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The Role of Advisory Committees in
School Decision Making

- John Shadgett
University of Central Florida

\A Synopsis)




Eyblgc education is based on the premise that the schools really belong
to the people and as such, function as integrgl parts of the culture and the
community. The schools should serve as the psychological as well as the
sociological institution in the community through its interwoven activities
and functions of educating youth and the community. The school as no other
organic iﬁstitution requires the cOOpération of all othérs in tﬁe community
in order to comé close to the goals of developing meaningful educational
programs.. Indeed, the citizens.of the coﬁmunity have an obligatiom to
. supplement the'pfofessional appraisals of education by helping to identify
needs and then to help resolve issues and problems.

""The schools belong to the péople seems.to be heard consistently across
the land and few woui@'hrgue with it. However, when put to the test at the
point where it is really meaningful, 4t tends to fade as a viable operational
concept; ‘ |

Citizens created the schéol and the schools belgng to them. Phblic
:édﬁcétiohiisvstill being paid for by the people. But the control of education
has not remained with the people. In reality, the control of public education
has genérhlly.shifted over to management. Now this management includes the
. legislature, and other state level political forces suéh as the state board
"of education and state depértments of.educa&%pn, the local school,boa;d and
the profeésional educational leaders at the district and school levels--not
to mention the federal government and the state and federal court systems.
All of these layers of "school management'" get their licks in to educational
'decisién making and problem solving before the parents and citizens can get
involved. These givens must be considered and reckoned with before we can
attempt téﬁstudy the role of citizens participation in school décision.

A philosophical basis for undergoing an investigation is very often as

important as the actual study itself. My interest in this area h-s been
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arouSﬁg for some time now as public education is being called to heel in |
getting citizens back into the school and more especially, getting citizeng

.to once again support education. One of the ironies of this situation is

that citizens have primarily left the interest.and support of the school

because their input was not acknowlgdged, sougut, or accepted during these

last twenty-five to thirty-five years and mostly owing to the fact that 'the . .
very important decisions in public schools are made by the higher echlons
such as the coutts, legislatures a;d others mentioned before. ‘However, in

a movement to correct this great Amerfican dilemma, the local school boards

aud individual schools are asked to handle the problem, As all of us know

now the wide spfead accountability legislation across the nation is a mani-
festation of this '"getting the schools back into the ‘hands of the people’.-

* The recent movement of citizens.participation_in‘the schools is in fact a
'major component of accountability emphasis.

So what is happening acroés the nation is a general movement in activities
géared toward resurrecting a reasonable trust level between the school and
citizens. Follbwing the tremendous upheaval during the 60's at all levels
of education as well as the pretentibus questioning of significance aﬁd
relevance of schooling in the 70's, we find for example, in 1972, legisldtion
in California linking early childhood education to school advisory committees.
Florida followed in 1973 with legislation mandéting school advisory committees.
In 1977 South Carolina assumed the,same‘pattern and mandated citizens groups
in school decision making. The Florida law made it optibnal at the local-
level for either a district wide citizen group or 1ndividual.échoo]‘advisory
groups. The intenﬁ was rather pointed in the Florida law régardiﬁg the
expected outcomes and most lgcal school boards initiated bofh the district
vide as well as the individual school committees.

‘The history of parent or citizen advisory committees has been a success

story over the past half century in the areas of vocational education and is
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makini great astrides in uccupational and career education. There appears

to be iittle rol: conflict between and am;ng school management personnel and °
the consuwer/participant in these aregs_of inierest. I think we shall see
when looking at the researéL in other more mainst}eéming.general education
programs that the symbiotié relgtionship aud the.necessary confidence and
Efust levels have not shared the game acceptance. It seems thatlgple cdnfpsibn

and conflict’ emerge when general education management encounters general

“ citizen,

-

‘Since the early 70's and the mandatory legislation requiring citizen
participation in the schools, there has been a ;a;r amount of research and
writings regardiné this aspect of education. A‘number of doctogal disserta-
tions have kept pace with initial ;ctivities. All thése treatments have begn
. valuable in tracing the mo;;ment up to the present time. My interest in
the area has been fécused on the extent of quality involvement of”citiiens .

. in participation and especially the éharing of decision making into the

core of significant and important aspects of the school's operation.
S
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Desl.g.r';k ‘ i .

-
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‘The design of this p;bject was to obtain heavy response from two large
school districts in Central Florida; These aistriéts were known to have a
commitment to utilizing local school advisory committees. One h?lf of the
schools in these dis:ricts were included in the study. This amounted to 77
schools which included half of all tﬁgﬁapgﬁentary, Jjunior high, ana senior
high schools in the districts. The principals frpm these schools were surveyed
as well as the chairman of the LSAC.from each of these schools. The chairmen

received their surveys at their home address.



The Survei ’ . ,

4
The survey included two instruments. Both questionnaires were

Ly

identical so far as the activities to be evaluated were concerned. The

-

‘differerce between the two were in how they were to be responded to. The

first questionnaire was seeking to determine the extent of inVolvement in

the activities on a three point scale. and the second questionnaire was seeking

~

the effectiveness level of involvement_as Pewceived by the respondent. The

second questionnaire had a six point‘choice scale from'very effective to
very ineffective. So in essence, we were asking respondents, to what extent
were advisory committee members involved and Just how effective were they

in the involvement. In other words, did they perceive themselves as realiv
making a difference in the'decision'making process of each activity and
',conversely, did principals perceive advisory personnel as,makiné imporeant

decisionsvin school matters. »

(4
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The Tnstruments )
L 2

d

The eight rungs ou the  ladder of citizen parzicipation by Sherr& )
Atnstéin has been utilized to establish the hierarchial level of the fourteen
activities used in khe questionnaire activities. Activities at the top end
and bottdm end of the ladder were not included as it was felt the.mid rdnge

.and upper mid range would be the arena of interest hera (T/P 1). The items,

were adjudged to be distributed over the range thusly (overly on T/P 1).

The fourteen items are (T/P 2 and 3). ' .

N
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For each of the advisory committee’ functions listed below, indicate your evaluation of the
extent tb which your committee has been effective (e.g., actions of the committee that have -
beert adopted or suppcrted by the principal, superintendent, school board, or community). °
Use‘the scale below to choose the number for your rating, then circle the appropriate
nuzber to ¢he right of each function listed. If your committee did neot ‘perform a func-

v tion(s), place ag X in the box to the extreme right of that function(s).
S [T 2 1
Very ) : ~ Very
- Effective. - L ' Ineffective
N - o Does
_ . , - " ! V. _Not
. : - ) ° . . . ) Apply

-

- | a. Participated in the identification of educational needs .
w4 (resource needs, surveys, etc.)? , ’ 6 5 4 3 2 1

b. Made recommendations regarding the planning, development or e
improvement of school educational programs (e.g., scurriculum
_recommendations) ? ' -

c. Participated in.the development of educational goals,

. _objectives, and program priarities? _ 6 5 4°3 .2 1

d: Assisted the school in the evaluation -of Lei aqademié
effectiveness? 3 ) . ' ’ 6 5 4 3-2 1

e. 'Partlcipatéa in the'deveid}meﬁt of policies affecting the .° , . .
interests and welfare of pupils (e.g., discipline, homework,

| grading practices, dress code, etc.)? 6 5 4 3 2 1

f£. Advised the school staff of community: feelings on important R ‘

issues (e.g., desegregation, zoning, bussing, etc.)? -1 6 5 4 3 2 1
. g. Facilitated school communication with parents and citizens . v

-~ (e.g., school-community relations)? 6 5 4 3 2 1 ‘

h. Assisted in securing the ;uppért and services of parents, .
teachers, and students (e.g., mqbiiizing public support .
for the school)? . . » - 6 5 4 3 2 1

i. Participated in the development of the annual school )
progress report? : . : 6 S 4 3 2 1

j. Made recommendations concerning rchoo’ needs (e.g., build- ) "0
ing, equipment, irstructional materials, library books)? 6 5 4 3 2 1

k. Participated in faculty meetings, in-service meetings (e.g., } : )
staff development sessions)? 6 5 4 3 2 1

1. }articipated in 1nterv1ews'for‘§acu1ty anqg staff openings? 6 S 4 3 2 11}

m. Participated in preparing and reviewing the 8chool budget? 6 5 4 3 2 1

n. Participated in deciaions on uge of the building (e.g., in !
school activities or after school activities)? - 6 5 4 3 2 1

o. Performed other functions? (please specify) © 6 S 4 3 2 1

- N | N
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: For each of the posaible advigory committee functions listed belgw, indicate -the extent e®
-* , .to which your committee has been,involved. - , foEE
. w B . ] Amount Discussed ¢ N
¢ ‘ (Check "one box for each of
. the fourteen items listed)
] _ > o, " | Very Don't |
: ! __HAS YOUR ADVISORY COUNCIL: . Much | Some | None |Know 1
' " . Al l '
g . Participated in the identification of edueational needs
' (resource needs, surveys, ett.)? % L . .
g . -, [ATT7Y . . \

b. Made recommendations regarding the planning, development ' R :
or improvement of school educational programs (e.g., - |, . :
curriculum recommendations)? . : :

o, Participated in the development of educational ‘goals, _
objectives, and<program priorities?

ki. Assisted the school in the cvaluation of {ts academic | \ "

", effectiveness? - -

ef Participated in the ,development of ‘policies affecting e
the interests and welfare of pupils (e.g., discipline, oq - -
homework, grading practices, dress code, etc.,)? o . o

f. Advisod the 'school staff of community feelings on impor- . %
tant issues (e.g., desepregation, zoningr bussing, etc.)? - s "

p) . ' )

g. Facilitated school communication with parents and P R 1
citizens (e.g., school-community relations)? A '

h. Assisted in securing the sunport and services of‘parents,
teachers, and students (e.g., mobilizing public support :
for the school)?

1, Participated in the development of the annual school ' e

, progress report? )

j. 1Made recommendations concerning school needs (e.g.,
building, equipment, instructional materials, library - -,
books) ? § )

. : |

k. Participated in faculty meetings, in-service meetings
(e.g., staff development sessions)?

1, Particinated in interviews for faculty and staff : L : TN

__openings?

m. Participated in preparing and reviewing the school
budget?

n. Participated in decisions on use of the building (e.p.,

! in school activities or after school activities)?- ' l

— '

o. Performed other functions?

: (please specify) -

[}
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The Data ] : .
" . 1o,

I Y ) l ... . ' . ¢ : .\, .
. Seventy-six percent of the overall sudrveys were retuined with 68% from

- ‘ school principals and 79% from chairpen of local school advihogy.committees.'

. * ‘The first data observéd.froq the respondents is very interesting. There

!
-

.+ was a high correlation between the respondents in terms of what activities

. ’ ‘were participated in and just how effective advisbry‘committees vere iﬁ those

_ . v ¢ ‘
S , activities. They were very consistent. The.correlation é?s .68. So everyone
seems to be in the same key. o ' °
[
. - The basic interést and concern for this study, hoﬁeyer was to measure

“the involvement of LSAC's (Local School ‘Advisory Committee¢s) in high level .
‘ - " . N .

and significant de¢ision making and to observe the ‘extent of the sharing of

Y

decision making. ‘It seems that this is the intent of mandated legislatibn -

- The development of a high level of trust leading to high leggl interaction

’

and papiihipation.

All fourteen activities in the study are certairfly important school,
functions. The intention for the inclusion of these items was to infer
(hopefully jystifiably) that reasonable parent involvement had already

beenh achieved but that .considerable in-depth participation at higher levels

. of dectsion making might be accomplished. Several activities in.thejstudy
s . . - . \'- o '. )
were selected that ‘get right to the heart of administration and acddemic’

« , prerogativeg. As-a matter of fact, several activities included fh the

study have rarely been shared with staff &r operational faculty. As a

13

side issde in this ¢or dny other similar stdﬂy, the implications are that

t
we certainly should be sharing important decision making in the schools.

r
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EIGHT RUNGS ON THE LADDER OF CITIZEN PARTICIPATI
By Sherry R. Arnstein @ '
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Analyg}s of Data

The fourteen activity items were clustered into the middle four categories

- > of-the Arnstein Ladder of Citizen'Participation. The four are shown on the

- Arnstein ladder. Four items were placed in the Partnership .category, two in

Placation, four in Consultation, and four in Informing.

The most coniistent, though negative,, among responses were at the highest

level or Partnership on the ladder: The agreement among respondents reached

"a correlation of .89’ indicating little has been shared here. This is reaily
. only gignificant in tpat most respondents seem to agree that these activities
were just beyond sharing at this point in time. “These activities included:

'kf Participation in faculty meetings and in-service.

1. Participation in interviews for faculty and staff openings.

§m. -?arcfcipation in preparing and reviewing the school budget.
and o Participation in decisions“on use of building - in school and
after school activities.

Items regarding involvement with interpreting and dispersing information
regarding school activities were perceived by-principais as being-morE'
effective citizen participation activities. Parents generally agreed that .
_they were well involved in these functions, however, they didn't feel
that these were their most effective opportunities. It appears that _ . A

_ traditionally perceived roles'came into play here. The activities which
are customary for citizens to participate in are bleeding.through here as
the proper activities fJf parents to.perform. |

Basic activities at the Informing ievel, or the lowestllevei’of items D
in the study again shared common perceptions between citizens and"pxincipals.“
These activities incldde:

b. Making recommendations for planning, development or improvement of

educational programs. 1 4




& Facilitating school-community relations.

h. Assisting in securing support of parents, teachers and students

L0

(for the schiool).

-

j. Making recommendations concerning schnol needs.
" The .extent that citizens participated in the sum of the activitie: is

n

Arather modest, cohsidering the emphasis placed upou citizen involverent. Of
the ten activities identified as those o? reasonable participation L}
citizens, 44X responded in the mid range of a Likert scale indicating some
ambivalence in participating in decision makiﬁg roles. _ R

Can we project a participating role for citizens in significant
s¢hool decision making? I think we can and must. The research in the
fieldupoints ﬁut that some headway and p:égress has Leen made thus far.
But unti{ very recently, citizens have AZ: been inveplved to any degree in
school managemeﬁt'ot?er than special areas such as vdcationai and technical
programs. Their ipvolvemen& in thege sprcial pfbgra;s'has been necessary
. ' for'adéquate functioning of the programs, kfter many years of non—citizen'
participation in regular education, it appears thgt for the welfare of
these prégrams we must make room for citizens i; educational decision making.
The resiskance thus far seems to frusér&fe and antigonize those citi;ens‘ |
attempting to lend a hand and support schools. |

There is Jittlg‘qqestion~that the recent surge of citizen involveﬁent
has éeen.§ery Qtfcbhcertin;'to.principaid and otﬁer school administrators.
In most caqés there have been very limitéd operational guideli;es from
district level administrators Qnd school boa;ds. Ofte? there have been
local:school board and state bo;rd policies which haméer the efforts ai

[

) the'loéal school level, 1If there is to be honebt‘effort in returning the
\ . ) - 7 ; .
schools to the citizens then these policies and practices must pe changed.

.The role of the administrator is changing. It seems to be coming a

cooperative activity in the community and from observations at this point,

- 15




it appears to show promise of improvement in school operations. I have
" .

seen and felt the tenseness and distance between citizens and administratora

when decision making was not shared, yet there has been a blossoming of

-

relationships in those observed ’situations where the trust level was high

and the 1nteraction was open.

Today the public is pressing for involvement 1n all our American

~

institutions and our schools are at the top of the list. A lesaening of
confidence over the past thirty olus years has brought 'us face to face with
dw;ndliog support in terms of dollars, deeds{ and support. However, of ail
the important American institutions, the schools are probably the best
suited for heavy citizen 1nvolvement.f’ |
' .The.tiﬁe 13_;1pe, and the movement has momentum. Let's welcome our
citizens into their schools and peooﬁe partoerd in‘oll decision making;

At will greatly improve our image-and I think we will like the new dynamicé

of education, -




