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Rural Teachers and Community Schools in Alaska

,
.

In spring 1982 we asked a ransom sample of rur'l Alaska teachers'to
describe local school operations from their perspective. The 'purpose was to
collect information about local schooling, as part,pf a threeyear study'of
"Decentralized4Education in Rural Alaska," funded by the Nat.ional. Institute of
Education.

We sampled randomly one teacher-from each. rural school, and sent teachers
a survey" by mail with questions On_a wide range of tOpids. Nearly 97 percent
of teachers in the sample answered our questions, and many 'did so in consider
able'detail. We report on five topics covered in the survey: the background of,
rural teachers, teachercommunity relationships, school social climate, teach.
ers' roles in school governance, and teacherS' evaluations of rural school
conditions.

A Descriptive Profile of Rural. Teachers

In personal characteristics, Alaska's rural teachers resemble teachers
elsewhere.in the U.S, They are much different from most rural Alaska residents.
In allocation of time, Alaska's rural teachers also appear to resemble urban
school teachers in Alaska. and the,contiguous-48 states.

Background Characteristics. Teachers we sampled are from 21 to 63 years
of age, and-the average teacher is. 33 years old. An overwhelming majority--91
percent--are Caucasians; 3 percent are Alaska Natives, like the majority of
the rural population. :Slightly more women (55 percent) than men teach in rural
schools..

°

.

Few' rural _educators have taught more than 20' yeais. Most are still
relatively new to teaching, and. the. average, number of years' xperience is
seven. A small minority have- spent tuch time at the Scho 1 where they

currently teach: 55 percent had taught there less than two. yearsi, and only 15
percent had taught at the same school for.more than seven years.

Few _respondents repo ed. they had held jobs in education other than
classroOm teaching. Of .the the:largest number worked as. teachers' aides, or.
in administration, coordination, and counselling. Mdst had some experiende in
fields other:. than education, in managerial and clerical or sales capacities.

Rural Alaska teachers are newcomers to Alapka and to rural regions 'in
comparison to most residents. Four percent (13) were born in the state, add)
only 5 percent (16)took their baccalaureate degrees in Alaska. The largest
number graduated from Pacific coast, intermontane, and northern states=



Oregon, Washington, "California, Coldrado, Maine, and Minnesota. In extent

'education and in degree field, rural Alaska teachers are not greatly different

fromother U.S.. teachers.

Teachers have lived in rural AlaSka an average of three years. Howeyer, a

majority- (57 percent) have Wicked in non-Anglp cultures, including. native.

American communities outside Alaska, minority Black and Hispanid `communities.

Thus, many new teachers have training relevant to therural'Araska experience`.'
J.

Allocation of Time. We asked rural teachers how :they divided their time
.

among various tasks. Generally, self7reports are not the 'best way to measure".,

job activity. But we had the chance to observe teachers_ in 29 communities in

1982. These observations tended to confirm what teachers had to say:

Classroom instruction was the area of. greatest achVity,)witl$ the average.,

teacher .spending approximately 30 hours in class during the, typical week.

Planning for.classes, .record keeping, and similar tasks absorbed approximately

10 hours of the average teacher's time.- Supervising teachers'' aides and

classified staff .was `less time consuming, taking four hours .of the typical

week. Meeting.parents to discuss students' progress-took at.hoUr a week on the

average. Other activitiesadmihistrative duties, counselling, program develop-

meet, maintenance concerns, meetings with boards and committees--were mentioned

by less than 10 percent of the,re4pondents (see Figure 1). School size and

teacher tenure seemed to have litae impact on how rural teachers-allocated

their time, But pciition of respondent did make a Aifference. Thirty-five of

the members of the sample were from one-teacher schools, and they had

administrative duties as principal-teachers.

Figure 1.
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Teaohers' Community Relationships

In most rural, Alaska communities,' teachers are_ an ethnic minority.
Whethero they adapt to' the community is thus a matter, of.local and statewide
concern, and pit influences ,pdblic policy deliberationsonducation. Two sets
Of questions on the survey provided'information on the linkages betweel
'teachers and communitiest,direct contacts with, parents related to-the/schooi, °'

,...

and teachers' community activities. In general, the data .preserit two pictures.
of teacher community relationships. About half of .the teachers are tightly
connected to parents and communipyi the other-half are loosely oonnected'to
(and in some cases estranged from) the commUniiY.

. . .,;-/ .

Threefourths of the teachers in the sample reported they'knew all the,
parents of their students, while a very smalL number .(3 percene) repOrted they
knew only "a few." .New- teachers .and those in,lqrge,,' Schools were far less

likely to know al? or most (Parents than were veteran and small' school
teachers.. 'XWe defined !'new" teachers as those who have taught one year or less
in the community. Onethird of,the respondents fit thiS definition in the 1982
survey.) .

.
, .0 '.r v,
-
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Nearly twothirds
.

of the teachers said they Mrer.e '''invited 'to parents'

homes on at least a monthly. basis (Rnly 20 percent were'invi40:1 once a year or
less) and that' they in turn invited parents into their Own homes at the" same
rate of frequency. Nearly,.tbreefourths .tif the teachers indicated that they
would. feel welcome in the--homes of parents or community members. (As was
expected, teachers in ,larger communities were less likely t& engage in this

' socializing than small vil teachers.) These are indications of frequent
parentteacher, co*tacts, and :Of some community acceptance, of teachers - -which
one would expect ih.the small communities that .typify rural Alaska school sites.

Teachers had somewhat fewer contacts with parents directly related to
1 student progress in schgo12° They reported that a majority of parents attended

.most or 'all pacientteacher conferences; however, 15 percent said .that. .few
parents attended. (Parents whose childrenampnded farge rural schools were
less likely to attbrld, in thp view' of teacers.) And, ,teachers. said that
parents were not very likely to :visit 'theM, at their initiative,. to discuss'
students' grades, homework, or other 'probl s. A majority:indicated that such,
'visits occurred once a year- or less. R sponses to other questions on the

survey, suggested that these directed- tacts'.might be-'..sufficient. A slight
majority (52 percent), including morel-elementary thAn.sec ndafy school teach
ers, do not assign homework; and slightly"o er one-lthird 9 pekcent) reported,
that special help sessions for students are sed once a week or more.

_ .

The'' community 'school fs the premier social organization in many.'rural
Alaska places, and teachers' 'onthejob activity 'puts them in Cont,ect -with

most community adults. Teacher activity is not limited to theschool dUring
classrobm hours, however. Several indirect measures-provided additional informa
tion- on teachercommunity relations. Table f reports on the community.acEivi
ries:in which teachers participate:

;

,
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Table 1: Percentage of Teachers Participating "Oft41.1" In...
4

Aceivity
,, Px4entage

Snow madhinjng, Skiing; boating, flyinlitPlInes , 45
Hunting, Eishing, trapping 28

. Local'' arts and crafts - 17

qisiting with other teachers

t

-49'

'VisiAttending
lOcal, schocil board/coMMittee mee .

:
ting with community member's `46'

inl 41!

Atten ing affer-School activities 53

Attend g.other regular community events 33

Responses to additional questions revealed &kat p rcent of teachers partici-

paec1.4n church groups and 43 percent in,sports tea s. There were diffeiences

in resPonSei based on gender of teacher, size comMbnityan.0

s.yeartfie teacher had taught in the school, ,

It is evident that a substantial number 'Of teacheiPare involved

activities impOttant 26 rural Alaskans.. Howev, r, no more than 4533 Percent

engaged in any corm city activity. Another qu stion on thy survey°allOwed,Jus.,,

to test teacirrs' cothmitmenteo the comilmaties in which th'ey live andy:work.

We asked how mpny.°summers'teachers had'spent'in the cbmmunity since. they began

teaching e...One half (includng most of the new teachers) had.,no0ived in

the community over the summer.'
/

In general terms, rural teachers have links to parents and community

ad Its arising from school activities and fu c0.ons4- About one -half have

string -communi* roots and are strongly partic atoiy--even in. villages with

fewer thanNresidents that are-ethnically different from the teacher and

OthOr,''sChobl peesonnel. The other rural teachers are not permanent. members of

their communities. This is -partly 'explained by the high turnover, rate of

teacheis in rural schools and, as mentioned, teachers at an etlphic minority

'in most rural `places, and opportunities ,for their commq ity involvement are

limited.

School Social Climate
°

' Because of the recent interest 'in the impact of t esocial climate of the

school r,oneducational adgievement, particularfy in sit ations involving minor-

itY,A,tretid.dils, we, asked teachers =a series of queStidhs tegarc4ng the Climat'0

of expectations in their Schools. general, we.found expeCtetionto be
moderately high, with soMessignificant exceptions..

s A majority, of teachers felt that '90 petcent or mores of their students

would graduate from high sChool, and they thought 'that parents too held this:

view, However, a clear Folority. (58 percent) thought thatfewer'tban

of the students wbuld attend college: And a comparable percentage(52 Jpercent)
1'
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thought fewer than one-third of the ,students would:atte d :a .two -year degree or
vocational training-program. Teachers were pessimisti about the ability of
students from their schools to complete' college or other post7secondary
programs: 81,percent thought fewer than one-third would graduate from college,
and 63 percent thought fewer than, one -third Would complete.other post-sdcondary
programs. Teachers'. 'views were consistent With their perceptions of parents'
expectations on completion of pOte-secondary work.

A large number of:Alaskaiural schools have Native majority populations,
where 81 to 100,percent of the tudents are Alatka.Natives. (Three-fourths of
the schools with .fewer than 50 s udants have Native majorities.) (Teachers in
these schools had muCh.loWe expec ations regarding students"potential College
ttendance and graduation. For example, 75 percent of teachers in Native
ajority schools, contras ed to 3711percent of teachers in Cat:IcaSian majOrity,

s t ols, expected that 1 s than 10 percent of their students Would attend
college.

Thus, while rural teachers think completio 'Of- high school is .a ,very
realistic goal., for most rural -youth, they thank college matriculation and
graduation is not a reasonable goal for most students. Nevertheless, teachers
held favorable views-Concerning the academic ability and achievement of
students ie. their schools. Nearly three- fourths thought most students were
capable,of getting good gradas. A majority thought academic ability in their
schools was the same or somewhat higher, than in other :schools in the nation
(but 40 percent thought ability was somewhat Or much lower). Nearly 60 percent
thought student school achievement and learning were avera e or better than*
average as compared to otAr schoqs in the nation. ,(N w teachers Were.

slightly less favorable in this respect. than veteran teachers ) And a whopping
95 percent thought their school could. be at least average (and' 22 percent,
thought "among the best ") with 'regard to student school chievement and
'learning. "Teachers qf larger schools were more favorable in t eir evaluations
than those of. small :schools on -this int.,.Andteachers of schools withrmostly
Native students~ were less favorable. C.

.
..4

......

..,
. ,

When asked about student achievement potential in relation to national
educational'norms,teachers'''views were somewhat leSs positive. A majority (56
percent) expected, achievement at or above national norms, but -26, percent,
thought .performance would The Wightly below (and 14 :percent much below)
national norms. Weauspect these negative readings were shaped by knowledge of
achievement test data. Finally, only 22, percent of the sample of teachers
believed that 100'eercent of the students in ttlair school woulbe capable of
reading English proficiently by t e end of high. school. (A majority:751
percent -.- thought 90 ,percent or more Hof the students would graduate- from high,/
school with this ability.) .

.
. 1 . .

T
x

'theseh view of teachers reflect both knowledge of standardized test
s..

...

cores of- rural outh and some-ambiva,lence about the educational prospects -of
rural stdents an schools. Teachers expect students to.dowell,in high school
and'eo graduate 'from' it; but they do' not expect most of- their students to
Continue schooling beyond high school,- (Teachers are aware of the resistance
to post-secondary in many rural place ') Tor this, r4ning often removes
village youth frOM the community.) Teachers '''do not find their student Jild

I
-5- ,
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schools greatly ifferent i from other students and school' in the U.S: TeaChers'

1views also embo y a degree of .contradiction: they do not expect students to

achieve above national norms (an indication. of which is commentary about

reading proficiency in EnglIsh),, but -they are strongly positive regarding the

potential of their school for excellence.

Teachers in the .Governance of Alaska'.s Rural Schools

Teachers are'prominent fignres.in small rural communities; and we would

expeCt them to be highly involved actors' in. rural schoolsHand,-senSitive

observers school governance .processes. The questions we asked were attempts

to assess first the extent to which teachers participated in important school

functions, ane, second the degree of influence, teachers had, compared to

principals, Alperi tendents, and schOol boards.

Participation. The important .pctivities: in which teachers may be engaged.

range from hiring personnel, setting 4e calendar, deciding on textbookS and

Courses to deciding how the school building will be used and what behavior"iS

= appropriate in'it. We asked teachers to compare their participation' in these

functional areas to, that of six other actors: principals, students, parents,

lodal boards (advisory school "boards or community school committees),'district
superintendents, and: district board members. Table 2 on the following. page,

summariz'eq, the responses of the sample of teachers, comparing their answers to

those of'principals in a 1981 survey.

There is a moderately high measure of agreement in the responses of

teachers and principals. In roughly four of' five cases, the percentage

evaluations of participation. are nearly the same., The. general trend of the

responses 'is clear too: teachers.participate actively in fewer areas.. than'do

principals, superintendents, and district board members.. However,.in five of

functional'areas,*4 majority of respondents thought teachers played a very

active part: developing the school calendar, selecting textbooks, proposing

new courses, forMally evalUating school programs, and defining acceptable

student behavior. WAnd in two' of theSe areas--text selection and proposing

courses--respondents thought teachers' were more' active than any other'school

actor. .

The evaluations of teachers appeared to be Shaped,by their tenure and

setting. For.example, new teachers were more inclined than ;veteran teachers to

regard local actors as strang partirtipants. ,Teachers in small school's- ,(most of

which have Native majority population0'were. far more likely than 'teachers in

larger- schools to see local actors as significant participants in all school

govervMent processes. .Their view of the activity II/parents and local boards

were much more favorable.

Teachers` thought their own involvement was limited to areas of their

expertise. Their opinion was that principalS and superintendents were far.more

active, general agents of school government.' This view was reiterated in

teachers' .comments on influence of actors in school government.

-6.-



Table 2. Participation in Local School Operations, Rural Alaska

'
1 ,

FunctiOn

1 Hiring principals,

.

Percentage of Rural Teachers*(Principalsr

104

Believing Participates

Principal Teachers Students 'Parents ASB/CSC Supt_, Dist, Bd.

teachers 44 (49) 7,(9) 2 (2) 1 (16)
s.

33 (41)

2:11iring other school '

personnel 68 (85)

Developing the school

15 (12) 1 (2) 15 (10) 48 (49)

calendar 76 (8) 62 (73) 15 (29) 36 (44) 55 (61)

Selecting textbooks 65 (80) 89`,(85) 5 (7) 11 (14) 16 (18)

Proposing new

courses

6. Formally evaluating

school programs

7

77 (90) 84 (86) 32 (44) 40 (53) 4 (55)

76 (87) 55 (55) 16 (22) 23 (29) 32 (43)

7, Planning school

budget 73 (80) 34 (47) \ 4 (9) 13 (19) , 41 49)

Defining acceptable

student behavior 87 (93) 84 483) ,41 (50) 46 (50) 48,1(S6)

9. Defining community

use of facilities 82 (86) 35 (29) 16,(18) 43 (38) 52 (60)

10. Determining local

construction needs 66 (78) , 33 (39) 12 (11) 41 (43) 51 (55r,

91 (95) 66

59 (58) '41

52 (57) . 49

36 (42) .26

53 (62) ,' 43

68 (81) 41

78 (84) 60

42' (50) ' 39

48 (56) 45

"77 (84)' 66

(42

(58)

(36)

(53)

I .

(49)

(63)

(51)

(51)

(71)

11. halting new

school facilities 66 (72) 40 (35) ) 16 (15) 43 (41 ) 51 (56) 79'(84)/ ..1063 (72)

9

Drawn from responses to-the Teacher Survey,' 982; N=304
**

Responses to the Principal Survey, 1981; N =315 `Responses from prinCipals are in parentheses. 10
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Influence. Table-3 presents data on eight of the 11 functional areas, and
in each indicates views' of teachers (and principals) regarding who is the most
influential actor.

&

Table 3: Percentage of Rural Teachers* (Principals")
Regarding_... As Most Influential+

Function' Principal Teachers Local Brd

1. Hiring.principals, teachers 9 (10) 5(11)

,2. Hiring other school personnel 46 (56) 1 (1) 16 (1,8)

. Deciding how school budget
will be spent

4. Approving textbooks for
the school-

5. Deciding_on school calendar

6. Deciding on new courses/
programs

7. Deciding on community use
of facilities

8. Deciding on acceptable
student behavior

Supt

.65 ( 8)

26 (21)

Dist. Brd

10 (8)

4 (3)

45 (46) 4 (3) 3 (64, 30 (35) 14 (10)

26 (43) ,41 (27) 2 .(5) 12 (11) 11 (10

35 (20- 9 (5) 17 (28) 13 (16) 18 (13)

39 (41) 21 (19) :5:(10). .15 (15) 12 (12)

46 (42) 4 '(1) 22 ,(26) 11 (13) 8 (12)

45 (46) 32 CIO, 9 (13). 3 (3) 4 (6)

*Drawn from responses to ,the teacher survey, 1982, N=304

**Responses to the Principal Survey, 1981, N=315'. Response's from principals
are in parentheses.

+Students, parents/community, and district staff are excluded from the table.
in one functional area (influence over hiring principals and teachers) 7

Ifpercent of the respondents thought district staff were most influential. In
all other functional, areas, less than 5 percent of the respondents regarded
these other actors as having most influence. Because we have excluded them,
row totals do not equal 100 percent. /

++Our mistake was-to group principals and teachers. Data collected in field'
research.lead us to suspect that in the opinion of principals, they are also
the most ifluential participants in the recruitment and retention of teachers,
a point on which teachers appeared to be in agreement.

8 A



Table '3 presents important data on the pattern of. influence in rural
schools, from the perspective of school teachers and principals. We would not.'
expect perfect agreement between'the evaluations of teachers and principals,,
and we do not see it in the figures. Nevertheless, in six of the eight
functional areas, there is substantial agreement onwhois most. influeiltial.
Principals' and teachers' agree that superintendents are the chief hiring

offtcer., They 'aldb.agree that principals are most influential in hiring other
school personnel, deciding 'on how the school hudget should be spent, what new
courses and program should be offered, what acceptable student behavior is,
and how the school facility should be used by the community.

Disagreements center on textbook selection and the school talendar.
Whereas principals see, themselves, as having most influende over books used. in .

the school, teachers see this as their' prerogative. And whereas principals see
local boards as being Amstnfluential in deciding when.the school year starts
and ends, teachers see this as a function of the principal.

Our final question in the areas-of school governance asked teachers. who
Was "most important" in overall: influence. Teachers' responses were predict
able, giVen the above information: 9 percent thought principals had greatest
.influence, followed by 19 percent who voted.fot `district superintendent, 11

percent for district school board, and 9 percent for teachers. These evalua
tiOns are consistent, with the 'responses of Principals, with one exception.
Fiftythree/percent of the principals thought they, were most significant,
followed byt district superintendents .(17 percentY,- district school boards (1.3

percent),_and local boards (11 percent). At issue'in the comparative evaluation
of teachers and principals concerning influence in school governance' is only
the question of who occupies fourth place--local boards or teachers.

An implicit question of our research on rural,scbools is whether ones
role in the processOf school government is related significantly to job

satisfaction. Analysis of teachers' .pafticipation in 'school operations and'
teachers' perceptions of limited influence leads us to ask further questions
about the conditions of teaching in rural Alaska.

Teacher,,Satisfaction with School and Community Conditions

Most teachers are relatively new to the unique cultures and societies of
rural Alaska.. Nevertheless, they appear to view themselves asp established in

' their communities to the degree possible,' given the fact that most of them are
Caucasians teaching in Native. majority regions.'Their expectations regard4ng

-studentsand their schools are moderately optimistic. In a question on'their
accomplishments as teachers, nearly 80 perpent reported that they were "very
§uccessful" or "successful." What are teachers happy about And what makes them
unhappy? To answer these questions, we asked regpondents to indicate their
perceptions about general and specific conditions and individuals in their
school and community.

With,the exception of two areas in which teachers were "very satisfied"
(pay and benefits [55 percent], the higIest in the nation'fer school teachers;',
and student relations [60 percent], 'which tend to be very amicable in the
small classrooms of most rural Alaska schools), rho other single response!.'-:



seemed particulSrly.idiosyncratic. However, when we' grouped the responses as

we have in Figure 2'on the follpwing,page, distinguishing',Ole mostly satisfied

from the mostly dissatisfied categories, we note,a patterning of answers that

tells'us something about the state of mind of rural teachers.

There are some areas" of dissatisfaction one would expect, given the

nature of rural'Alaska society: Rural Alaska plaaes are quite small in compari'p

son to rural.regions of the U.S., and they are more isolated from cities and'

service areas than any part of the contiguous-48 states. Substantial teacher

diSsapisfaction with such conditions as, poor.mmdical care, inadequate housing

and maintenance services, and limited selebtion of, foods are to be expected

given the great variance between living .conditions in rural -areas'and urban

Alaska (or-contiguous:48) conditions. Also, we would expect that teachers will

tend to be dissatisfied with the motivation and progress students display in

school.

What strikes,us as most interesting about teachers' views-is the cluster
,

ing of responses in the area of school'orgpnization, management, and govern

ance. There is moderate dissatisfaction with those who are seen to be in

control of the community school--the principal and local board. But there is

relatively greater dissatisfaction with actions and effects of operations at

the district office. Teachers 'say there are Problems in the relationships

between local schools and'istricts, central offices and boards, problems that

are particularly serious in the larger REAA and orough districts of the

state. (Dissatisfied teachers are more likely to t ch in small schools wit
Native majority Populations; veteran teachers are more dissatisfied than new

faculty.)

To attempt to understand ,this -dissatisfaction :concerning the control of

the academic environment in rurail schools, we looked closely at the responses

teachers made, paying particular attention to comments and to what 'amounted in

several cases to a litany of complaints about local school-and district office

conditions. Samples' of these comments .included such points as "The central

office ails to understand local, problems,"--and "I was assigned to

school b the district office and given nothing to do for six months," and

references t nepotism, regional favoritism, rank incompetence, and the like.
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The 'remarks of teachers suggested that efectiveness of administrative
personnel might be the issue, and fortunately, we -had asked a question'about
this point, presented in. Table 4 below:

Table 4: .Teachers'. Perceptions of Effectiveness of School /District' Personnel

Best/Better Than Average, Inferior/Below
Average Average

Teachers 78 7. 20,% 2 %

Prinqipals 59
24 17

Local ASB (CSC) 39 38 23

_Superintendent 46

District. School Board 29

District. Staff, 48

Teachers are perhaps not the mt reliableeliable commentators on their own
,

effectiveness, and we have discounted this selfevaluation. But teachers are
in a unique position to -observe the effectiveness of school governing boards
and administrators. What they say is that in many cases, there are problems. A
large minority of the :teachers are; critical of the competence of district
superintendents. and local/regional boards. Yet this criticism does not explain
our findings completely. In other words'i- only part of teacher dissatisfaction
with school management and control relates to the _presumed ineffectiveness of
,pdministrators and boards. There is something else. ' , -

t,

The survey of Alaska's: rural school teachers is large silent on what
might explain these very interesting findings. Field rdsear h in 29 different
school sites in 1982 suggested that in some rural communities and regions, a
pattern of control and influence has evolved that is fundamelly different
from what teachers have been trained to expect. We will retCip to this theme
in future repOrts.1
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We usepl the. 1982 Education Directory to form d list .of rural school_

teachers. Our initial definition of., rUral comprehended all schools,outside of
Anchorage, Wrbanks, Juneau, and Ketchikan. The sample was designed to ,

represent teachers' in schools, the unit of 'analysis of our project. We

randomly selected one teacher from each rural school. Half of, these schools
have fewer than 50 students.

.We developed a questionnaire on local school operations, including a
number of items used in the 1981 principal survey, and ,we pretested the survey
in several "sites with over 30 principals, teachers, ,.superintendentr: and
,education researchers.. We mailed the survey to principals in February, 1.982

and followed this with two waves of mail surveys and telephone calls to
non-respondents. Most of the data were collected by May 1982, but a fe4
surveys came in later. The completiori rate of 96.5,percent was .high, and it
insures that comments represent the universe of teachers in.schoolst_'

Data were coded (most questionsbpere closed-format type) by a research
aide, and a'verification r utine was adSed to insure inter-codef reliability.
Coding sheets here directly nEoded onto tape, which has been analyzed using

c"°the SPSS package.
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