negotiated decision which embrges‘from

the contested zone.

18



17.

Implementation and Feedback

" After decision-making responsibility is distributed to a center of power
and a decisiaqn is made, the implementation stage is initiated. More often than

not the successive stages illustrated in Figure 1, including implementation, would
I .

. be navigated safely by the aducators at Elmwood High and the problem would sink

from sight. Tha; is, after a decision on what to do emerged, the implementation
3

would take place §nd the outcome would become knouﬁ to interested parties. If
feedback was posiéfve or if no.feodback at all“came in, the tension initiating .
the cycle had beeH neutralized and the prbb]em'solved. A C
However, at times .the swift and speady dispatch of prob]ohéfthrough a single
cycle was not at all easy. At E]mwoqd High we observed that makiﬁg;a decision and

carrying it out were two altogether different processes. Lack of information,

time, interest, and resources oftcn made the latter immeasurably more difficult

i

- than the former. As a result, the end product of a decision often had-only the

vaguest resemblance to the decision itself. Ba]dridgezy comments on this difficulty:

We have said that the concept of 'decision-making' is a delusion.

~Decisions are not really made; instead, they come unstuck, are
reversed, get unmade during the execution, or lose their impact
as powerful po]itica]'groups fight them. In real 1ife decisions
go round and round in circies, and the best one can hope for in
the political battle is a teiporary win.

As a consequence of the lack of fide]ity between the decision and the imple-

mentation of that decision, the consequences (often unat1c10aLed) sometimes did

‘Tittle to reduce the tensmon which wvas Lhc source of the problem in the first place.

At times minority group students, parents’ or teachers were quick to reg1ster

their protest at what was being offered aé a so]ut1on to thein problem. Often

they liked neither the decision nor the execut1on. At times they liked the de-

cision but the implementation did not satisfy them. In any case, the problem did
not go away. N

As Figure 1 illustrates, when the tension that initiates a problem is not

significantly diminished after the first run-through of the problem-solving cycle,

19
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~a second cycle is triggered. At Elmwood High a measure of the intensity of the

continuing tension was whether or not it cou]d penetrate the buffer a second
(or a third or fourth) time. A1 problems had to re-penetrate the buffer during
each additioné]_cyc]e. At Elmwood High the problem distribution stage differed
notably the éeéénd time due to the experience gained about why the school per-
sonnel did not succeed on the first attempt. At times the same individual or
groub would retain decisional jurisdiction, but this time after gathering much
additional information. Typica]]y; when a group was involved it would be re-
constituted to include, in various combinétions, a broader range of participants,
specific representation from individuals or groups who repre;ent dissident voices,
a higher level of expertise, a move extensive involvement of opjnion leaders or
power brokers, and an elimination of disinterested parties. .

Similar to the first cycle run-through, after the decision had been madé,
an implementation stage would take place followed by the feedback phase. Some-
timesiprob1ems would cease to exist after the first or second cycles, but fre-
quently‘many cyc1es vere required. Thus, based on the specific decision and/or
the implementation of that decision, positive or negative feedback flows back to
the ;choo] from the source of the original tension. (e.g., parents, central office,
teachers, students, admihistrators). Positive féedback suggests that the tensibn
has been nehtra]ized or disso]vee, but ncgative feedback informs the school per-

sonne]‘that‘an additional cycle of decision-making is advisable.

Concluding Comments

No argument is being made here that the decision-making model which emerged

" at Elmwood High could be transferred wholesale to anothér educational setting.

tTybica]]y, an organizational model dealing with something like decision-making

is made up of content elements (what is decided) and process elements (the way it

is decided). Our argument is that a similar cyclical process with similar stages

would be found in other high schools if an open system/contingency theory

20
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perspective was used in the process af data gathering and analysis. In other
words, researchers would find a single or multiple cyclical problem-solving
process which incorporates the elements of a screening device, a‘powor eﬁviron—
ment, spheres of inf]yeﬁce, a contested zone, a negotiated order; an implementa-
tion stage, a feedback process, and an'entire~network of contingencies which
help in detefmining what direction the decision may turn at any given stage.

In the final section of this paper a set of propositions are gencrated which
viere ‘extracted from the study at Elmwood High School. These propositions are

offered for further testing in other settings using other methodologies.

Propositions

The following propositions on problem solving emerged from the data of the

study at Elmwood High School:

1. Major Proposition: The problem-solving process comes in the form of

a cycle of events in which a solution is pursued that will rolcstablish
- an acceptable equilibrium with the environment.

2. Major Proposition: Uhen tension emerges in the external or internal

[ 4

environment of a school, a problem-solving process will be initiated

to-e]iminate that tension.

3. ngdr Proposition: An organization can respond only to a Timited

number of tensions emerging from the environment (external or internal),
therefore, it wi11’erect a buffering device to screen (e.g., reject,
delay, prioritize) those issues which trigger the problem-solving process.

4. Major Proposition: Once a problem penofrates the organizational buffer

and enters the power environment of the school, it will flow to a center
of authority which has decisional jurisdiction over the specific issue

presented.
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4.1. Minor Proposition: When the problem concerns classroom

related issues such as the organization of the teaching-
learning environment, classroom working conditions, or
departmental functioning, teacher centers of power will
assume basic control over the issues.

4.2. Minor Proposition: When the problem concerns schoolwide

issues such as the total school budget, conformance to

legal standards, campus security, the school image as secn

by significént others, or a balanced total school curriculum,
then predominantly administrative centers of power will have

significantly greater decision-making "discretion and control

than teachers.

5. Major Proposition: Vhen a problem flous to an area of contested

jurisdicfion, an informal. negotiation process will develop to arrive
at a decision acceptable to the partieS'most'directly‘invo]ved.

5.1. Minor Proposition: The informal negotiation process be-.

twean teachers and managers is necessary to establish a work-
ing bridge between the rational, programmed, standardized
environment of administration and the creative, flexible,

spontaneous environment of teachirg-learning. !

6. Major Proposition: When there are limited time commitments or re-
strictions which must be followied closely, the decisional activity
fs likely to be confined to specific, formelly designated centers
of powver.

"6.1. Minor Proposition: When managers encroach upon the domain

of teachers, the teachers will resist the interventions

through the app]fcation of informal defense mechanisms.
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6.2. Minor Proposition: When teachers encroach upon the decision-
making domain of managers, the managers will resist the inter-
ventions through the application of formal defense mechanisms.

7. Major Proposition: The greater the negative feedback resulting from
'

the outcome of a decision, the greater the probability that a second

cycle will be triggered.

8. Major Proposition: The more controversial a problem, the greater the

probability that additional cycles will ensue.

9. Major Proposition: When the implementation of a decision is not

faithth'to thé decision itself, the greater the probabi]ity that
additional cycles will ensue.-

10. Major Proposition: When additional problem-solving cycles are necessary,

the center of power which makes the choice will expand to include re-
-presentation among dissident pérties, a higher level of expertise %nd
information, and additional opinion-leaders.
in short, this paper has attempted to give definition to the problem-solving
proeess at E]mwood High Schoo1'a§ a cyc]o:of events. The cycle of events contains
numerous stages where the problem can.be défiected in any numBer of directions |
~depending upon the various contingencies surrounding the sitﬁation. As such, the
problem~-solving process is often unpredictable. The 1aék of predictability is
especially true for those types of problems which penetrate the buffer and fall
in a “contested” decisian-making jurisdiction. For thbse problems ﬁhich_fa]] in
~ noncontested decis%on—makingfjurisdictions, the process of problem solving seems
to be more predictable because fewer contingencies are present.
This portrayal of the problem-solving process differs considerably from
.that depicted in the burcaucratic or social system modes1 which are used as con-
ceptual frameworks so often in the education literature. Our belief is that con-

tinued investigation of problem solving using the open system and contingency theory

models will give us an even clearer understanding of the operation of schools.
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