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lems of educativnal decision making, 1t 1s important that both
sides of this lohg-standing academic debate over decision mak-
ing in poliey analysis recerverbruad circulation and be subjected
to close scrutiny by practitioners as well as by researchers.

Most of the existing educational literature on polisy analysis
either advocates or employs the rational-comprehensive
approach to educational pohcy The reasons for this are several
and most probably ongmate ir? the bias of the academic commu-

ity towards a progressive and mtellectually based rationalism,
fhatis, the belief that reason is the- -primary source of knowledge
The allure of the rational;comprehensiye model rests in its em-
phasib upon searching out valyes and incorporating the best
knowledge available “into thé decision-making process..
Educators appear to be drawn to-a degjsion- -makirig strategy
based on the vglue of knowledge, the basic commodity of educa-
tion. Intellectually appealing, thisstrategy has sel’ious limitations
in practice: In the real world of decision makmg, the rational-
comprehensive approach is-frequently discarded or utilized only
retrospectively. Moreovér, it is, poorly suited to the organiza-
tional processes and environmental dynamics of education
where procedure frequently dominates substance. This mis-
match is, unfortunately, often ignored by proponents who prefer
intellectual clarity to the uncertainty of procedural tinkering. *

The argument ty be presented here is that incrementalism bet-
tér describes the process and parameters of decision making in
edudation. Indeed, incrementalism may serve as a'more appro-
priate strategy for applied dedision making and as a model for
teaching in educativiial pulicy making in the future. The purpuse

of this paper is tu review the concepts on incrementalism from
the available polity analysis and public administration literature
and to indicate the applicability of this knowledge to deuslgn

king in education.
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' POLICY ANALYSIS IN EDUCATIO : '
L 4 -
urr. THE CASE FOR INCREMENTALIS)M J
O ) :
e Lelia B. Helms Theory -
o Puhcy.analy sis 1s entening the terminology and practice of edu- ] Bneﬂy,‘ the traditional'moa‘bl of rational—comPrehensive deci-
¢  cahonal dedsion making inamajor way inthe 1980s. Ascompet-  sion making may be characterized by the following
aJ tion for resources increases, educational pohicy makers search for 1 Clanfication of values or objectives is distinct from and usually
o dgusion-making strategies useful in faalitating the process of ~ Prerequisite to empincal analys:s of alternative policies
sorting vutand acting upun competing needs and complex prub- 2 Tolicy formulation is therefore approached through means-ends
W jems. For masgn policy analysis appears tooffer promise as both a analysis First the ends are 1solated, then the means to achieve
\ conceptual frathework and an organizing process for introducing them are sought. ) -
' . agreater degree of manageabihty into the field of apphed educa- 3 The test of a “good” policy is that it can be shown to be the most
. tional decision making. appropriate means to desired ends. .
. Policy agalysts a\pproach problems of decisiorl making from 4 Analysis is comprehensive; every lmportant relevant factor is
' two fundamentally distinct perspectives: rational- ta}i(’:nmtoafccouhnt lied .
~ + comprehensive and incremental. This difference in approach 5. Theory is often heavily relied upon.
conditions much of the dialogue and research in the field of pol- The contrasting model of incrementalism was firsg.set forth by
' 1cy analysis. As educators seeking toapply this hiteratureto prob-  Lindblom 21 years ago It consists of eight related  attributes
. whlich combine to provide a systematic framework or strategy for

problem solving.
1 Choicesare made inagiven pohtlcal universe at the margn of the
status quo .
2 A restricted variety of policy alternatives is considered and these
“alternatives are incremental, or small, changes in the status quo
3 A restricted number of consequences are considered forany given
‘policy.
Ad]ustments are made in the objectives of policy in order to con-
form to given means of policy, lmplylng a reciprogal relatlonshlp
between ends and means.
Problems are reconstructed, or &ransformed in the course of
exploring relevant data. ¥
Analysis and eva?uatxon occur sequentlally, with the result that
policy consists of a long chain of amended choices.
Analysis and evaluation are ariented-toward remedying a nega-
. hvely percelved situation, rather than toward reaching a precons
* ceived goal.
8. Analysis and evaluation are undertaken throughout 96‘C1ety, thata
15, the locus*of these activities 1s fragmented.or disjointed.?
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The framework of incrementalism for pohcymakmg presumes
“the complexity of social p processes and the consequentimpossibil-
ity of determining in advance €xactly what the results of policy
might be. It descnbes the way in which deasions are actually
made within organizations. Incrementgl polluymakmg 15 a
strategy of decision making desxgn“exd to reflect the “give and
take” an}ongorgamzdtlonal participants. It incorporates the won-
cept of “political expediency (or partisan mutual adjustment)
where matters for discussion among organizational decisibn
makers consist pnmanly of mudifications to existing programs
rather thin of sglutions to problems mvolvmb significant
" change. It acknowledges that decision making is always cop-
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ditioned by scardity in the ke) resources of time and information
aswell as by the need to minimize risk and uncertainfy to decj-
sion maker and organization alike. Incremental pohcy makmg
also presumes the necessity and utility of feedback and the con-
sequent process s of continuous mutual adjustment by pagtici-
pants in the decision-making procgss. This responsiveness 1s a

form of tinkering whichis facilitated by operating at the margin of -

change. . )
Incrementalismencompasses three basic strategic components
for decision making in complex orgamzahopal settings. First, in
order to avod problems of goal displacement and to encourage
innovation without risking organizational survival, an incremten-
“talist decision- making strategy substitutes marginal experimen-

. tation for-a priori policy analysis and substitutes sensitivity to

feedback for coordinative planning: Second is a term coined by
Lindblom, “partisan mytuat adjustment,”* which describes the
marketlike mechanisms upon which policy coordination relies,
Coordination is gchieved ”epxphenomerﬁ!l) as the byproduct of
autonomous gfforts by various actors to achieve their objectives
thropgh ad hoc. accommedations thh other actors.” Competing
organizational decisionmakers are said “'to match the allocation
of rgsources to aggregate preferences much more satisfactonly
th{uentrally sponsored attempts to achievé coordination
thfough standardization, schedules, and plans.”s Third, 1t pro-

" vides a strategy for iInquiry and poluy development. The steps
_within this strategy are as follows.

-

1. Start with an infermed hypothesis about the system

2 On that basss, nonarbitrarily select the incremental intervention

that 1s expected to maximize utility, subject to the constraint that
whichever course of action is pursued must be reversible
3 Observe the results of the interventions to obtain data regarding
the compargtive advantages of alternative tourses of action
4 Revise the hypothes:s, or change it1f necessary.
Repeat the procedure, ba\.ktra\.kmg and pursuing an alternative
course of action if the revised theory so indicates ©
The work of Lmdblom and other:incrementalists 1s based on
twa fundamental premises about the nature of the policy process
which must be understood 1f policy apalysis 15 to be a socially
useful tool. ) .
First, understépdmg a sogial problem 15 not always necessary for
itsamelioration—a simple fact still widely overlooked.” .
Second, all analp;,wsmuomplete and.all incumplete analysis may
faikto grasp w hatturns out to be cntial to guod policy  Thechouwe
between synoptic (rational- comprghensnc’) and disjointed in; N
crementahsm

ness on the other 8 -

Inthe 21 yearsssince itsintroduction into the literature of public
admnixstrahon the incrementalist theory of detision madking
continues to be attractive as stratégy for, as well as a theory of,
decision making. It conditions the basie congeptual framework

.and teachmgstrategles in the fields of policy analysis and public

administration® as a decision-making strategy designed to pro-
duce limited, prachcable acceptable detisions. For educators it
offers some promisg of introducing a measure of manageability
into policymaking by emphasizing process over, substance and

-by recognizing that shoyt- term accommodahoné drive out long-

term soldtions. ) s

Crfteria and Circixmstanéeé for Application

The policy environment cundmorls the strategy of decisiun
making available to the policymaker. It,is argued here that the
environment and organization of educauon strongly pre-

\dlspose toward the choice of an incrémental rather than a

ﬁahona’l comprehensxve approach to decxsxon makmg in the area

~
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1s simply between ill-considered, often acc@gp(al ,,.,
- mcompleteness onone hand, and dellberate, designed incomplefo®
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of educational pulicy. The reasuns fur this should becume clear as
', the relationship between each uf the environmental an%orgdm-

zational factors weighing upon the chuice uf an incremental as

opposed to a rahonal-comprehensive $trategy 15 assessed tor -

educational policy at all levels—lotal, state and federal.

Several organizational and environmental limutations uponin-
cremental decision making have been described 1n the general
literature of policy analysis. These inelude a series of factors or

“conditions'w hich condition the utihty of applying an muremental
approach to certain categories of prublems. Those environmental
characteristics which must be assessed w hen considering the ap-
propriateness of incrementalism Wclude. threshold . or cntical
mass effects, the structurakslecompusability of the particular prob-
lem, sleepeneffets, and the issig attention cycle. Those organiza-
tional characterisics which muBbe assessed include the redun-
dancy of resources; the distribution of puwer, afnd the maturity of the
organization . The abilty of a deasion maker to integrate these fac -
tors into consideration of w hich decision-making strategy tu em-
ploy will enhdnce the quahty of the'decision actually made.

A. Threshold or Crmcal Mass Effeits
Certain types of po]xcy enterpnses have been charactenized in

) the literatuge!® which do not appear to be well adapted to incre-

mental decision strategy. These are “enterprises distinguished
by their dgman’d for comprehensive rather than incremental de:

cisions” and ’ pohcxes characterized by an mdxvxsabxhty in the -

political commitment and resources they require for success.”!!

Thissmall but significant leSS of policies'which are not condu-
cive tomo.‘remental decisions has several distinguishing features.
These include policy situations where the apphcahon of new
technologies to major, political or social problems requires a
large-scale, nisk-taking effort in order to approximate acceptable
levels of performance Policy dealing with protection for the pub-
lic’from the resultant radiation pollution in a nuclear power plant
malfunction is one example where a trial and error learning
approach to policy developmentis rtot acceptable. In such a case,
policy must be Lomprehensnely and centrally designed aganst
all the worst case scenarios. .This class of polfcy decisions is
characterized by an order of magnitude sufficient to foreclose the

“ incrementalist approach. ~

The general term threshold effects is employed to describe this
class of policy decisions. Dolicies w hich depend fur therr success
upon factors which come into play only at high levels of political
and resourcé commitment and at’ a sufficient magnitude of
change are less susceptible to.incremental. decision_making.

“Nonincremental policy pursuﬂ's are beset by organizational
thresholds oc ‘critical mass’ points closely associated with their
initiation and subsequent development.” 2

Educational policy is-characterized by few such threshold or

critical mass effects: As a well-estabhished and highly developed .

policy enterprise, education ismnot subject to many of the start-up
and critical mass effects which charactenze the development of a
few, usually new, policy areas. Nor do mest categories of educa-
tional palicy involve highlevels of immediate visible and danger-
ous risk or cqmplex networks of expensive technology in order to
function. Consequently, the impact of threshold effects upon edu-
cation is most clearly seen in the aréa of educationalinnovation at
all levels—federal, state, and local. The practical difficulty of as-

sembling a coalition sufficient to decide upon and then te imple- -

enta policy option is frequently associated with the magnitude

of the Lhange undef cunsideration. As a result existing programs
endure with varying degrees uf minpr changés. Change ocurs
margmally, usually supplementing rather than ehminating the
existing. When major change is contemplated, such as a volidher
“system fur educativn, wummunity control of schouls, or_even
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cbmplete revision of a dlstr:ct curriculum, it founders. Such
. ‘major reform programs are unable to assémble sufficient impetus ,
to overcome existing interests and inertia. It'is exceedingly dif-* -
ficult to attain the critical mass necessary for substantial change
- ineducation at any Jevel _A's chronologically and structurally ma-
ture enterprises, educatiamal organizations are precluded from
disruptive shiftsin policy. This, in part, explains the difficulty of
developm-g and implementing policies involving substantial
change in education and the bias toward an mcremental aXd‘
additive approach to pohcy v

B. Degree of Structural Decomposability of the Task
Environment .

v

The task environment to which pohcy issaddressed may re-
quire very different forms of response and decision strategies.
Some policy problems cannot be readily broken down into com-
ponent parts and consequently are responsive to rational rather
than incremental decision making. To illustrate the relationship
between task envirofiment and the problem-solving approach to

beemploydd: . : © Y
. Consider two societies, €ach endeaMa use and protect water

resources as efficently as possible. Assume that both societies are

trying to cope with an equal water-land- -population ratio and that

both confront similar dep\rees of uncertamty as to how the water re-
sources of their societies could and should be expluted. The water |
resources of one soctety,. however, are divided among many sepa-
rate watershéds, no one of which contains morepthan 10 percent of ¢
the water resources of the society asa whole In contrast, 90 percent
of the second society’s water resources arqcuncentrnted in one wa-
tershed, for example, alarge river."*

Inthis case, a strategy of incremental decision making is more
attractive and applicable in the former rather than in the latter
country. The latter faces a task environment which is far less de-
composable. Consequently, centrally cpordinated and com-
prehensive policy will provide better policy outcomes for the lat-
ter. Again, the degree of structural decomposability in the policy
envifonment s cntical in determining the appropriate strategy of
decision.

The orgamzahon and delivery of education in this coyntry is =
highly decentralized. This constitutes a broadly decomposed task
s, environment more suited to incremegtalist than rationalist

" strategies of decision making. With independently organized
levels of educational governmrent and with relatively few incen-
tivesto coordinate and centralize, education functionsin an envi-
ronment which is structurally decomposed geographically dis-
persed, and at odds with the luglc nfcompreh sive and rational
policymaking, {

" Examples of the difficdlties facing policymakers attempting to -
rationalize educational policy within_its environmental con-
straints aremyriad The task fpf federal policymakers attempting
to create incentives to coordindte or standardize some area of pol -
icy is mostdifficult The well- cumeénted elusiveness of institut-
ing meaningful programs of s I mtegratmn clearly illustrates
, the difficulties of rational policymakifig in education. Even when

/ pohcy suchas civil rights legislation, can be €vordinatedand ar-

ticulated atthe federal level of decision making, it is reinterprefed

. and dispersed in the implementation phase at the local level. At
the state and local Jevel the varieties of school district organiza-
tion and needs reduce the frcquency and utility of centralized
pohcymakmg Local control is a jealously guarded prerogative.
This independence and decentralization characterize education
far more than most policy enterpnseq and creates strong bias
towards an incremental approach to policy problems. Moreover,

it offers some insight inta the limits of federgl policymaking ef-,
fortsin public education as it is presently qtnlctured

P *
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C‘Sleeper‘Bff/cts SA -

. Sleeper effects offer a third claes of env\ron mental characteris-
tics which must be considered in assessing the utility of various
decision- makmg strategies. ! Sleeper effects appear only over-
time and usually result from a delayed reaction or from the effect
of the gradual buildup of a cassal chain. It is not the positive or

. negatwe consequences of sleéper effects but the. delay or miscu-

ing in feedback,and conqequgnt licy adaptation which are of
concern in a decision-making str_{ggy -

v Two types of sleeper effects pose difficulties for policymakers.
The first results from a long lng_ timé in Jproducing reliable feed-
back. Hére, sleeper effects mislead by appearing late and distort-

' mg the evaluation process For example, thalidomide and DES -

were approved fof general use when careful testing revealed no
harmful effects on those actually ingesting them. Insufficient
time lag'was built into the testing policy for these drugs so that
negative feedback was not available to those apprqugg the
drugs. A second category of sleeper effect is the case in which too
much feedback overwhelms the responsible decision units and

.causes policy adaptation where such changes'may be unwar-

ranted. Initial results, particularly where negative ahd volumin-
ous, can skew policy evaluation and mislead assessment.

°, The difficulty of understanding policy )impacts and.of building
‘sufficent time delay into policy evaluatiun and assessment

mechamsms 15 cémmon to all deasion strateges. It s accen-
tuated by the nature of the edutational process where both forms
of sleeper effects have exaggerated impact upon pohcymakmg
*Since both are generic, in terms of the structure and substance of
education, heither one ts susceptible to correction by employing a
specific deciston-making strategy. Education, as asocial process,
remains beyond the bounds of accurate evaluation and feedback
in many areas

,

Lonq lag tume ch‘amctcruce the assessment and evaluahon of
most educational programs The educational policy environment
leaves decision makers particularly quqceptlble to this distortioh.
Program areas as broggl.as human relations 6r as narrowly ‘de-
fined as a choice between two math curricula cannot be accu-
rately evaluated within the prachcal limits of time, cost, and re-
_ sources which constrain pullcymakmg The Jong-term seciologi-

cal, behavioral, and economic effects of such educational pro- .
grams are often only discermible in the next generation. Yet the
structure of the policymaking, qntualmn responds to the most im- .
mediate and V()I}meuus feedback for evaluation and adapta-
tion. Consequently, it is difficult to assess with accuracy and
confidence the impact of any specific educational policy and feed
that information back into the policy cycle: Beyand -the im-
mediate and controverstal direct tests ofachievement, there are

«few well-developed means to evaluate the role of education lon-

gitudjnally. It takes a gerreration m Jead time to evaluate thexm—
pact of many eduéational policy Lhangeﬁ yet, rarely, is a genera-
tion allowed before evaluation and change occur. ' .
The other f sleeper effects onsequently dominates edu*
cational p ing. Oveneaction, conditioned by too short a'.
feedback uses policy to change before results can be
meaning Asessed. THe polttical structure of education,
ticular] e lucal level, encourages feedback and often ln\$a-
tience wiq the slow natu re of the cvdf.wfeducah(m(ﬂ evalation, )
Review' of thsgried resulfs from Social programs emphasizing .
equity in educationdtinstitutions and programs reveals a pattern
of cyclical feform and frustration with only token or tangentml
evaluation. Fhe responsiveness that 1s built into the democratic
and participatory value structure of our cducahonai’qystem thus o,
miscues the eviluativn phase. Policy modifications bccyr moreas,
a result of the strycture, of the educational political process than

.
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asaresultof any intnnsic educational valae or effect. In the struc- |

ture we have created for gducation, partlcularly at the district

level, 9 ‘zoccss often Jdominates substance. Short-term issues
drive out long-term considerations. As a result, there is a struc-
tural blas towards incremental policymaking. "

D: Issue Attention Cycle Effects -
Ainal environmental component conditioning the choice of
decision strategy i is that of the issue dttention cycle.'s Pyblic opin-
ion oscillates freely within our political system by frequent]y en-
larging rapidly and then declining suddenly. As an independent
political system, education is subject to the vagaries of pub\ic
opinion. However, ""public policy is not similarly free to Jnove
smoothly along a continuum insofar as its scal€s® are con-
cerned.”’*¢ Policy responses instaad depehd upon ahumber of
orgapizational parameters, such as the yearly cycles of budgét,
personnelspntracts, and scheduling, which mold policy reac-
tions info step-wise patterns of increments or decrements. I’ohcy
ordinarily conforms to these constraints ence established. -

ProBlems arise, howev¢r, when public attention focuses on a
specific iséue or policy
the policy cycle. Atthis point the strcture of decision making by
increments is disrupted.- If major changes are to occur, thgy
emefge at such points and are by definition nonincremental.
“’Nonincremental policiés in particular must expand greatly if
they are to expand at all. Only then can theg overcome the iner-
tia, external resistance, orinternal start-up ?éobiems whichactas
barriers to policyexpansion.”V? Public attention and shifts in ex-
pectations crea:y}ls:ont"numes in policy development aswell as
opportunities for major changes.

The issue attention-policy response cycle has certain identifi-
able stages. The firstis underscaling where public concern defines

-4

a specific underserved area as important. In education, under- '
- scaling is illus

Jated by the penod from the mid 1950s to 1965 in
which a role fdr the federal government in education was slowly
defined and enacted During this period, existing policy patterns
were viewed as unsatisfactory. Pressures forchange built. How-
ever, despite publicconcern there arealways barriers to overcom-
ing the inertia or underscaling in policy response. Qne major ob-
stacleis simply “thinking small” and "thinkinggoutinely.” f}sec-
ond obstadle is that of consolidating control over those organiza-
tional operations upon which change is predicated. Both of these
‘reflect the bureaucratic tendency to prefer stability and predncta-
bility and the organizational bias tQwards incremental
policymaking. Rational- -comprehensive change requires new in-

formation and initiative as well as extensive, ccntrahzed adminis- .

trative coordination.

In order to address pubhc concern over underscaling, pohcy
planngrs must envision” major er rgdical changes, and a large
qcale of response is used to overcome threshold_effects and
start- up costs and todémonstrate urgency and purpose. Thereis
a capture point'® at this stage in which public concern must be
translated into spécific commitments of goals and resources. I

"order to capture the prerequisite, continuing, critical mass of
>

support, goals must b&set and promises made.. Emphasis upon

<alternatively, £

. ‘ ’
uvurpmnus( dkﬁnd amattamnable. Whers sold to the public ag the
means to socal equalization or mobility, educational programs
are frequently susceptible to such overscaling.- Unable to aver-
come initial effects of qocnoeconomlc.background Project Head *

*start has been forced to modify initial policy expectahons in

the struggle to maintain_a viable base and programs! The dis-
continubus nature of major ‘policy change makeg it difficult
to match organizational performance to public demand. As
hasbeen indicated, the issue attention cycle oscillates. Oncecon-
vinced that a pdlicy issue has beerr addressed, public’ interest

_~fanesand 50 does the constituency basis for..pohcy support. Un-

less the new policy.has located a steadfast political constituency
to back jts claims upon scarce resources, it is subject to sharp
discontinuitieg of contraction; 1t is frequently oversold at the be-
ginning of the dycle and incapable of fulfilling su¢h promises. Or,
nce the primary goafs are achieved, it proves dif-
ficult to susfain momentum and a base of political support for
secondary goals. “Nonincremental policy {s in essénce unstable, .
devoid of. middle ground between self-generating states of
groxv}h and decay.”™ Increméntal poficy is more Tesistant to

2 and introduce$ discontinuities into Swings in the issue attention cycle, In this stability,’it responds

more slowly in both the undersciling and overscaling stages.

Despnte this, variations in the issue attention cycle may be less”
disruptive upon educational policy than upon other policy areas.
The locus of educational decnsnw making in an mdependently
established, local, political process as well s its ongoing role in
stateand, now, federal government requires that continual atten- =
tion be dirécted toward constituency needs. Particularly at the.
Jocal level, organizational processes are in place to handle much

f this input on a daily basis and educators must constantly re-
spond to pressures generated by the pubhc Consgquently, when
major shifts in attentiondo occur, there may be less disruption in _
basic policy. The political base of education permits more sensi-
tive and continuous monitoring of and adjustment to_public
interests. Indeed, the losses in terms of gdod pohcy assessment
dueto miscuing and overwfelming feedback m'ay be offset by, the
gains duedto the relative invulnerability of educational policy to [S
the vagaries and disruptions of major swings in th issue atten-’
tion cycle Since there are few such undetected major or dram@tic
shifts in public attention to educational problems, a rational-
comprehensive apprdach to decigion making may be less useful
and can be disruptive if the resulting policy decision creates
rathes than responds to shifts in the issue attention cycle.

E. Effects of Organizationaf Redundancy < L.

Orgamzatloh:\l'l charactenstics also influence the chorce of a,, .
decision-makjng strategy. Incrementalism relies upon the pur-

" “suit of ghort- term goals by different.units in an orgamzatlon and

apon the resulting conflicts and mistakes among orgamzahonal
actors-for the refinement of policy™1t argues that the short-run
duplication of resources and effort 1s less wasteful in the long
term than is a strategy of strcam-lined decision making focusing
oy immédiate, narmwly efficient solutigns. Organizational re-
dunhdancy appears to enhance the quality of policy.2? Thus, when |
an prganizatign has a relative abundance of resources, incremen-

crisis or drama is often used in order to createsufficient mnmcnw—de(\uqmn ‘making may be preferable.

tumto beginto motivate participarits, to cootdinate policy, and to
respond to public expectations Passage of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965 was such a capture point.in

" education. The coincidence of Kennedy’s death’and Johnson’s

sKill in legiclajing Great qocwty programs joined a new palicy
approach toan 'expandud constltuency hase.

Howa.) er, once developed, rativnal-comprehensive pollcy 50-
tios frequentlyenter a third stage of ouerscaling, where’ policy
pvrfnmmncc “exceeds, poblic demand. Frcqucntl) results are

‘ ot . [
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Organvahons facing conditions of httle Qr no slack may be Iess
able to employ mcr,cmental decision strategies. “'The less redun-
dant are an organization’s resources, the,smaller the pmpomon
ofthose resources will it rationally be willing to invest in learning
processes that pr()mlqu marginal improvements in future

policies. 21 in such cases “’the sacrifice of some resources.now for °

alittle more knowledge latermay prevenfit from surviving long
enuu;,h toapply the knnwlt.‘d;,c. gmnud ‘£2Under extreme condi-
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pla nned and explicitly coordinated strategy commrttmg all avail- =,

- able resources holds out the logical possrbrlxty of success. As re-

sources diminish so does the comparahve gvantage of trialand.
error policy definition. ) TS

The decentralized structure and geographtc dispersion of
American education at the local and state level create a basic re-

_dundaney in educational organizationand program and limit ef-

" forts to coordrﬁate policy in any, rational- -comprehensive

approach. Since school districts have broadly defined recourse to

their own sources of reventie and are 1ndependent units of gov-

— - Some relationship between or;,ammtronal matunty and
. approach has been [ound althout> much work remains 't
done in this area. 2’ Prellmlnary findings substantiate- the pattern——

emment, redundancy is generic. The couirse of school districf”

consolrdahon and cooperahon testifies td the values attached to
localrsm and lndependence in education despite any, merits of
cost,—efﬁcxency or programmahc diversity. Although scarcrty and
conditions of ﬁnanczral exlge ncy do-tend to centralize*and coordi-
nate decision making to some degree, this can have only limitéd-
impact upomthe Pattern of educational decision malgag The
basic role df educatipn in society,and its direct pipeline to local tax
resources ensure rtgconlyrnuatron as one of the policy areas least
subjectto rahonal’compr pnsive approaches to pohcy

ution of Power - ‘
The usefulness of incrementalism as a’decision- makrng
strategy 1s also dependent upon the distnbution of power within
the Organization and its environment. If this strategy 1s to work
well, it religs upon the availability of a bargaining arena and the
participation of’ those ‘affected. Feedback and coordination are
ach| ed by compehhon The market mechanism which trans-
lates vd{ues and preferences into patterns of resource allocation
.or POll' utput relies on a rea,sonable;ilstnbuhon of resources
. and inputwithin the decisign-making organization. When too
much inequility of power exists, the self-correcting mechanism
of the market cManot operate very.effectively. Insofar as incre-
mental decision n%lq
upon the process of mutual ad)ustment between interested par-
ties for feedback, its effec}weness is reduced if power and access
are too unevenly distributed among.participants in the process
and if the outcome is skewe@an fayor ofthe preference of only the
powerful.23

*0
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ng is a self-adjusting strategy dependent ‘

N

v
refurm making it ncarlyﬁpuss:ble for the federal adminustrator t
impose program pnonties, those not diluted by congressxonal
ventlon canbe |gn0red during state and local lmplementatlon 2
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G Effects of Organizational Matunty
polrcy

of incremental decision strategies /ln organizations of speclﬁc
ages or levels of mafur;ty
1. The less nature an agency the ;,reater the changes in 1ts policy
* actions. The more mature an agency,.the less the changes in its
policy 2 actjons. ¢
. Asagencies get older, the magpltude of change in appropnatlons
decreases and moves trom a period of oscillation to a period of
fcceleration. This sugg@sis that youthful agencies change therr
patterns of policy astwns.rapidly and sporadically but that more
+" mature agencies settle intv a pattern in which the'zate of change in
their actions meves 1n a rather predictable and Steady direction.

As agendies get ulder, they get larger (in tepms of total personnel)
but theé magnitude of «hange decredses.?®

» PR

Agrng appears to produce srmllar organi2ational effects and
policy consequences 2” Age increases budget and personnel and
slowly creates stability of goals 1t enhances the organization’s
ability to respond skillfully to changes in the social environment
and to redefing policy areas s appropriate. Policy activity'ap-
pears to be associated with conditions of moderate tenure and
turnover. Too little turnover or very short tenure, like too high
turnover or excessive tenure, appears to resultin decreasing pol-
icy activity.?® By
ity increase relianée upon familiar strategies of incremental deci-

sion making Major policy shifts are the products of younger,

smaller, or severely threatened organrzahons, and the
decision‘making strategies of such organizations are more likely
to be rational- -comprehensive. 4

Educational arganizations, generally, are long establi¥hed.
Only in the new and the threatened or dying educational enter- '
prise can a departure from thé incremental policy pattern be dis-
cerned. Insuch casesa certarn degree of entrepreneurial behaviof

E

Several facetsof the nature and distributiof of poﬁver in educ(" is associated with those institutions which are struggling eitherto

tional organizations appear’to predispose to incrementalist
strategies in decision making: First is the basis of education as a

professioh. As prolessrdnals, teachers and administrators are -

specialists both in the nature of tt;elr knowledge and the organi-
zatiort of their\expertise. This circumscribes the poweg relation-
ship between tdacher and admmrstrator in many areas of mutual
concern ahd increases pressures for more consultative rather
than authoritarian exchanges.sThis is also evident inthe relation-'
ship between school boards and administrators where laymen
are primarily dependent upon superintendents for the flow and.
quality of information, As.a resylt, educational policy is the
product of bargairting among affected groups, Bargaining most
frequently requires incremental procedyges in order to achieve a
modicum of cpmpromise and produces incremental polrcy re-
ssults in most cases. ; Vo,

Furthermqre, as drscussed earlier, the pluralistic organization.
of instftutions ofeducahon anda délnocratic value system stress-
mgpartmpahon ensure a distribution of pqwer and access suffi-
cient to perform a véto function over major policy shifts. In this
phxrallshc approaeh, it issmuch easier to prevent major change
than to negotiateit. The result |s.that when change occurs, itis at
the margin ratherthan at fhe center of policy, As Murphy con-
cludes in his assessment of the pitfalls encoantered in imple- ’
menting Title I of the. Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

The federal system—with its dispersion of power and control—

E MC not only pérmits but encourages the evasion and dilution of federal
B . L ‘t. , "~ Fy
P

carv¢ a niche for themselves or to prevent imminent fiscal exi-
ge,ncy Forexample, new specrai district ed ucational agencies set
up to deal with ‘and coordinate problems of the handicapped
have demonstrated initiative which frequently impinges on the
traditional territorial boundaries of existing programs. Organrza-
tional requrréments are predisposed toward such major policy
shifts. In the,example of local schools, those most threatened
_with closing by declining enrollments are frequently most dpeq
“to chahge. New programs are sought in the effort to increase the
clientele and constituent base needed to ensure adequate sup-

port’in the political arena. In both cases, policy initiatives offer +

substantive rather than marginal change. Decision-making pat- |
terns aré more centrally, eoordinated and rational-

comprehensxve in such cases, in order to meet the demands of -
"age and stage” in the life cycle of an organjzation.  * .

s
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Conclusion :

Many proponents of policy analysis in education summarily
dismiss incrementalism as muddlrng through” and hnkermg
with the status quo. Instead, the promise of a rationalistic policy
analysis which deals with problems ona more complete apd sci-
entific basis is held out. To the educational armory of planning
.and system analysrs now is added the weapon of policy analysis
“in its rational-comprehensive “form. The glitter of such an

" approach would, however, appear to be predominantly injtellec-
- tual. In the practical world of sub3tantive decisions, the question

s

plication, organizational maturity and stabil®

S

e e e

¢

¥




rcmam s, "ls the general formnula for better puhcymakmg.onc of
more scxgnce and more political ambition or anewand |mpr0ved
muddlmg’ \”

" The, envtronment and organizational framework, of educa-
honal, pollcymakmg appear to be strdngly predmposed toward
fncrementalism in decision making. In other wordsithe bias to-

_ wards incrementali$m results from the underlying structfire of
the educational policy process as an effect, not a ‘cause. All
approaches to decision making are fundamentally constrained by
the decentralized, pluralistic, and politically rooted policy pro-
cess in edugation atall levels. Any effort to reconstructthe policy
process n education into the rational- -comprehensive model
must be preceded by a fundamental restructuring of the political
and economic framewerk in which that process is embedded. We
muist take care not to demand as a policy outcome that svhich is”
structurally impossible. o

For most critics og educational pohcy, ‘the-most fr(,qucnt and
basic objectiont is not to simple incremental asnalnys of incremen-
tal alternatives actually on the }5011\1531 ‘agenda, 1t is, wastead, to

. the pohtical prachcc ofchange only by increment That is to say,
the objéction 1s not to incremental analysis but to the mcremental
politics to avhich incremental analysis is mcely sutted.” " For

. edutators the key policy question remains one of ad;ustmg the
desired policy .outcomter to the structural and procédural con-
straints of a dem(b\t;cally based process. The policy problem fs

e of working with roups in such a way that their interactions

n
'C’l“ producg acceptable policy. 3! *
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lncrcmcntahsm is a relatively old and well- developed analytic
framework and strategy for decision makmg Assuch, it can pro-
vide a basis for research and teaching in the areas of educational
policy'and decision making. Tt has had little audiencé in the litera-
ture of educational administration and policy to date. I would
suggest that the theory of incrementalismyoffersa productive re-
source and strategy forthinking through policy problems in edu-*
cation. It deserves more serivus attention from practitiofiers and

searchers alike. Only at our perif can we néglect much of the

N
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ixseful information gleaned in the past#}) years about this
approach to policy. Incrementalism appears to be most suited to

> @

Ll

the basxc environmental and orgamzahonal charactgristics<of
educahonal pohcymakmg in this country.
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