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' most -frequently face’ school decisiOn makers who tried to significantly

—

-conceptions. Instead it passed quietly through a set of esLablished

~ - . Abstract '’

The research reported in this paper began with* the preconception'
[N . - ’ .
that uncertainty and the need to discover,new “framing" v-oncepts-wouldJ

e

gtheir domain. The first such decision investigaﬁgd in depth, a

-

alﬁtﬁ
GUs

curriculum decision taat dominated the attention of top level admini-

;strators for one and a half years, did dot, however, follow these pre= :'

1

grocedures, rhetorically deemphasized as a major event, . “
'Two-explanations areqoffered for the achievement of this smoothly
. ) ! ) B P R [ \ -
orchéstratedWevent. First, ‘a set of well-known procedures or :

- 2

administrative mechanisms were available to channel consideration of

LA
“

thE'new‘curriculum.‘ Second;.the superintendent had gradually developed

- o . :

-a way of conceptually relating the new curriculum to other well— _ -"..) ~
established curriculum concepts. We suggest not only that orderly
transiticns of this sort haYe been underattéhﬁ?d in_recent years, but,
that the.ultimate challenge to even the nost dramatic.oigan—sational »
declsions ig to achieVe just what 1is ex‘nibited in this c'asfhistoryf-'. .
,_theltransformation of the new inpo thg unexceptionable:
. " i ' -
. oot | , ‘ ‘ S - ; r
' ¥ ' .
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‘Most organizations at one time or another make importauc, even » e
. -~ ] . l
dramatic, changes ia their iggain (Thompson, 1967) of operation. They

A Y
modify their clientele, they alter their mix of produﬁts or services;

they adopt radically new techmologies of production or distribution, ' .
they merge with other organiZations, they divest themselvcs of lohg—

held property or - programs, they réject an existlng ideology and develop :

o'

a new seL§$concept, they move - to new geokraphical locations.

- .

The explanation of how shifts of thﬁs sort take plaée has receany »

focused Bn surprise and uncertainty. This explanation asserts that

4 major organizational decisions are produced by charismatic, ideological

and frequcntly disorderly pnocesses.~vIt asserts aldiscontinuity_be— ' B

tween the processes of day-to-day’ maintenance of the existing organiza—

t’on and processes that produce long run modifications of - the organiza- .

" . \
Lo
tion. An extended statement of this view was contadned in the research

.t [l

proposal which initiatu‘ our study of school district management.

. ™o
:

Administration within a given domain presumes the
existence of .reasonably well-understood objectives
and reasonably well—develﬁped procedures and means . -
for carrying out those objectives. Efficient ) )
operation under these. conditions of low ambiguity -
" requires careful control'and’coordination of ...
multiple .interdependent activities. Students,
‘tcachers, courses and classrooms must be ’scheduled
to maximize coordination and ‘utilization. * Course <
content must be controlled to assure requisite . ..
coverage of material. Efficient operation implies _
the development and use of routine procedures on a e
repetitive basis. Doubt about . the appropriateness
‘of action is to ‘be suppressed. '
» ‘ . . N
How to manage within a given domain, under conditions of .
certainty, is implanted in textbooks and taught in.
_courses on administration.’ -But those same techaniques
of .managemeént are ill-suited to the task of changing - ., .,
domains, when objectives-are- ambiguous-or-in-digpute.,. * .. * ..
and the consequenceg of adtions -are unknown or poor_y
understood. [Emphasis added] , - (:
. . . . - ¢ '

~

) ~
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‘Indeed, management under conditions of ambiguity is not
well studied, developed, or understood. Thompson (1967)
. argued that under such c0nditions, decisions are made
by inspiration," that is, by the .unarticulated in- .
' sights of a charismatic leader. .March and Olsen (1976)
described such -decision processes as the random inter—
mixing of problems, ‘solutions, issues, .and décision
makers in decision situations described'as "garbage
cans.” Weick (1979). proposes & model of - learning under ,
conditions of such high ‘equivocality or uncertainty ‘as
a process of evolutiopary deift driven by random en—” '
) actment and selective attention under the loose control
of only partially consistent retentions from previous B
--experience. . Meyer and Rowan (1977) observe that there =~ = =
'will always be a contradiction between the. systems for -
~operating efficiently within’ the‘éxisting domain -
(created to be in tune with Some environment) and .the
.rationales created for interfacing legitimately‘&ithin
- soue new environment, Whereas-" administration for ‘cur-
rent efficiency: is charactéfized by nearly complete
- ;~~-m~#wknowledge, -congistency and ‘gcceptance of the status «
" quo, administration for future domains is -character-
ized by ignorance; inconsistency, and rejection of the
status quo. . . u\ N .

A second explanation of organizatioqal processes can be juxtaposed.

e

with this perspective. Fundamental shifts. in organizational domain, T

L

"in this view, result from the ordinary workings of day-to-day processes.

Significant shifts, in fact, are frequently not discovered to be fun—

.damental until after they have taken place. Continuity with the past

'and adherence to routing are the expected state of affairs. 1In contra- v

\
\

position to dramatic explanations, there is rarely significant dif—

o \ u" a

ference between the mechanisms of day-to-day activities and maJor adap-«

. 7
¢ .

: tation. o : : S ' S o

L] L)
. . “

This second ?ccount of.organizational life'is well illustrated in':

. L

the recent writing of James Marcha o ' ,‘5
Most change in organizations is. the result neither of
extraordinary organizational processes or forces, nox
~of-unconmon - imagination; persistence or~skill,” It 'is =~~~
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He result of relatively stable processes . that relate-l
organizations to their environments. It occurs be-
tause most of the time most people in an organization
.do approximately what theyfare supposed to do, and what oo
they are supposed to do is to be intelligently atten— N .
tive to their environments. Bureauvcratic organizations
are not always efficient. They can be exceptionally.

v obtuse. But most of the organizations .we study exhibit
an impregsively decentralized capability for changing PN
- as a matter of routine, ...Within such’a comcept of
change in organizations, drama in organizational,events
is produced not by dramatic efforts ‘but by elementary
‘processes.” !“The same processes ‘that sustain the dull.
. day~to—day activities of -an organization produce the
/;,a unusual events. Organizations change . easin and con- -

@ -
, tinually; and the effectiveness of an organization .in
' responding to its environment is linked tightly to
the effectiveness of: its routine: processes. (1980: ) o
t .
, March's emphasis on .the routine side ‘of change has become in— v

K

' creasingly .eleVant in our study of three school: districts over -a WO .- ;_.Aw R

year. .period.

-

The districts were chosen-on the basis of their reputa—

tion, among/peers and former instructors, for being well managed.
P ] .

" With one’ ‘or two notable exceptions, March's earlier garbage can model

‘ (1976), and our own. concept of rhe drama which must necessarily accom-

pany major new activities is much less useful for describing these
*» .
‘ districts than March's later emphasis on "dull v "elementary, ' ' _ y
' A . . y ' )
 "routine" processes. . ; : _ . _ N

~\

y

This paper esplores thé_routine.as an achievement of msnagement..
'We -have observed several.shifts in organizational domain (including
'change in clientele, altered mix of products and services,'adoption of
new : technologies, and divestment of property and-programs) that -were | ';///

_ achieved withour drama. They did not have the ambiguous, disputed

'obJectives or the unknown and poorly understood consequences which we

,_u

emphasized in our original proposal. Rather than accept the absence

of these problematic conditions ‘asg a priori characteristics of the

situation,'however, it is interesting to ask how significant domain
: : » ’ ; N
Q ‘ Lo : ) » : ‘l . '7 . i (\‘ i ‘ '
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"change can be presented so.that these problematic conditions do not

- Y

emerge. . In the case: analysis which follows, two factors seem to be

particularly importaht in achieving routine: the'existence of a well ,

Q

?‘known set'of administrative mechanisms. to channel the decision pro-

cess, and a way of cdnceptualiaing the issues:inyolved which link thém
‘to:prior activities'of the'organization;

Background o - - . : - .

- - The broader study‘of which this.paoer is a part focuses.on the pro-

.« , ' 0
cess of "issue management" in three Chicago area:school districts., An .

7
a

‘ issue is identified as-a set of concerns which top level administrators

N ,:' ‘ | . . . . v o ,

idenrify as both 1mportant to the long run nature of the district and . 8

\

i as occupying considerable organizational effort. Several such issues

haue been followed in each district, including two potential school.
closings,-extension of a'foreign language training program in the ele-
mentary grades, merger with a regional vocational training center, re= .

duction in the educational budget, abandonment of student self—

'.scheduling in a high scﬂbol, reorganization of the administrative '

- ‘ _
structure of a junior high school, and the purchase of microcomputers

for use in elementary classroom'instruction.. '
The overall'objective‘of this work has been to broaden the focus of

most research on decision-making by simultaneously considering a) the

.

,contribution of multiple actors to decision-making, b) the simultaneous

existence and potential interaction of msny different issues requiring

decision-makers' attention, and c) the changing nature of 'what's  at

“

~issue as~the»decision»contextwitself'evolves over time. The unit of

"anal}sis has been the issue itself and‘a descripti{e-case history for -

8 . X _ . .‘ o : 0 .
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each:issue studied has been constructed, Data have been collected by
a variety of methods: interviews with key participants; observation at

meetings of administrative staffs, Boards of Education, parents and the

public; examination of minutes, reports, speeches, news releases, and
other written documents. All interviews and some meetings have been

<4

tape recorded and Rranscribed. Relevant stories in the local news=-

papers have been summarized. All datagare~coded and entered into com-“

.
.

v puter storage for key word retrieval, Almost all of this data

gathering has been done by two researchers so that there are two 'gets

of observer notes to compare. The impressions of these observers are

,_generaIlyMcomparedwanstapeurecordedmimmediatelyﬁfollowing”contactuwithdwr~~ﬂ~~¢w~rw

y

one of‘%he"sites.

The analytical strategy of the study assumes that each issue nay

¢

have'important idiosyncratic features. Therefore, theory; is developed
-for~each issue without forcing premature uniformity across issues. It

is quite likely that different issues are managed differently, even in

- o

' the same digtrict. It is also presumed that something of general,

abstract, theoretical significance can be learned from'the analysissof

Y

even a single issue, although we will next attempt to relate the manage—
ment of issues,acgoss districts., ‘ ,{/

The analytical-strategy is'illustratedfin this paper’ by selecting/a

4gingle issue, describing its life course, analyzing the _processes us7h
[N .
to manage its development, and charting the changes in substantive
-~ ‘,vm\
" ehphasis which occur over time. The theoretical frame within. which

this analysis takes place focuses-on the way in which a change in

. ‘ .

organizational domain was effectively "routinized."

. .
" < .
' . A |
f L . . )
o
.
f

Sl
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The Site and its Repetoire of Administrative Mechanisms

Shady Grove,* Illinois, is an upper middle class suburb of Chicago,
populated by families whose breadwinners tend to be’ employed in manage-
ment and.the professione. it is politically conservative, and ‘strongly
supported Reagan in the 1980 Presidential election. Community members
place a high value on education, and take as their educational'referencew
group other elite metropolitan suburbs from across the countr¥,19uch as
Scarsdale and Palo Alto. School administrators pride‘themselves on_being
educational leaders rather than followers, with an emphasis on excellenée,
innovation, individualized instruction'and’strength in basic education.
Candidates for publit“offfEe, including school board memoers, are selectedwwwumg
- by a caucus of community leaders, and typically run unopposed. The

school system is:organized into an elementary district (K-8) and a high
school district. Each district has its own seven member Board of
Education elected to rotating}four'year terms. We are.studying the
elementary district. . 7

Robert Sampson received his Ed.D. in the early'1960fs_and has been
§uperintendent of the‘Shady Grove Elementary School District for about

ten years. His central administrative staff consists of an Assistant N a
. . SN
Superintendent, a Business Manager, a public relations officer, a school

L}

psychologist, a gﬁilding and grounds supervisor, and various .clerical

personnel, all housed in the same administrative office building.

The district consists of six elementary schools and the junior highf : }
Enrollment has dropped 242 percent since 1973-74 to its present 1980-81
. 4 - . ‘ 3
} ~ T . . § ‘ ' * ) ’)
*Pgeudonymb are used throughout, and facts aré altered slightly to" -
preserve anonymity of the dis:rict.

: g . o
: : : e e
\ L ] - ;
| S 1z ,
. . . B o

Q ‘ ’ .
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level of about 2100 students. "The pupil—to-teacher ratio is about

o 4 '
21 to 1. Staff eductions paralleled the enrollment decline and certain
S ,.! .

' programs were phased out during the l970's, so that the district is cur-

v

sh, )

'*:rently in good financia}.co;dition.- Vacant classroom space has .been

3

T . . LR o .
"rented out'to a local junioy college and other non-profit community or~

ganizations.' To date, no, eighborhood schools have been closed.

A variety of regularly scheduled group meetings comprise the admin- .

. . 4
+ .

istrative apparatus of the distictf

/ ©

{.' The Superintendent mcets weekly with the Assistant Superintendent

-
- /

the Business- Manager, and the public relations officer in an adminis-
. l

ttative staff meeting.' Usually one of the building principals attends

this meeting- U fw v f - S -

LT 2 The entire central administrative staff meets once per month with’

"all the building principals in the principals ‘meeting.

3. At ome additional meeting per month, this same administrative,
i

.. group 1is Joined by the "teacher—administrators (one person~per building,

each devoting 254 time to administration) in ‘an all administrative'

staff meeting.~

4, ThebBoard'of Education meets once.per month in its regular

meeting, at which official business is transacted. y

5. The Board also: meets the week before the regular meeting in its
) /v e a. Y
. curriculum meeting»to review the district .8 various programs and to

\xz'> discuss proposals for programmatic change. No‘official votes are taken
™

D at this meeting. the curriculum meeting of the Board is a long stand-

- .

o ing\traditiOn in Shady GrGVe, having functioned continually for.30\years.

. . . T e ;. o o

s
b
1y
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- . It is‘perhaps'thefdistricts'ﬂmost distinctive administrative character-
| .istic and can.play a key role as shall be .seen, in strategic decision
! mahing., The agenda of the curriculum meeting is planned several months'
| in advance by - the: Assistant Superintendent.

6. The Board sometimes meets immediately after its regular meeting ‘

in execucive session to discuss’ sensitive matters relating to personnel

i

and property management.

0 7.’ Once per year, typically in the fall the Board takes a Board

o e tour of the physical facilities to inspect repair work and the general
condition of buildi gs, classrooms, and bther facilities,

.

8. The budget committee and when necessary the negotiating

l“committee of the_Board meets between fregular meetings of the Board to

conduct committee business. .

9.' In most years, the Board and the central administrative staff

conduct open forums with the PTA organization~in each school in the
. ' * . 5 ' r

%districE; The Superintendent may also meet‘ﬁi:sadditional‘times per

!

year, with the district-wide PTA group on special topics.

-

lO:‘ Incspecial cases_the Board will~appoint.a blue ribbon committee .

1

_from the community to study and'make recommendations regarding some.

-
!

%

‘/f problem or program in the district.

Together these regular meetings provide jmore than one hundred occa-

a

sions per year when the Superintendent can discuss affairs of the dis-
trict with his immediate staff, building administrators,  the Board,

parents and the public.f The kind of.items allocated to-each kind of
' : i

Ry

meeting are well SpecifiPd and anticipated by participants. This ad-

v

ministrative apparatus constitutes a complex inrormation processing

, and~decision-making'network that operates according to a more or less °
. L [+Y . - : .
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predictable routine, supplimenfed by innumerable less formal contacts _ﬁf

~

and group meetings. A crucial question for the research is haw this

set of formal administrative mechanisms 1is used'nhen domain changes

A

are considered in the district. . . i

.The Issue: Microcomputers in-the Classroom . . .
. # ' . .
N In February 1980, at its monthly regular meeting, the School Board

of Shady Grove voted unanimpusly to spend $25,000 to,buy ten Apple II
Plus microcomputers for use in classroom instruction. The decision was
made on the recommendation of a blue ribbon committee of computer ex—
perts draWn from the community, which had begun work on the problem

. seven months earlier. In the charge to the committee, the Superintendent

provided a prioritized list of objectives that he hoped the committee
would attempt to achieve in'making a recommendation on computer usage,

including the suggestions that:.

- students would become “"literate"” enough to use computer technology -
) - / o .

in everyday living . ' .
./'..

- students would master, basicAcourse material threugh *he use of‘ e

the computer . LT .

\ ' . L

- teachers would be able to track ‘student progress and provide
student options via the computer

- the computer would be availible for drill and tutorials to meet

"individual student needs. ] /

D

These first level priorities were followed bj suggestions-that the com-

.

puter should also be. available for testing, research data storage,

simulations, and that students should have‘"the opportunity to learn
2

the BASIC computer.programming-1anguage.

v

1

1
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KX The list- of objectives proposed a fundamental change in‘the school )

u‘ district curriculum in the eyes of the superintendent. Computer tech-

-

nology was to be introduced into the curriculum as a topic in its own -

: right.':But the computer was also. seen as a moreAgeneral teaching

o | device for fall’students"'in~"all areas of the curriculum,” as an admi-*

A3 . v : —."4. R

nistrative device for_management.of instruction, as a device for "

. research, as a mechanism for storing instructional_programs, and as a-
o A , N ]

(way'of developing "basic skills."' Computers thus.describedfwould
impact the actiyities of both students and teachers.- This is an inno-
. vation, in short, with the potential for pervasive impact on Che school

o ’

£ - system s pedagogy wnd curriculum.
It is difficui to pinpoint ekactly vhen the districtwbegan.tolcon-
sider the possibility of buying microcomputers for&instruciional use,
The first time the topiq appeared on any formal agenda of the Board of
Education was at the May l979 Curriculum Meeting, under a, discussion j;>l
topic headed "Technology in Education.l ‘The topic had'been announced |
to ‘the Board at its prior regular meeting in April.( At the]May Curriculuu
Meeting six reprinted articles were distributed on various aspects of
Apersonal computing and computer ‘asgisted instruction. A seven~page
handout was also—prepared and. presented by the staéf (the Superintenr b
; dent, the Business Manager, oné of the elementary schoo] principals and
- the Director of Audio Visual Instruction) This handout began by ’.
asserting that “[tlhe computer is the ultimate audio-visual machine,

e

[emphasis added] an early sign that the computer issue wdtld be linked
'S v /
closely with a familiar technology while its novelty was deemphasized.
. .o - . . . . . . R A ’

. The handout went on to stress. the ‘need.to.develop "computer!'awareness”

18
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; - in grades K-3, and "computerIliteracy"’in\;}ades'4;8..Possible uses,

. ' - ' T Y ’ .
- available textsa-films, and) reference works were listed.
P

o ot §

At the regular meeting of the Board in June’ a unanimous vote was
R taken to: create a Committee to Review Computer Technology. Prior to

E

Q

l - B -
Ny he meeting, the suoerintendent had already secured an’ agreement to

! serve on such a’ committee frog three community members with’ computeur . o

-

(%
expertise. ' They were asked to select two additional members, and given,

+

'the charge to review Computer Technology and investigate Wossibilities'
- -
f\}\its future in the District)\

. : ’ -,

No further mention was made of the project at the July Curriculum

A e - .

Meeting, despite the presence of- the agenda of an extensive discussion

1

‘of the mathematics program, including the desirability Oflﬁsing hand
a .

held calculators in mathematics courses, an issue ‘that was at leastf i

'
.

peripﬁerally related/;o computers. However, at the July-regular;meetingssw«ﬁ
LW - l'p
T of the Board (the full composition of the "Cbmmittee to Review Computer
oy K
: Technology was announced as were its plans to hold its first meeting )

] . . . ‘ . .

P

two days later. ‘ e T : *

-

SR Ly e

. . .o . . - -

From that date until the January 1980 curriculum meeting,usix months

A
. e

later, when the committee pri/ynted its findings and recommendations to L
. BRI RS N\

the Board, only occasional mentions of Lts continuing progress were made

~

-

T at regular Board Meetings., For example, in\thg\September, 1979 minutes, T

R

the Superintendent reported that "The Committee on Computer Futures (note

, the subtle change in committee designation from: "Committee to Review\\iﬁfh..
5 . PR~ \ :
Computer Technoldgy") continues to. meet twice a month.""The committee ‘
/" e
submitted its report at the January 1980 Curriculum Meeting.‘ The report

e was formally-accepted at,the February 1980 Curriculum Meeting, and at
: : - . ' e R . - ‘

e bt 4 % ettt et 8+ s 1o s s st F R AR P
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- the February regular meeting, the decision to appropriate $25 000 to

NS

‘buy ten microcomputers was officially taken. - it

Despite the statement of far-reaching objectives, the pdtential

‘ impact of the decision to invest in the microcomputers was only mildly
' noted by the Board. In the minutes of the Februarydgoard meeting, it
» - 3 .
. was reported that. "President Alexander said he had no quarrel with the —

-

£

f expenditure [of §25, 000], however, this is a. substantive change in the*

'xcurriculum and he wondered if the Board.. had spent enough time - talking
about it, adding fhat it was not only dolIars and cents but an impor- '
tant commitmentt\ After further'extensive discu:sion," the Board

| voted apprOVal of the expenditure, and went . on to the next agenda item,.

- -

approval of the recommendations of the textbook selectiqn committee.-

o
‘v

\/ .
Broader publication of the microcOmputdi decisiOn was similarly low- h

e T PR R R T - .

keyed. The district publishes a short newsletter four to six times per

T ‘ ’
S

-~ ‘ year for distribution to all community leaders.. In therMarch/April 1980

j,wwwzf. issue, a 3/4 page- story announcin;\\he microcomputer decision was print
_ : . _
,.onvan inside page. The»story related the thoroughness and breadth of

4 consultation of the decision process and the goals of the program.

. N,

3:% However, it concluded on & conservative note with Superintendent

Sampson stressing the program 8 continuity with long—standing valuesf.

»

and policies' s Yee, L ' ) - ’ m

. Distfict X is committed to instruction in the basic

. . skills...making our students literate, th h heavy

. ~ . . emphasis on reading, writing,. listening,ig%ﬁaking, :

A fﬂ'? - .‘mathematics, social studies, science,’ foreign language- o
' S and the'arts.—In-this- ‘context, it is incumbgnt upon. . ~

our district to.make students literate in the -1980's
version of our basic skills - computer language. ;




. o S e S '
. .. qi . T].3_ . ' . .
N o - ,
* . . '9 .
.ThUs was a potential major change in curriculmp pictured m?rely as a

. A .

natural extension of the district s commrtment to "basic skills”'and <N

"literacy.

"There is every ndication that thi is an innovation,that will -

2

9 e,

~ "fake in the. district.; By April of he first year 400 of 600 Junlor a4
o /

high students had taken a basic course familiarizin them with compé;§\
gé‘

.

- operation. Wany students in other grades ttad also bden, involved. In— T

«

- N ~:
service teacher training‘had been carefully orchestrated to anolve key

/7

teaqhers, including the head of the teachers union. Fiﬁteen teachers

% / . L)

and learning center directors chaired by the Jr. High School Principal '
' -

were appointed to a committee to implement and monjtor the program.. .

PS
] .

G L
A primary aim of the committee was to develop a three year. extension of

~»

_bthe program. This group made presentations to the Board at its May and

PO ] "- . - s .

June 1981 curriculum’ meetings, recommending‘among other things, the

’ EERE 4

o purchase of 40 additional micro computer systems’ The board approved
_ these plans in its regular July meeting, authorizing an expenditure of

over-.$llu»0',000. o ' o T ey e
‘ B 9 ) ) o . P x,z; .:1

ganagementgbﬁ the Computer Issue ;

. ’ 3 i

'a' The following featufes'seem most noteworthy "in this chronicle.

) ‘}\o

1. For this particular isﬁue in this pax\}cular district issue~ -

A -~ .

,management is better described by the routine perspective identified atwg;.';
the beginning- of this paper than by the dramatic perspective.. There is

‘5ﬁf i heavy reliance on the use of existing and familiar administrative mech-:
f . . v};’ . . d /\’ ..
. g.hanisms activated in familiar ways. The introduction of computers is S .
o S S el
framed as an extension rathe? than as a sharp break with current values

-
s . ! M

'-ﬁfmpand.policfesi»-Jim}yarchls-recent;views~on routine-driven change,ﬂrather.,

ﬂ_.
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‘blue ribbon committee of computer experts drawn(from the community,

I
iy
o

' «\ .‘¢.\ . T
view and assessment of a situation, but . (at least in this case) was ' .

“14-
| v

than our own initial focus, better describe the-data. . Routine defi-
. , ' . -

.r

nitely triumphed over drama. . . v ‘ |

2. Proper choice'of language h;lped.frame the decision as ordinary

add rOutine, downplaying potential discontinuity with past practice.

.Prime examples include de8cribing the compuﬁer as an audio—visual

computer,knowledge as.a "basic skill, _the educational objec-:i
. , - . N ‘ B .

tive as cSmputer<"literacy,’,' and the wportuni%o learn 'a programming

deyice,

language 6én "teachihg thE computerani g
3. At least five distinct administrative méchanisms were-used dur-"

\

ing the decision process.. (1) the monthly tegular meeting of the Board
wn N *

e
of Education,.(Z) the monthly "curriculum meeting of the. Board (3) the

(4) the weekly administrative~staff meeting and (S) the in—house com-

mittee of teachers and learning center directors. These mechanisms -

- ‘ S Y
_might be thought of as the empty containers into which issues such as -

RS °

the computer.issue ariappured. They'are stablewparts of the administra— ///

tive structure réady to be called into being or "attached" (Sproull ST

1980) to some spec ic isSue. Each mechanism appears to have a routine
‘.way of operating,\and each is: a general routine (or operator) in that

it can be applied to the processing:of a wide: variety of- problems T

Such administrative mechanisms are wall-suited to carrying out some

J

' tasks and poorly’spited to carrying out others. For example, the

Do, curriculum meeting of .the Board seems ideally suited to a general over-

v . A

poorly fit for creating and ev luating solutionsifo the problem at
' . LY .
hand,.or even_for defining the problem in the mosé\fruitful way3VhIhe'_‘“a>mm
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\ragular meeting of'the Board_served'the function of publicly'taking
and.displaying decisions to;create éommittees, approve'findings and_com-
mit funds. Strung together,‘these mechanisms comprise a long sequence

: ’ &, -
of‘information-processing routines that constitute the observable arti-

facts and vehicles‘of an'issue.management_strategy. L -

" 4. Each-of the administrative mechanisms served hot only to advance

'the’decision‘process but also to link key sets of participants;: computer

experts'torthe”Board, the administrators to the teaching s€alf, the dis-

S

trict to tje public.” The Seduence of mechanisms can be seen, as creating

a network among organizational actors. . Further, the superintendent, the o

director of audio—visual instruction, and a teacher with a Iongstapding

interest in computers, played important linking roles. bespite.thev -

“~1nvolvement of different groups of participants at different points in
 the decisionrprocess, these three actors (especially the superinte%&
dent) were involved in all aspects, including attendance at 3very one

' ofithe meetings of the blue ribbon committee. “Thus, while participa-

. tlon of other players shifted over7time, as March' garbage can model'

(1976) asserts, there was significant continuitz in the involvement of

L .
- © -

- key actors, and the administrative mechanisms themselves further

carried 1nformation from actor to-actor.

‘ sed Well—defined criteria to -

5. The Superintendent consciously
select and~structure the sequence of aamin strative meohanisms “for
L managing this issue; For example, he. expressed the following rationale
g for- using a blue ribbon committee to generate the initial recommenda-

\\

tion on microcomputers.
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. Typically, if we had this kind of problem we would go -
o~ with a professional staff who should know more about

” thgse instructional matters than anyone else. In this
particular case we ‘didn't have anybody on our staff’

. that had, any expertise in this area.’ So we had to go
L somewhere else to get the expertise....You see, if we
- take qur teachers, and they talk about reading to the

‘Board, they have tremendous credibility. If we take
' that”same staff and talk dbout computers, .we don't . q
- have the credibility, so we had to find somebody with
-qcredibility. The nature of the thing- dict“ted]that ¢

we get this blue ribbon committee.

T

In a future paper’we plan to describe the superintendent's .opera-
. : , ) : A , p

* .
4 - - '

. tive decision rules for.choosing and sequencing'whgt we HWave called *

"administrative mechanisms® suchg:s the blue ribbon co - Our

A o ".‘

as a whole. Thesg,structures, together with the set of administrative

meéhanisms, appe to embody thg rbutines by which the Shady ‘Grove

EN
Schoél District is able ‘to consider and bring about changes in its

e .

domain,,such as the introduction of micro—computers, without-fanfaref

! The Substantive Content of the Co_puter Issue

t

S

Thevrest' of this paper focuses more closely on the superintendent

- o as a key\actor in developing the'substantive siie of the computer
~ . = : . .
issue. We haVe stated that Samson had an initial commitment to - A

r

bringing computers into the classroom, and have given gome evidence of n

. his ongoing efforts to accomplishing this goal.. This part of the paper

examgnes the nature of that commitment. More specifically,‘we draw. .

upon documentary evidence to analyze: . . L
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’ ~
' ' .' . . </ )
‘ .

1. -~ the reasons why the superintendent supported the introduction
- ! J
oo computer instruction in 1980, ! ‘

'2. the sources of that support from statements going backﬁtQ\l965

3. the way in which ahe superintendent s thinking changed,as :

events unfolded in the years betWeen 1965 and 1980.

L
The ultimate claim made in this analysis is that in a fifteen year

‘process of thinking,and gpeaking about the role of computers in schools

L} ©

the superintendent held to a basic set_of beliefs revolving around the

n'nature of social change and “the importance of individualized instruc—
. “

] .
tion. The expression of this central theme, and the computer's contri- o

bution to it, evolves over time, but continuity in the uhderlying .

/n

’SUperintendent appears to have

T»“framework is easily documented. Th

had, in short, an underlying set»of beliefs that:

. ’ Py LI s . , . K
1. were strong enough to motivate fifteen years of interest in
. : v ,‘ ! § ' ‘ : o
computers, and ! ‘

.'2.Z’were flexible enough tb encompass ma jor changes,tﬂ the technical

. »

capability of computeri2'the opportunities available for bring-
J

ing them into the district, and the district s capacity to

»

respond. R ;?.
. . “f/
This part of the paper examines these beliefs more closely an concludes
by . speculating that a'lqu gestation period from initia1 interest in '
computers to their adoption in the curriculum may b9 e had much to.do
v-with the routinepway in which the computers issue wasgfféimately brought

. ? <
to fruition.in 1980. o R




The Speech File and its Analysis

' Analysis of the superintendent's interest in conputerstis primarily

3

based on the speeches he deliverod from l965 to l980, supp;emented by
one of the firgt interviews conducted as part of the study (in- 1930)

which focused on micro~computers. For this preliminary paper eight
Sy ’{\]

speeches have been analyzed in detail. The speeches were chogen from a
file of 73 speechea available from the superintendent s office,la,ﬂet..___‘___

[+ which the Super ntendent feels is virtually complete. Unfortunately,

the preponderance of available speeches, especially in full written
rather*than note form, are from the early to middle 1970's. Further,

‘ .
the speeches given in the later half of the 70's ire increasingly . P

0
-

' preoccupied with the twin problem of finance and declining enrollment,

. q

rather than curriculum or educational philosophy.:

- ~ . -

» ' K ‘ + : ° : ¢
\\ The preliminary amalysis whichzfollows, therefore, draws.primarily -
k upon five speeches deliveredabetween l965 and l976 -and our own inter-

views, supplemented by,unalysis of the outlines of'three speeches givenl
. :

to new faculty in the lateVl970's. Three of the early speeches are Lo

-

' clearly related—-that is, there is a substantial overlap in text-—which
allows a direct assessment of changing emphasis‘and argument.' Tw° of
these three speeches,‘deli ered in 1965 (210 lines ), l969 (190 lines)
‘and l973 (458 lines), were delivered to unknowﬁ\audiences. Two other

X3

h speeches delivered to parents (107 lines) and stqdents (135 lines), were

chosen to give additional insight into the superintendent 8 argument .S
before identified audgences. The exact date of these_gpeeches“is”

unknown, but they are estimated to have been given in the early 1970's

by the superintendenthfThe final.set'of speeches, delivered to new-

S -g o ‘ (Y : ‘
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teachers in 1977,|'78 and '80, 'is also highly interrelated. Each
follows the same Outline, and shows substantial overlap in c0ntent as
well. Here again, departures from the format are taken as significant
indicators oE change in the superfntendent s thinking and priorities. .

Although detailed analysis of the other Speeches in this file have ™
not been completed preliminary inveétigation leads us to believe that

‘there is considerable consistency in content between the eight speeches
L

used ﬁg the’ analysis and the total set. The superintendent 8 statement

of a five point philosophy, in particular, is reiterated in Well over -

)

half ‘of the speeches‘he "has given, with only one minor addition in the

+

,"years from 1965 to 1980.
e o The primary method used for analyzing the superintendent s speeches

) involves coding each speech into an exhaustive list of causal clanns and

then combining clagms into a "mental map” of connected concepts. The
.. method was develOped by Robert Axelrod,- ‘a politfcal scientist, and has

been broadly applied.' For example Axelrod Fnd his associates have used
L}

’ "it Lo analyze transcriptions of meetings held by a policy level commi t~

.

- {
7 tee in the British.governmen;, the writings of one of the signers of

the declaration of independence, the recorded participation‘of a yiddle
. o

East expert in a gaming exercise, and forced choice questionnaires.‘

These studies indicate complete consistency in the maps constructed.

That is, despite the use of from 43 to 116 distinct assertions in the
first three studies cited in no ‘case does the speaker assert connec-

tions which are inconsistent with previous claims (Axelrod 1976

229-230); In, a dition, the’ coding of these texts ‘was aocomplished with

very good‘interc er reliability. 96 percent agreement on the- location

- . o g

L
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t

v +

of cause and offect and 97 percant agraement on the diregrion:ot the
sign (Axelrod, 1976: 227)., There ia lasa'agreemen: among coders on
whather or not a causal claim has bean made, as would ba axpected when
coders are askad to infar cuuoali:y cé scatcmpnta not éramma:icuily
stated in a'cauacl iorm. but even here Axelrod reports an intercoder
" reliability of 80 percent in his own policy commi:rce study (Axelrod.',
19761, 85). | - o
This study used a modified veraion of the coding manual by Wrightaon,

" which appears as an appendix in Axelrod (1976). Statements are coded,

vhere applicable, into one of nine categories, summarized in Table 1.
N 3 -

.~ Table i‘abou:‘here

-

n

The clauses involved, which follow verbatim the text if possible, are |
chen'éxamined for equivalency; following rules specified in the code
pb(ok’ and combined into a map of connected statements. In some cases,
cassercions not central to che analysis are combined or dropped.

For example, one of our inCerviews includes the following statement:
«+othis microcomputer that has become available be-
,cause of space age cechnology...is impacting the home
‘with the microwave oven; it's impaccingg;he car with
the little computer you punch in; it's all in the
cransporcacion industry; it's in the’ communicacion
industry;. it's on the desk of a lot of. people that

-1live in our town....And then the question is asked: _ o
" why teach the kids? Well, because these are the kids ‘ ("’
that are going tc be operacing .these-things tonorrow.
So I see this as an educational problem of making our
students literate in this ar€a. And I think this is
going to be a basic'skill of the 1980s.

This statemenc was inicially coded™ into the following set of claims.wm“
wE
"~ space ‘age cechnology /+/ microcomputer availabil[icy]

. microcompucer <« [a/ .Q9ﬂe~
. availabil[icy] with T Coe
CT - the- microwave oven . e 26 R
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- ¢
¢
. - microcomputer avail-  /w/ cars. -
" ability e : : ‘ T
: microcomputer avail- /m/ " [the nature.of} transporta-
. T ability - - " tion industry
microcomputer‘avail- " /m/ " [the nature of] communica- ‘ <
ability - i e tion industry o
[widespread use of = /+/. [todayislfétudents operating
computer] : ~ _ computers tomorrow . .
[today's] students - /+/ educational problem of making
_ operating computers. . students literature in [com-
~ ' tomorrow ‘ - puter| area

[litezécy in computer =/ basic skill of 1980s.
areal® - , » o

c .
B

'Figure 1 shows the'way in which these claims were subsequently condensed

: and incorporated into a, larger mental map of statements ghvolving change

“in society. Each of the five speeches analyzed in depth for this paper

were similarly coded and expressed as- mental maps of causal relationships.,

.

' Figure 1 about here ' L -

v

‘The Computer 8 Place in the Mental Mag o . !

e
8 . .

The ideas expressed in Figure 1 were put forth by the’ superintendent .

-fjas the major rationale for bringirg computers into the schools in 1980.

He expressed the notion ‘that "computer literacy is going to be a basic

. skills of tile 1980' over and over in interviews during.the last year

‘

;f‘_and a half.‘ When asked whether there were other things that the

‘ availability of computers would impact however, he added.
Well...the literacy would be the main’ thing with me.
However, we've -got a problem when you individualize ’
instruction, when you"try to have students.working at -
their own<pace in various areas We have a prpblem

- s ¢

- [
Ly : e

&




-22-~
for the teachers. That 1is, coming up with options.. . ———mmmpm—————""
for each one of these kids each day and charting o

S their progress. If we could use the microcomputer
L to manage instruction, then that 8 going to help us.
' ’ solve that one.

1

The notion_of computer‘managed instruction, which was the focus of a
discontinued pilot project on computers. in 1976, is thus still alive in

1980, though of secondaryaimportance_to the emphasis on computer

-

iliteracy as a basic skillfneeded in the l980s.
« The question that we then set ourselves to answe., drawing upon the
speech files, was how far back could we trace these two ideas in the
g writing/thinking of the superintendent. The ansver, to our surprise,

was back to the first speech in the- file, eelivered in 1965 ‘while

Samson was. assistant superintendent in another district. This speech,

"Education for the Future,” focuses on two-points which Samsonvstill'
w R e ) ¢ ) . . .

makes in 1980. The first point is that a changing_society makes demands

upon .the school'systam'to educate students for:an unknownffuture‘ a .
. . - € e

future in whieh even the nature of work itself cannot be predicted. The
second and major, emphasis of the speech is that individualized instruc-
tion is a mode of education responsive both to the need for adaptive-'

‘citizens in a changing socievy and to basic research an the way in which
learning takes;place. %

Computers are mentioned directly in this speech only once, as neces- ,

¢

‘sary to schedule complicated programs which require varying class size
"and varyiﬁg periods of class instruction; When the speech was‘rewritten,

in l969 this mention of computers is no longer in the text. But by .
{ .o '}

l973 a much more ‘extengive’ revision and elaboratfon —of "Samson' s ideas

- 1
- -

v

on individualized educatiOn includes the notion that

-~
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e omee s Twenty five- yearsefrom-now—home-educational centers
’ (individual learning laboratories), containing computer
access terminals, television and retrieval systems will .
replace many school’s independent study areas.

The schools .of the more immediate future will pro-

- vide an individual "turf" for each student. These
spaces, which are part and parcel of the laboratories
and materials ‘centers, will be equipped with a variety
of equipment for immediate student recall of informa-
‘tion. A computer system ‘'which will provige the hard-
ware potential for the retrieval system will also be
used to assist and’ manage instruction. [Emphasis
added] : - . :

- The idea that. the computer might be useful for helping teachers'

' manage record keeping also can ‘be found in the speech Forward to the

Basics” ‘which was delivered to a parent group in the mid 1970s. Here,‘

a handwritten insert suggests that finding "a management program to use

' in individualized instruction" will help realize the district's cur-

riculum goals. Computer managed instruction is mentioned to teachers

-

in l977 with a handwritten afterthought indicating that computers could

"also more directly assist teachers. (Computer managed instruction

uses the computer for record keeping. Computer assisted instruction
r. ‘ .

provides programmed learning packages.) By .1978 'computer.managed and

. assisted instruction" is listed ap a program emphasis for the district.

)

The new idea is that "computer technology also will be stressed. By

K

1980 microcomputers themselves are listed.

!

We thus can see the early idea that the computer is necessary to

1

nelp schedule individualized instruction (expressed in 1965) augmented

by the idea that the computer is more broadly useful to retrieve

3

,information. These ideas are later joined by the idea" that computers

o - . .&’.- ,
can aid teacher record keeping and -then by the idea that computers can

R

N
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present programmed instruction. The notion that computer literacy is
important in and of itself arises in ‘this first group ‘of speeches petween
1977 and 1978. By 1980 the need to<:wrestle.with computers" is in a

list of challenges to the district, and microcomputers are mentioned

—TTT

Ea

specifically in the list of program emphases of the yegr

Computer Literacy in Conﬁext-

G . '
‘ Two ideas from this first analysis of mental maps are particularly

interesting. The first observation involves the argument made in 1980

that the schools shéuld help create computer literacy as one of the

Y

basic skills needed in the 1980's. _The argument in 1980 took this

K

‘form: )
change - e computer + -students ‘operating 4 educational
in'society. technology - computers tomorrow “ problem of
: o S o " .- trying to
, £~ N - - . make students

-, = literate in -
-/ the computer
‘area’

This argument is remarkably similar~to the argument wade in 1965:

3

~

‘ v | increasing _ ‘ .
- Cor population : o A . :
) . : ' . .“_\ - o ¢ : .
- S . i . multitude of ° ' educating for
‘ change . .o . problems-and , = jobs that are
in society. . . .~ responsibilities ~  not dnknown
. T + for.schools o
S explosion e e
. of N . ) N - - . .' ‘ . . . . .

. .population. .
. T - 7

Y
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What .appears to have happened is that 'space age [computerI tech—_

nology"” has coe to be seen not just as a useful tool" but .as an
‘instance of basic social change. The computer in 1980 has the same;

,status'as.population shifts and the knowledge explosion did-in 1965;.
. . . . N 3 : s L B

- Once this equation is made a whole chain of logicibecomes available—-a

chain of logic that has been repeatedly expressed over fifteen years, a .

"cha n of logic that maked’ 3} necessary to educate for the jobs of the

>

futjure. )

>

The second interesting ‘feature® of the analysis has to do with the .

-

richness of Samson's early thoughts on individual instruction, as ex—

- pressed in Figure 2.-

o [ . . ) C . .
. o

' Figure 2 about here

- »

Although we kney' that * individualized instruction“ was a centraliphilo—

"sop ical tenet of the district, we did not give it the attention we now

’

thinkn\t deserves until beginning detailed analysis of ehe speech fileu

References to individualized instruction, such as" those which appear i -

. %
'the 177, '78 -and '80. speeches to new faculty (Table 2), can be seen as

a kind of shorthand to the much more intricate set of ideas expreSsed

in 1965 and then reworked in many later speeches, including the '69

+

‘ and '73 speeches analyzed for this paper. : )&,\\; S N

‘Tablenz about here

. N
Y

'The=l969'speech for example, rearranges and simplifies the causes °,;r “

o

. and implications of individual instruction outlined ir Figure 2 in (Iihe u

following,form:

-

°

a
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5 -things o P
" we know 3 principles
about for education-&

learning .

Similar fragments of the original chain of logic are found everywhere.-) -

*
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‘.l

3

ey YT

3. broad implf—

s -

‘ability"to
cations for o refleét_the\\
educational subculture .. =
organization " [among_other
g *things]

.13 changes in
educational. -

~ deldvery -

-2

For example, a truncated mental map - from the speech "Forward to thel *

Basics” takes this form. ;

éelf~educahility

© . ) N K ) j . S 4'_._8
2 things P . 4 ways in .. ha§ic:skills‘qg, w7 '<f
we know o individual - _ which edu- , instruction . Ll
aboyt- instruction cation 'is = in the schools S [
learning / : ~ “.delivered : C ,,w;' - o 3‘.
‘/ SR 4 . ~ability to deal:
o ~ with challenges1.
' / K of the future. *
A4 . S H t .
"\ By the 1977, '78/and '80 speeches to thelfaCulty12)'even more ahbre-

viated feferences are found including the "5 things we kdow about
] \

-teaching"'listed as part of the phi1%Sophy of the district, reacting

&

“to changes in chiety" starred as a particularly important challenge

facing the district, and futurism is one of the programmatic emphases

L e~
L

- for each. year. ; B

What has happened we: speculate, is that the superintendent directly

,"?F’/.

x% . T .,é
er- e o
taihly for, himself, and probably for much of hig" audience, these ideas h 351¢;T

- ,

" expresses ‘a lss and less co/plete chain of logic through time.

they

4 and their relationship are well known, they are’ taken-for-granted
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have become part of the "ground:/against‘Which niewer ideas are placed,
j-w-and out— ofwwhich newer~and~now more potent ideas grow.i—-f«4—~——————»~—~-—-~»
ey e R o :
' But newcomers such as. ourselves do not have many -clues to the past

. '\:,__ . \ - .

richness or the longevity\of ideas expressed in phrases such as’ o
T\ -

"individua ducation or "futurism;" 1f we: work with current. expres- ,

sion alone. More:specifically. what going back into earlierjwriting . AX
hasrdone is'elevate the”idéa of individual.instruction-from deg&ﬁedly a

‘secondary impdrtance as deriving some spillovef benefits’from"microcom- :

"puters to more primary importance as the link-pin in a chain of logic
that made adaptability a primary educational goal'and individualized

feducation the means of promoting adaptability. Once’ knowledge of com~

L S

LI putersyis identified as a sﬁecific example,of future Oriented ad::ip-i

~

.tability, the link between the computer and thu conceptﬂof tndividual

instruction must be deen as direct rather than indirect. The

T a
. . > s

f'.superintendent's interést in'computers (which'we‘know from interviews-*

‘.

§ began as d graduate student in, the early l960's) was given meaning by

,—ehe”"y different vays he saw it supporting individual instruction

- -
1

-through time. An interest in computers, nourished by the neeés of

'indiyidualized education, then leap-frogged into prominence as a direct

I L]

| example of adaptability to the future identified as important in its h
™~

T oown right. (At the same time the concept of individualized instruction

'lost_potency as an_evocative‘concept and the distriggrhow focuses’ n
“.other, ‘though not incompatible; organizing concepts.)

[ - '

" °. Conclusion . " \ S .
. . . . e A ’ .
.To some extent, goigg back into the speech file provides evidence for ;

o

—————the~idea‘that—majof“’hanges in organization are dirterent arom day‘to
N =

\ “kv‘.‘.‘- . . v .c.
. ‘.":. S
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day operations. The notion of individual education, to which the need \

———for" computers was'’ atta hed‘for many years wis clearly central to
,“\‘ -
' Samson's thinking. Further, as computer lJteracy begah to have a life

: of its own, it too has prominence "in. his’ writing.- The day to day

/ “'; detail; of the organization are mot given such attention.-
We speculate that this long-. period of attentiveness, however is’
fprécisely what allowed the introduetion of computers to be 80 smoothly
managed.' It is not just that members of the community, the faculty,

and the administration were sensitized by the superintendent (as:well

57 i
as‘'by the mass- media) to the potential of computers. Continued atten—
tion to the same theme contributed to Samson' 8 own ability to present

= ~ computer education as a normal, natural, routine, part of the curriculum.

In retroepect, the many speeches given-by thebsuperintehdent, especially
infthe:late'60s'and early 70s, might be described as a~series of reher-
sals for the presentation made in 1979-80; z . o f. =~
This point miéht well be'underscored.*_For‘though it 1is possible and
sometimes necessary to present major organizational decisions as new and

lﬁp dramatic, they will. not become secure until they sink Into the daily
: life f the organization. Ihe test of whether an attempted domain
change will take" is'whether it can in fact be expressed‘ sooner or
“flater as unexceptionable, as not\quuiring constant attention.

We are beginning to speculate, on the basis of observing other issues
as. well as the computer issue analyzed here, that the effectiveness of :
leaders’such as Samson may restron,their ability to' in general not be '
.dramatic in the work they do. 'Insteadt"they fold.changing'circumstances

¢

o BN . T ] ’ ' ’ v"t ’ .
. o B . - ' . P ) " : , ”: 3 e .
o ot . L ' Ay . 3
o e T B RN 15 ““?ﬂéfw.
4 o [ Ly s .. . P R 1 75 - P, " N
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i iato an on-going fabric of sense-making which absorbs the events which

©

m~might—seem~startling—to_newcomers o) o outsideqs (Pondy l978) ~<——v—»~~~f~————

The structure of meeting agendas, which repeatedly drop small,

manageable;xupdates on the progress‘of actiVities such as those carr%ed .
Qut by the bluexribbon committee‘onscomputers, appears to be a major ‘
way in which this is accomplished.' Reminders and uﬁdates divide\into
manageable piec' th i;Q?¢F of‘something:like the introduction of - .

computers. They gradually make g'new concept familiar. Repeated

references help actors less centrally involved in the day-to—day life ,

]

‘of the district, such as Board members, parents and the public, see: \

»

new activities»in the district as non-startling.
PR ,
While it well might be argued for. the computer literacy issue that

‘the twin conditions of "ambiguous or disputed obJectives .and unknown

o,
or poorly understood consequences of action were not present to,require
( S,

. a dramatic mode of presentation, disparate objectives and. various en-

- 5
visioned outcomes do characterize the development of the superinten-

-dent's thinking over the lOng term. Repeated but diverse attempts to

‘ditions might well have been present in the immediate decision areéna

have helped generate an account.which in the end helped keep ‘this " g

issue from being splintered in presentation. In addition, these con-

'tive mechanisms. : L ;-

link computers to central philosophical tenents in the district may

. 8
n the absence of a strong network of routinely functioning ‘administra=

J

.

- To reverse the argument ve made ﬁn our original proposal and the

argument that has held the center-stage in much recent writing about
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organizations, Ehe well underetood and well developed proceduresvwhich~

_Wponstitute administration within a glven. domain isooner. or. later. must

\

spill over into the administration of domain change. Dramatic“descrip-

tions of attempted domain change, such as those offered by Thompson
' : !

(1967), March and Olsen (1976) and Weick (1979), may be vie%ed as
,Vproblematic situations for which successful administrative mechanisms

5and convincing causal claimg could not be generated.
~
L2

4
Ay

N

B
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~ ‘ » : . Footndtes ‘ - J

An earlier version of this paper was presented to the Special Inter~ .
est Group on Organization Theory, American Educational Research Associa-
tion meetings in Los Angeles, California, April 13, 1980. Support. by -
the National Institute.of Education, grant no. G-80—0152 and the re- '
search assistarnce of Bette Hughes is gratefully acknowledged.

2Since Spacing varies from gpeech to speech, the line has been
adopted as the common unit of measure for all speeches that are not ~
handwritten or in outline format. Any line with more than two words
is’ included in the count, excluding titles and subtitles. _:4~

3For this preliminary analysis coding was domne by two judges, who
coded each document independently, ‘and then agreed on a resolution of
all difference§2 :

s
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Symbol- “Def'initioﬁ - .
[+/ politively affects _ o /
. . - t . ~ ,
/-1 negatively affects .
-~ /-'t-f will not hut"c, does not prevent, is not hai'mful’
/0/ will not. help, does not promote, is of no benefit to  “
¢ : . . ‘ . :
IEY) . may or.may not be related to, affects indeterminably
/m/ effeccé_\-in some non-zero way
S J0) does not\\ matter for, has no effect on, has o relation to
. “ ‘ ~' . \ ] ' . i ’
/=/ is equivalent to, is defined as* =
N . \ ’ ' )
. . , \. . . . T -
lel - 'is an ‘e_xan%ple of ,~is one member: of*
< ] . s ) \ e . . .
s
y |
L ._
*Categories-not used by Axelrod.
. o .
. o . .
-).5. ‘ ’ e R . .
* e Table 1: Coding Categories
. . ) " ‘5‘

wl.
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“Mintzberg's (1978) suggestion that strategy be defined as a pattern
1of'key decisigns over time'has been widely'adoptedv(see for example,

Mndrews, 1980) A major claim for the usefulness of the pattern defini-
tion is that strategy thus defined does not have to be deduced from the

'conscious intentions of the decision maker. In Mintzberg s example- ;'

When Richard Nixon, early in his first term of office,

- made a number of decisions to favor: Southern voters -

~ (appointment of Supreme Court justices from the South,
interference with school ifitegration plans, etc.),: the
press quickly coined the phrase "Southern. strategy" '
Their action.corresponded exactly to ours as researchers:
despite no explicit statement, of intent the press per=-

. celved a consistency in a stream gf decisions and ¥
labeled it a strategy ﬁ/}l978 :935) -

Although the pattern ‘definifion thus frees researchers to make ‘
‘their own analysis, it should uot be forgotten that the researcher s

o discovery of p%ttern is a cognitive process not different in kind from
\

. attempts to create order made by those in the organi?stion studied.
‘, : \
And, the pattern that the organization s strategist ‘'sees 1s° highly

4,f, __relevant to the researdher——eVen if it is not accepted a priori as the
only relevant interpretation of a decision stream. No'one is more
: motivated than the thoughtful organization leader to discover. meaning

in the tangible activities of the organization.' In our concern not to

be bound by the deliberate intentions of decision makers, we should not

the v oq

L ;abandon study. of che CEO s interpretations as- particularly valuable

‘ clues to understanding strategic decisions.

Written materials prepared by organizational leaders offer a par-f_ .
i

ticularly rich source of data - on the strategic patterns seen by those

“who create strategy. 'Several,methods of analysis are available to

SRR B ‘ e : o o ' "
.-isystenaticallyzstndy:such material. - One of these methods, which focuses

R

i e .-t
‘ “;‘/ ’ SR, B )
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~ on causal assertibns, is described in this paper. “The outcome of this
method of analysis is a "mental map" of concepts and - their effects on

one another. The method developed by Robert Axelrod and his associates ‘? -
'*- . .
(1976), has been used to analyze both historical and contemporary material

in politicalwscience. In,this paper- it is'applied to a set of speeches
' \ ' ~
* made by a superintendent ofxschools over .a fifteen year period.,
\

; The aim of the research reported is tp document the development of
;
the superintendent’ s thoughts aboég key strategic decisions over time.,
‘Several different sequences of developmentjare evident in the serieswof
-4, mental ;aps developed so .far from the speech file. The researcher with

s

access to this klnd of documentary evidence has a rich context for under-
standing the pattern which a decision—maker ascribes to a‘series of.

actions. Without this context important concepts are likely to be over-

. , ~ ' . ) -t A
‘makes possible. - . ~ :

f ) S ' : e

.looked,\g; given more superficial,treatment than documentary evidence.

" The Need fortDocumentary Ana%ysis

It is ot necessarily'easy to'identify a pattern in'strategic de-
cisions. Documentary analysis offers the strategy researcher an eﬁtree}»
to the breadth and depth of organizational decision making over time .

" that financial records interviews and even participant observation
' cannot capture alone.
The traditional case study method of investigating strategy often

depends upon in—depth interviews with organizational participants. While

-

g

_this’ method can generate mang details, it can still be difficult ‘to cap-‘

R LU S

ture the complexity of strategic decisions-—especially in the past. ’ni

SN




' The researcher conducting interviews faces an interesting kind of
simplifying filter. Organization members must try to "tell their story"

in an understandable way to & relatively naive outsider. No matter how

.:.‘ . / .
* well prepared, the outsider cannot understand the many details that

affect decision-making. It is unavoidable that many complicating de-

tails are edited from the accounts ‘these individuals offer to the outside
: observer. -But then, as a "story bggins to take shape, new details are

presented in. a way which makes them fic with the previous account into

one whole,.. Even the theme that things are not logical here has an edit—
. - —~ e ¥
ing effect, it tends to suppress the expectable.

ﬂplhewbiasing effect of "the.setory" becomes more problematic as the -
. . . T ' . . . ~ ‘ ‘_W\
. researcher becomes an accomplice. As a leader is presented as particu-

larly'creative and adaptive,'or an organization becomes cast as mired
o 1in tradition, or the threat of foreign imports is identified as a key

element of the environment,we begin to ask more and more questions

°

about creativity, tradition and imports. ‘These threads can easily be-

P8

come . stro}ger bonds in the story than they ar;a?nhgggﬁerganization.

- The- potential bias of followingva few threads through many decisions,

3

is compounded when longitudinal accounts of strategy are desired. The.

) . e
< . n . b

./- "-.‘ . .
oo current view of the organization colors recollegtion of past decisions.
‘ The p t 1is unconsciously edited to fit the pre ent, and anticipated
'\ future ('1- o ; )f Many who have rewritten their resume as

¢ they, apply for a new job can attest to the possibilities of this kind

of refocusing. : o f .’iﬂw;;ww IS

Jj4” If key decision makers are no longer available to the: interviewer"

K]
‘ .

/
} it is even more difficclt to reconstruct past- decisions. The accounts

A

= . - - ~ e . -
] . , . . .
. . “ ' -
) PR .
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of secondary actors are colored not only by present perceptions of .

’

strategy but also by the myths about past leaders and past activities 9

which have grown up in the organization itself (Wilkins aﬁd»'Martin,.

19 80) . ‘ . ’ . ‘ . . . * B i \\_\\
- Longitudinal and comparative research is perhaps easier to aécom- '
\
plish ‘through the PIMS data base, the publicly available financial in-

formation distributed in response to SEC _requirements, and" the publica— o

tions of investment services. The problem here, however, is one of \

detail.' The periodic nature of suth reports can obscure intervening
decisions. Many desirable figures, Such as advertising expenditures

(Hatton and Schendel, 1977 99) are not publicly available. Further,
.\ - . o
correlation does not necessarily imp y- causality, as recent crit L owE

-
C 1

PIMS based studies have argued (Rumelt, 1981) o .

Systematic analysis of the documents generated by organizational

- f-—::,.."'

v participants for their own use can help counter these ‘problems. ALthough\

documents have always been drawn upon by those interested in strategic

~d

decisions, little has been done in the, field of strategic management to -

»

. subject written material to rigorous content analysis. '

_ Content analysis provides an unobtrusive meaSure of the items which

concerned organization members at the time of a decision, and theirllnter-

w o : Q_ . B

relationships. This tally can be used “as the raw material from which.

S

e o pattern is” generated by the researcher.‘ It can also be used to supple-

/ ‘ment financial records, interviews and observations, as the means of

L@

jogging the memory of informants, and as the source of ideas for further

investigation.

Lery
5y



N . It is 'Important that documentary analysis reflects past interpreta%!

- “tion of decisions._étbis unbiased by'current strategic concepts. . Memos,
freports, notes of‘meetings and.so onjreflect_theﬁdata,ohatdwas most
salient at‘the time of'decision. y Z‘/’,

' . L , . v

p Because documentary analysis uses realetime observations, it also

PLV . .

offers a more stable basis for comparing different time periods than

interviews allow. Changes in annual reports, in the emppasis of press

releases and so on are apt to be more - accurate indicators of change in .-

N

strategic pattern than recollection/provides.

"
Finally, the study of documents is apt to generate more detail than

either memory or.financial records provide. Thousands of-pages of
material are commonly available in an organization. Documents prepared

for different .uses. cover the same - time period. Though'time chsuming to

N l

: analyze, a wealth of detail is available. Because it»was.generated for
..» " . a variety of internal uses, it-has’/gt been homogenized to fit one
- B N ) ’ ’ . ‘ . - ’ . X ]
gy

"story" about;the_organiaation. . ' e

<

|
. R o . i .
©The use of documents is not without difficulty, howevef. ‘Files .-
/
|

are often»frustratingly incomplete. The documents that are’ available '
B are the shadow cast by the action which interests the rese:l;rcher--and :

. . N

'not action itself Even more problematic, the document written from one -

individual to another- is an instfument of persuasion. ‘It]cannot be .

©

V ,;taken solely as the author s opinion' it may be the author s opinion l_ !
A . . / ( - ",
‘of the opinion which will affect the audience. : f ./~4~\;a__\_f;____,(;__

Despite these problems, the study of documents can be very impor-

W . ' "
. .. ” .

-tant for the researcher interested in understanding organizational de- -

1
,

”fcision making over long periods of time. Financial°records are periodic,‘

.

R BT P SRR T
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- and limited in scope and explanatory power., Interviews simplify and

\
distort. Key participants in past de‘N*ions forget or leave the organ=-

o ization. Documents are a necessary.supplement-to these sources.

o'

The problems of~document analysis can be deflated in various ways(

., The sheer Pulk of paper, generated by the organization will hopefully
pron:;e some evidence»of the events which most interest the researcher,
?ven‘though many documents_are lost. ghany documents also can be inter-
preted as providing the-context f;r action. Especially in the large

organization where formal communication is requir&d, they are used by.
. organization members themselves to help interpret decisions. Finally,
e comparison of documents written for different audiences over long

periods of time may help sort the opportunistic-remark from more in-

trinfic interpretation. It is hard to lie consistently over a long '

. Y
°

period of time. If the decision maker continues to communicate a lie,

I

it tends to take on a life of its own and become at least partially the

} . . .
3

truth.. )

. -
N
I

Alternative Methods of Analysis ‘f ¢ .

The‘researcher interested in(discovering strategic patterns oftef .

can draw upon an extraordinary vari f written material. Budgets,

annual reports, news releases, formal internal reports, planning docu-

:
.

<

i ments, newsletters, correspondence, zgendas, minutes of meetings.and

the like are supplemented by memos,. grking notes, records of appoint-

ments, telephone logs, and other infofmalawritten materials. Some of
these documents are publicly available.. Other materials can be foumd
ﬁw

‘ within the organization, if not in the company s formal archives,L\hen

. .‘ “ r
) . L L o - .‘,5:,"; ) }
S T N T
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in the files .of individuols. Ofcan‘che same kind of document is 'avail-

“able over the périod of years required’by the strategy researcher,

Y
N While’ the problems of. winnowing such’ material can be substantial,

’

I have found in several organizations a relacively complete set of.

V

similar macerials,-such as .the fifteen years of speeches used as an ek~~

A . . vt

"ample in this paper, which shed significanc liéhc on scracegic concerns.1
Written macerials of this sort can be analyzed in a variety of ways°

.The most scraighcforward analysis involves direct count of words

r A

K used, with .particular actenciga given to changes in word usage from
. - i : o . '
document to document. This approach has been used, for example, to
o . ’ B !

analyze Statements made by world leaders-prior to World War I in an

effort ‘to prediét the outbreak of hostilities, and iihhés been used: to

R
h

idénciff trends in social concerns from the U.S. and Soviet m;dia
(Dasswell, Leites and Associaces, 1949;- Pool, 1970).
Word based analysisrlénds itself to computer‘analysis.n‘Thé General

Inquirer (Pool, 1970),vwritcen‘in'the‘mid-l9508 tQ faoilicaté'the scudy
of pdlicioal comnunicanion, is perhaps she best known‘of these programs.
A summary of its desosndencs';nd other recent programs for-concenc analysis
can Be°%onnd in Holsti (1969). o |

' A problem with content ansIYSis focused on words alone is that ic‘
cannot, capcuré Ehs lsréer sense oficné o;érall document. Rhetorical

analysis, direcced.a£’2he-documenc as a whole, concentraces at chis level

v
.

of analysis. Tnere are many,diffsrent schemes of rhetorical anallysis»_ﬂ_l;w

= + ¢ . N e

. : _ L o\ ..’ T .
. v v . . . . v ‘ ' . . .
L , 11 have looked so far only at natural language documencs\hbuc,

C financial documents also record strategic decisions, and can be used to .
3 discover scrategic pactern (Boland 1979. Boland and Pondy, 1981) =

e s




R MRS - T Tl -
LY

. (Perelman and Olbrechtszyteca, 1969; Corbett, l969f,'but each attempts

to comment on the way in which a document bridges between speaker.and
audience. My own attempt to use this approach (Huff, 1980) draws es- |

- 'pecially upon Aristotle's basic concepts of arrangement, styleland argu-

T -
Q

ment, to compare documents generated by two opposing groups in an organ- .
’, F ) . L N . -
;. ization._ ' AR
! . Bag

S

Rhetorical analysis is particularly helpful in analyzing long docu—

/ ments and screening ‘a large number of documents. Once a SubJect of

I

/ particular interest has been identified more detailed attention camr be
/ u

given to specific passages and/or to more limited aspects of a document.

Focusing on the arguments made in support of (or agalnst) specific ac-
- % - .
tions seems especially useful.

)

i; . . Steven Toulmin, a philosopher, has suggested that arguments are.

(%

logically composed of several different elements: the basic claim it-
self the data.offered in support of that claim, an expressed or implied-
warrant or principle that make it possible to deduce the claim. from ‘the .
ievidence, and qualifications limiting the scope of the claim (Toulmin:

1958). Mason and Mitroff (198la, 198lh) have used this scheme extensively

in thelr consulting and research asfa means of making the basis of

strategic arguments‘(and strategic.alternatives) clearer to decision

’

makers. There are howeuer some problems,witﬁ’nsing this methpd of
_ . R ‘ &

analysis ( : B : ) and Toulmin hlmself is supposed to have

said he did not mean to be<interpreted literally.

3

Another method for more explicit analysis focuses on causal asser—
_tions. Bougon, Weich and Binkhorst (1977) developed one scheme for in—

ferring the ‘causal assumption used by organization members. . A simpler

0

]

. oy -
. 54




influence others'to_make similar interpretations.

-9-

scheme has been developed by Robert Axelrod.(197é)5; Both‘approaches

. . ' + i :
 generate a '"mental map" of concepts used by decision makers. The con-

cepts are connected by arrows indicating causal relationships.
J

While analysis based on cause alone misses some significant

subtleties (such as the assertion that something exists or that one

‘concept is an example of another more general concept), it might be

said'that.causal beliefs lie at the heart of organizatioaal strategy.

Strategy is devised because organiZaﬁion leaders helieve that they

s

can have an 1mpact on their organization and their environment, they -
believe they know how to cause things to happen. ‘This approach there- =

fore seeilns to have particular promise for strateg?ﬁresearch.

o °

The Superintendent's Speech File
As an example of documentary analysis based on causal assertions

the rest of this paper will discuss a research.project'focused on seventy

" : - : . ’ ) x‘ c‘ . ) ' - ’ '
three speeches delivered from 1965 to 1980 by an I1linois superintendent

of schools. Ahalysis of the speech file is part of a’lafger project in-

vestigating decision-making in three school districts.2 Iﬁ the farger

”~

_project we are interested in the way numer ous individuals have an effect

on strategic decisions, and in the way past and concurrent decisions
interrelate; The study of the speech file is an important piece of

evidence about the way. in which a key actor, the superintendent in one

oﬁ'our studyidistricts, has interpretedvstrategic issues and ‘tried to -

[N

S
\

- 7,1

2Louis R. Pondy is co-investigator in this study, which is funded -

* by the National Institute of Education, Grant no. G—80 0152

&
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The seventy three speeches represent virtually a complete record -

~—

of the superintendent s public addresses from the time he received his
doctorate to'the present, made as he held three positions of maJor re—i
sponsibility in two districts. The bulk of the speeches were delivered

to staff k29 speeches),;the general public (16); students (11) and

parents (5). All of the early-speeches are written in sentence form,

but more recent speeches are generally preserved in outline.

fThe-preliminary scan of these speeches 'is being'made'in the .spirit

-

of general_rhetorical analysis. Each speech was given a number coded

by audience and year of delivery. An Pindecksﬁ-file card was completed

for each speech,3 indicating the organization of the speech and major v
: subjects'covered, -This . general coding makes it possible to select groups

of speeches for closer analysis.. For example, a number of the speeches

—

~ show significant overlap, opening up the possibility for an analysis of -

’

. change in thinking about -specific concepts. o ‘

' "Mental Maps" of Causal Statements

N i -

One type of more specialized analysis follows a modification of the ;
coding manual developed by Wrightson for Axelrod (Axelrod, 1976:291- 335)
=
All causal statements in the document analyzed are identified by one-of

_two coders and placed into ‘one of the nine categories'identified in.

Table 1.

v 3This'card'allows coded holes to be punched out along the periphery
g\of‘the card. When a "needle" is inserted, into the corresponding hole on
all ‘cards, the coded cards fall out. The number and simplicity of "the .
data being recorded, as well as its ‘exploratory nature, made this method
preferable to computerized coding, which is also possible.

g St cotine R

[
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. Symbol efinition
2 positiveiy affects S _
/-l : negatively affects v
/+ will rot hurt, does not prevent, is. not harmful -
. - ’ /0/ will not help, does not promote, is,.of no benefit to
/al/ ~ may- or may not be related to, affects indeterminably
_ /um/ affects in sope non-zero way ' Sl
’/~/(f4 10/ - does’ not matter for, has no affect on, has no-
4 ot relation to - ,
f = is equivalent to, is defined as*
- lel . 'is an example of; ‘is one member of*
A X ';*Categories'not.used by Axelrod.
e A ', - Table 1: Coding Categories

‘ A ’ . 2

JAt the end of this procedure the phrases connected by these linking
causal: concepts are assigned an identifying letter. All statements are -
. examined for equivalency, following rules specified in’ the code book.'

Equivalent statements are supplied the same letter, A "m&p .or series
of maps is then constructed of. connected statements.

-

Applications of this method in three studies conducted by Axelrod

a

'and'his associates-shQW'complete consistency._ In maps covering 43 to

llovdistinct.assertioné, there‘are'no-inségﬁhes of,inconsistent asser-—
N . : . - I
tions by the speaker (Axelrod, l976‘229—230) . The coding'process it=

| '.self has also been shown to be quite reliable, These studies show 96

-’.‘-'-'

percent agreement between coders on the location of cause and effect
".(the "side" of the causal sign to which statements were: assigned) and

b
- 97. percent agreement on the direction of the sign (positive or. negative)

B
"(Axelnod l976 227) Agreement on whether or not a, causal statement

.te . -~




_ has beenﬁmade"is‘more'diffieult to obtain,. since- many of these‘state-

v

ments must be‘inferredv However, Akelrod obtained an intercoder re-.
liability of 80 percent on this aSpect of the coding procedure.

While a series of maps can be generated as.a distillation of a
speech in its entirety, we have been particularly interested in using

this method ‘to follow specific concepts. For example, we have a

particular interest in the role that "individualized instruction" plays

in the district. One of the suxerintendent s early speeches includes
. s . _
this statement about the-importance of individualized instruction.

 We've’ known for a- loug time that:
.a). Children learn at different rates of speed'
b). that children's interedts are varied;
_ ' ¢). - that knowledge is related; - or
. d). that responsibility is obtained by allowing
- people to take responsibflity,
‘e)., - and learning is non—sequential.
"Let s review these once again so that weJcan better
~ identify. some principles on which future educational “
. ' . programs will be grounded. (1) It seems to me that. -
. one of the first principles evolving from the preceding _
N statements is that education is an "individual" not a .
mass. process. 1 believe that’ this. principle will lead
» us to individualize instructure more and more as the
years progress. - Lf we believe that education is an
affair of the individual, -that people learn at differ-
ent rates of speed, and that individual s interests .
. . are different, we must ‘agree that we need to indi-
f. ) vidualize instruction to a much greater degree in the -
L o future than we are now doing. S S :

°

S o This statement includes one of the many kinds of ambiguity which .-
occur in the speeches. The statement "let ] review these [points]"

would- seem to 1ndicate that the secdhd part of the text is equivalent

~to the first. ‘The last sentence,-however, indicates a causal connection

f_‘between the two, which was taken by the coder to over-ride the use of

-

’the word ,review .
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The statement was thus initially coded into the following set of’ claims.

Children learn at differentl + . education s an individual.

4

.+ | rates of speed (A) - ~ . and not a mass'process (E) -
R o Y AR o ‘ B e \
'Children s interests are = /+/- E
varied (B)
. | "~ Knowledge is reaxted (C) S+ - E.

. Responsibility is obtained /éz:j E } o -
by allowing people to take ' o
- responsibility (D)

E g ' ~ /+/ . individualize instruction (F)

A4 B GD . M4 F

These claims generate the followingimap: '
‘ + : S . . S
Figure 1 chows a condensed version of the much larger map in which this
sequence can beffoundZOn‘the-left.

o -

~

Figure 1 about.here;

9
.

.°f . ‘ R Pattern in Causal Maps Over Time

-~

"The data from the speech file indicate several ways in which causal

beliefs develop over time.f Somefof‘these patterns can be cast in very"

lvgeneral terms which might be expected to occur in the strategiq thinking
'7of leaders from many- different kinds of organizétions. o ~j".gf

<

;l.: Simple addition and subtraction. In many cases.an argumenthis ,f

. repeated from speech to speech with modest,variations of the following

{sort:ggﬂ EE




L, : i
(1) j:;::j;hiu_ ‘becomes - B
. B ) . A A. . . oC

>

) <::::;Q . becomes
. ! . H

In such cases the structure of the argument stays the same, but a

‘setxof contributing factors or outcomes is altered. While emphasis for

'a'particular audience or occasion may account for many of thése altera-
tions,'ifla change_of’this sort is sustained_over time the evidence

seems strong that'the speaker's own thinking,has c?anged, and we might

. expect a concomitant change in strategy. For example, new actions re-
. i i

1ated to cause C should emerge ig example 1, and actions tied to out-

comes Q and R in example 2 should beCome extinct.

.

2. __gure to" Ground.. One interesting outcome of the superintendent
study involves ‘the concept of individual instruction, which was cited "_. N
in'our interviews with the superintendent.,as one réason for developing
computer'instruction. tIndividual instruction<has_become?anhold and |
apparently trite phrase among educators., Without consciOus decision"we‘

-

'assumed the .use of this concept by the super1ntendent and others in the
distfict was the. reflection of current jargon. The interview data alone
did- not suggest it was important.'

After beginning ‘to analyze the speech file, however, we felt that . -
' g,"we had not given sufficient attention to the concept of individual in—

jstruction. Individual instruction was the subject of complicated causal ' o

‘maps in speeches made by the superintendent in the late 1960s. ‘Borrow-

- ing the vocabulary of psychology, this was the salieﬁt "figure" in these
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v

,\ | early causal maps. It was‘reduced to part of the '"ground" in later -

_ ,maps, however, which feature.a new'dominant concept--computér literacy.
7 '. Analysis of the speech file showed that in an earlier-period the ﬂ
superintendent had actively enplored the reasons fot institutionalizing
a curriculum based on individualized instruction, and he listed literally
: dozens of implications of this approach for school operations (Figure l)
These implications fluctuated over a pdkiod of several years, an indica-

tion of actively-developing a.viable strategy. Then, partially as a
result of severe financial constraints,‘the superintendentfs;focus of
'attentionfshifted inhthe'speeches, and individual instruction moved to
: a.secondary focus.
“At the end. of the time period we studied individual instruction

.is.one of several,factors which-contribute torthefg@ed for computer in-
. ' . . L -

‘ struction‘in-the schools.. The.path of'development'qver the‘entire time
period can be generalized in this form:
A
\ \
(_3) /B

”This pattern indicates a continuity in strategic ‘concern_ that we had

n\

N
-]

becomes -

4I

//
//\»\‘

) not previously detected, and reveals a potential consistency between
' \

'policies implemented earlier, as a part of individualizing instruction,

and current efforts to: introduce the computer curriculum. %

3. Ground to Figure. The reverse of the development just des-ﬁ

;,cribed is the movement from ground to figure. “In this case, the concept
'lB (in example 3) emerges from casual mention in e rlier speeches to
major importance in later papers. The movement is from a periphery

l l;wll,position as one of several subsidiary points to a central concept.
. . \ * '
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4. Experimental Placement. The incggased interest ‘in computers,

culminating in a new program aimed at,producing "computer literacv"

might be. thought of .as-an example .of movement' from figure to ground.

On closer examination-the‘superintendent's interest in computerS'took’
several forms before settling on the idea of computer literacy. . This

/

I . .
i v

;points in time a concept may be is linked?to different arguments,

-

. - C
t2. - C > X —> Y _
&3 M » > 2 \\}

.

It appears as if the possibilities of this concept are being explored

.

by provisionally linking it'to a variety of other concerns. In de—

]

__velopmentsaof.this sort one might expect relatively little action,
until a stable plttern is developed. 'The indication of a more g%able

pattern may well be the more modest addition and subtraction outlined

' in example iR -

5. Borrowed Logic. The speech file shows at. least omne incident

; of a fifth pattern of development in which very similar ‘arguments being

- made about different subJects-

4

¢
»

is a third pattern which also might be taken as generiil At different

G



(5) A - 7B ——>

>E
becomes
[ »li'-, C
| A— X ——>('—SF L SN

In this example the.argument'outlined with respect to subject X is re-
' markably similar to an earlier argument about subject B. Although not

completely identical, impact C' is similar to C, D' is similar to D.

'
S This is” formal evidence of using PaSt experience, of drawing a close

amalogy between two different arguments. If the analogy holds, one

might expect activities“to move with-special speed in this pattern of

e

W

' development, ‘as past experience is drawn upon. - ', ' o -
6. Diffusion. While the speech fide has. not yet generated a . e
specific example, it seems highly 1ikely that with mére information
about the" superintendent s contacts it would be possible ‘to identify-

e
_ concepts and even entire arguments in his thinking that have come’ from

§

‘others‘in the,field. While the structure might be-modestly_altered,

e ; ‘an example of the following sort would seem to be strong evidence of o

~ . ... ghared thinking. -
. . -\ . - -‘; . /C O R e g .
. '(6) . orgamization‘a . A———3 B’ R
. o S R

/ o ot " organization . T A : B ‘
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Identification of 'this kind of pattern might~shed interesting light

on industry-wide practices and their 1mp7ct on the individual organizae :

.

tion. If temporal evidence were available)the direction of diffusion .

.2 !

might also be established.‘

.Conclusion
¢ %,

WhenfMintzberg began using'the term pattern he seems to have been
primarily interested in finding a way "of relating a<tontemporaneous set L
of actions. The_question.was whether the outsider could find in the
activities of dn organization’one unifying theme?-a way of connecting

b —

actions into an overarching strategy such as Nixon s "Southern strategy

The analytic techniques reviewed in this paper provide methods

which can assist this search. -Applied to documents generated by organ-'

at

: 1zational actors, the causal maps technique in particular can he

H

. to graphically show the connection which actors themselves draw etween vh

.

important concepts. These connections form one piece of evidenc% avail-
able to researchers for making their own assessment of consisteqcy

‘decision making.‘ 7 ‘ . : L f
. : - \ .
Documentary analys1s can also provide the clues to strategic pat- .

A\ ]
v

tern in a second and larger'sense. Here the pattern is one that crosses' “ 4
strategies. The consistency sought occurs through time, it links
r.““strategies.. In this senSé‘the’notionvof'pattern is‘akin to Mintzberg's ‘”
discussion of Volkswagon s development from post WW II to the present. |
:Documentary evidence may be able to-shqw,the way in yhich the same"

. - . - L] : ' . : . o
concept is reintérpreted and placed‘in a different position_jn 1Anew -

causal .net.i' ."rhe preliminary study’"_of~the _speech fil"e"""l‘éadsmewto _—
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- ‘ ) . L]
B atad
speculate that this kind of evidence will be able to show such contir -
' ‘ : o T . * cal n g
nuities across strategies.. This is a particularly importan‘&-. ind of\
, evidence to have for better unerstanding the process of strategy re- f
. . .- U \ Ble i
formulation, - - -
: . l- : e . N '
t ’
‘0 N I
o
..- ° 7 v
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Individun] Learning ‘ K : v S
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. : -~ . Abstract oo o
- Y .

The changing use of language is a particularly important source of data
for understanding the way in which leaders structure and restructure their
. interpretation of decision situations.' This paper presents ‘a’ method of
“‘analyzing leader statements about decision situations as’ a series of argu—.

ments. In this perspective, the leader is seen as needing to:find an argu-
‘ment. that is strong enough to warrant action. ' The chief executive's. -
participation in many discussions can be interpreted as the\construction of,
“trial arguments to see if they have such strength. - R . e

Deciding on a way to approach a decision situation can be a time con~ ‘
- suming process, however ‘and another important leadership activity ‘is to
.influence organization- members to adopt ‘similar ‘or compatible interpreta— .
tions. .The behavior required to effectively frame a situationcan;differ
“from the behavior required to effectively transmit that frame to others.

The conclusion of the paper Speculates that -in time pressured situations

' the leader’s broad responsibilities make it~ likely that others will more-

- qulckly be able to frame situations and begin to influence others.'

"




.used throughout this paper), the school board had decided to- élose Tope

More often than they would like.', leaders' find that an Thsue they thought

was solved" reasserts. itself and becomes a problem again. In fact, seventy
percent of the situations managers described for Lyles' (1981) study of

problem formulation began with vague feelings of unease about the solution _

'
a

to a situation which had been previously acted upon. In-a two a »half year ’

/
&

gstudy which Louis Pondy and‘I have made of over .a dozen issues facing three

/ 19]
school districts, one situation in particular had this chawacter, )
Several years before we began studying "Allison Park" (pseudonyms are

-

[

.School in response to a number of factors~ including declining enrollments.'

hen we began interviewing, in November 1979, the Tope isSue appeared to be

a

' moving toward a final phase of razing the building and selling the land for

P

' residential logs.~'In the next year and'a half however, the focus of deci~

sion’ making shifted a: number of times, and finally involved a widely debated* '

EY

option of c}osing one or. more’ neighborhood schools and reopening Tope as W,;ﬂ,m

one of several centrally located buildings.

Dick. Ingram, the superintendent of Allison Park found it initially

'difficult to resolve in- his own mind how these options should be compared

e

'The,Tope issue was politically Vola le, and had both financial and educa-

. tional ramificationé Only after six months of conversation, intensive

- -

public hearings, committee consideration, outside conSultation and other

‘. problem formulating activities was Ingram confident of the choice to be
recommended to the board., This paper discusses the ‘way in which Ingram -
reformulated ‘the Tope School issue in his\pwn mind and then speculates

| about the potential tension between the task of prublem formulation itself,

2

and’ the task of~influencing others to accept a given formulation.



Data and Coding

. : ¢\
The’ data for this investigation is drawn from ‘the verbatim transcripts .

of fourteen interviews with Ingram c0nducted between November 1979 and i

July l981 by Lou Pondy and myself., (Three other - .telephone interviews could

' oot be transcribed verbatim.) The interviews were transcribed into the .
° - ’ . ] .

computer and coded for .asier access. A complete record of school board.

_minutes was also'coded by Subject,-as were articles‘published-in the'local
-. 3 B

1/-\
newspaper. Our understanding of the Tope iSsue was - further enhanced by at-

.

.

.~

tending sbven board meetings, interviewing two board members and/one princi-

' pal twice each, attending a faculty planning committee, and other less for— .

mal contacts with the school district and its personnel zTope School was

. /

not the only focus of our investigations at thls site, but during the spring

S -

of l981 it-dominated most of he district s attention, and therefore most

- of our attention. o ) . R ' _ . \\\\\

]

To understand Ingram s attempt to make sense of the Tope issue the
' study focuses on the language he usedf and the ;;;yments he” made, in our

- interviews. The interviews have the advantage being collected during’

-

the process of deliberation, in contrast to ost'studies of decisionrmakingf
" o ' e : ‘
. which rely on retrospective ot laboratory vidence. . ) L

The scheme of content analysis applied to the interviews. comes from a

“

' philosopher, Steven Toulmin (1957 1979). Toulmin suggested that in most
natural situations individuajg make assertions without ‘being .sure that
those assertions are true. This perspective fits the policy maker very

well. . The igsues about which policy decisions must be made almost always

[

involve considerable uncertainty. Policy makers try to»find evidencemthat

)

is strong enough to Justify making a decision, even though that evidence .

is rarely conclusive. Because the links between evidence and conclusions

@,
-~ i

‘-often are not immediately apparent, policy makers can be thought of as




PR -3- .
having "arguments";with themselves and others. The purpose of these argu-
i - '.‘: ..". ' . . v . ‘
/ mepts is¢to'findaalegical structure of sufficient strength to warrant

action.

~

Ca Toulmin offers five categories for analyzing arguments. The main line

of the argument Consists of a claim ‘and the "data" offered in support of

that claim. Since uncertainty is involvea, additional support or

"warrants, are often added which suggest why the jump from evidence to

clai% should be taken. Invfact, the speaker sometimes provides_-backing

¥

to further support, the warrant..-Finally, the claim‘may be "qualified”_by
- the speaker to indicate the conditions under which it might not be ‘true.
For this analysis, the fourteen interviews Q?OOOG lines or about 670

-double spaced pages of text) were. coded by topic.u Toulmin s categories of .
| argument were then. applied to the 9423 lines of interview material which

.

involved the Tope issue. As ‘an example of the material which resulted
Figure 1 diagrams this statement-l»l,;_Mugluwﬁ,lfmlmmwM;_,wctimhawwgm_”-_“lml_cc

'The,three schodlﬂcampus‘isn't going to go unless I push
} it, I think. I don't think it’ 's one that's naturally
'~ going to come up on the Board. ' It will be presented
‘as an alternative ‘and unless it's- overwhelmingly finan-
‘cially attractive I think the inclinafion would. be to.
stay in the ‘neighborhood pattern, go for a referendum, .
: sell Tope, escrow the money, invest it, and take secu-
: rity in the fact that there'll be money in the bank if
we need to add some more space at some time.

Figure l;about'here

To further structure the vast amount of material available in the .
interviews, the 350 claims which were identified using Toulin were further
coded for the main subject of each claim. A summary ‘of some of the re—

sults of this coding procedure are included in Table l R o - -

T / . Table 1 about herei
. : ' Co - - N ’
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L Analysis |
The coding summarized in Table 1 indicates a significant ‘break around
December 1980, first in the kind of claims Ingram was making, and then in'

“‘his attentiveness to’ the Tope issue. Before the December interview, many

ot

T

claims, and indeed much of the data offered to Support them, involve
present or anticipated-actions.
. Then, .in response'to events which will be described below, Ingram be-
L 3

ganlto~have doubts about the District's overall.approach to;the Tope issue..

clear signal of this shift back to problem formulation is that the claims

Jbeing made directly involve the criteria for deci ion making. The end of

this reformulation period is not well\defined ‘but by the end of April .
\

Ingram ‘had again begun 'to focus on action. In June, the month of the board

decision on the T0pe issue, his action oriented assessments often involve

L4 L]

how individual board members were likely to vote, and how he thought they
should vote. - - ' ' B \ ' . f. -

Our data’on the Tope issue providps a unique opporfunity to look.at.. ...

‘executive problem formulation, or in this case reforhylation, in an organi~

zational context. Very little research has/b;en done in’this area (Pyles;
l§81'6l), especially in non—laboratory Settings.‘ lyles' work.(1981),
" based on recollective interviews with thirty-three middle and upper
managers, led.to:a heuristic model with three general phases. (L).a
' period of individual.awareness and incubation, which is activated by some :
'triggering event into (2) an organizational phase of informaLion gathering,
‘;problem rationaliZation and’ debate, until (3) some resolution 18 reached.
Lyles documents, however, ‘that most problem formulating episodes cycle
o through the steps of problem formulation more than once. Quinn~(l980),
:n'who studied strategic change in a number of major corporations, supports
?the notion that redirection of organizational efforts is an iterative and

RAY

. time consuming process, with both analytical and political components.

ffﬁﬁ_f*a,l_--'7ﬁ§;,jf_;f . [1_';,»,‘&ffgvl:;kif_,z‘f
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' ,' The Tope issue follows this broad-outline.df the problem formulation
process., Our data collectedvduring the.period‘of decision méking'allows,

' however, for a more detailed look at- the content rather than the process

'

of”decision—making-**This—examination—of’the_TG‘e {saue rocused 6n EhTee

.‘. . n | R N L .
I_guestions. 3 , : : C _ : : -

1, What causes departures from an established line of decision
: making’ » .

2...What feeds the recycling involved in the period of reformu\\
~ lation? , : : - -

3. How i3 a néw direction established’ fa-
. 2 |

\i . The results of this analysis can be summarized in the following way.
\ ’ l
.\' 1l. The appearance of new . alternatives.did not, per sel_dislocate the
: established flow of decision making. " Ingram identified four alternatives
‘ for Tope in our first, November 1979, interview, - They were to rent, lease/
. for a" nominal fee, turn the building over to the town for genior housing, |
# or tear the building down and sell the land. By February 1980 Ingram
- claimed that "we are:leading to the” logical conclusion. of razing the T
' building."f He also noted ‘however., . that a fifth “central campus” alterna-. -
tive had received some attention. Interest in this alternative stemmed |
~from the financial advantages of operating .out of fewer buildings//and '
the ease with which the district could offer a school lunch program.

e e ]

The constellation of alternative resolutions of the Tope issue’ had
'changed, to our surprise, when we began’ interviewing again in the fall
of 1980. The town planning commission had revitalized the senior housing
option Ingram had previously dismissed.: Then, a- local church ‘interested -

.- in.expanding their facilities contacted the ‘district. In October Ingram i

.. expected that Tope would go tg/bne ‘of these. two buyers. . These changes in -
-the - Tope issue, which ‘demande adaptation in Ingram's activities and -his.
.predictions, 'did not, however, cause hifm to rethink the general direction
established several years earlier.n-- A S "

R N i ‘;

2. Indistinguishable alternativesifon the basis- of . criteria alreadz

- established, did not, per se, disrupt the established flow ¢f decision
making. The criteria for deciding what to do with the Tope building were

. rarely. mentioned directly,in this period,- Ingram 'was concerned with being.

.-financially. responsible. ‘He also’ wanted to maintain ‘the, district 8 inde-
pendence in the decision; while being ‘responsive to town. and neighborhood
welfare in choosing a user of the building. Neither the church nor the
town: appeared to have ‘a clear’ edge over ‘the other on these dimensions,:
‘but Ingram suggested several times that the more general criteria of ex—~"
pediency or "a. bird in the hand kind of thing, might“be the deciding
factor.

i .

. - B ~ . . . . [

L 3. Reconceptualization of the Tope {ssue was triggered by an’ argument
,presented as part of an unrelated, short term,pproblem facing the district.- .

,‘v

L
oL
o
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This argument challenged not‘the éetvof alternatives (though it revitalized

a previously dismissed alternative) but the key criteria by which the

original decision to close Tope had been made. In De cember 1980, an ap-

‘parently unrelated event changed the focus of attention on the Tope School

issue. Third grade parents from one building in the district, dissatisfied
by a class size larger than third grades in other buildings, and unable to -

;—"persuade*the—princip@%—or—supeEintendent—to;add_anothen;teacherq;gxganizgdﬁ_;,__;

and brought their complaint to the school board. During several public

‘meetings the administration argued that the size of the .class was within

the bounds of normal practice~in'the'district over time. One parent, how=—

_ever {uging some of the same data presented by the administration, sug-

“gested that inequities among classes had increased and that even greater

<the neighborhood schools which had previously been universally character-

variation in class size should be expected as enrollment continued to
decline. ‘

This argument highyighted'for Ingrém an educatibhél disadvéntage of . )
ized as an-expensive, but educationally preferable, way to organize the
district. Centralizing students in fewer buildings could now be seen as
providing -more options” for matching individual students.with‘approp:iate'

.. class configurations, a particularly important aspect of Allison Park's o

educational philosophy. However, if studeats would benefit from.larger

numbers in one buildipg, it was important to make that decision before _ &
disposing of one of the largest, and most centrally located,.-buildings

in the district. Ingram therefore .decided to~pgsh the board to consider’

a central campus alternative, In his words, thé ‘central campus concept

-."was real to me before...but [the analysis of class size»ineqﬁitieslfgave%

P

a different dimension to it than it had 2§foréﬁ'ﬁ.

4. Expanding the criteria conSideréblx égganded the scogelof the

decision and necessitated new kinds of -analysis, which lengthened the -
‘Teformulation process. Once: educational criteria were introduced, -addi-

-~ Fional-actors-(notably _teachers, principals, parents and the public) be-

éame'ipvblgﬁ . A series of public meetings were held. 'A teacher committee
was appointed by the board to consider "qualitative” aspects of the issue
in its expanded form. District administrators prepared- figures on class’
§ize, ‘classroom space and projected costs under various' assumptions. At -
the same time an external demographics consultant was asked to look again

at his. projections, an architect was asked for rennovation egtimates under

various assumptions; and a financial consultant helped project district

_financesvi Commissioning and hearing these reports took almost four months,

evep"tﬁo?gh many extra meetings were held.

i Sﬂg/keférmulétioﬁ'wés shaped by the last decision ébo&ﬁ féﬁé'and;szf‘
the concern with' class size which triggered reformulation. In our first -

interview, when Ingram recapitulated the board's, initial decision to’ close

'Tope, he indicated that somé-members‘bfﬁpheECQmmunitvaelt."sandbagged” by

the fdct that identifying Tope.as the building .to be closed was a last min-
ute-compromise decision. A parent group explicitly referred to this inci-
dent /in one of the first meetings held in 1981 and demanded the right to
Euléy discuss any alternatives the board considered. . During.the spring,

parent representatives often’called daily to ask if special meetihgs had been

‘arranged. . Typically one or more members of the public exercised their right

to,kttgnd such, meetings. In retrospect Ingram felt that ;he'board,3unused



-

- .

- g ) . . )
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to this level of public attention, delayed converSation'which would have
indicated to each other the position each was beginning to take on the Tope
issue.

~ Throughout deliberations, a continued concern with class size could be .
seen, Alternatives discussed by teachers, administrators and the board in~
cluded comparisons of ‘class- size implications. '

TR, Reformulation continued “through the period‘Sf analysis. An inter—--

. esting aspect of the public debate ‘about "the?” central campus alternative

was the‘lack-of specificity about which buildings would be closed or they
) grade configuration which would be assigned to remaining buildings. Var—
ious options continued to be explored through May, when the board considered
‘relocating junior high students to Tope and maintaining all of the neighbor—
-hood' grade schools. : .
- 7. - The develqpment of .a new framework, involving "future flexibility,
finallz;alloWed one alternative to be-viewed as. having a significant edge

- .Qgver other alternativeg. 'Ingram tried various ways of reframing 'the Tope

7’

' future of the district in [the neighborhood} configuration.

~1ssue. "In -Januaryy .for example,. he said "I think I would have more cdmfort
with a three 'schoo central campus - -decision because I know it's got some .
room for error, it/s reversible.,” In February, he felt that "from a space
point -of view the ‘current pattern 1is a pretty inefficient use of space,

" we're going to have the equivalent of a whole. building .of unused space.”

In April he said the (majority ofi the teaching staff would accept the cen—

- tral campus concept because of "a need to grow and change and he felt that

,this concept was also responsive to changes in -the community. In May he
said that 12 a central campus mode people are going to be much more °*

highly motivated, with much greater sense of" responsibility. LAY

Despite theSe qnd other potential framing concepts however Ingram

was not able to ¢ fidently support the.central campus’ concept. In May,

for example, he gald: - "I'm scared' about it. I'm not sure we 're right

for this key decision. It's .not such a black and white clear cut kind of.

decision.” The frame that finally allowed him to support the central campus

alternative and urge the board to support Jit as well was expressed in terms-

" 8f “future: flexibility.we_Concern with the future needs of the district cén -

be found throughout our .interviews,' but are not frequent.-—The-word..
"future” is used from 0 to 5 times an. interview until May, when it is

used 11 times. ' On June 16, however, Ingram uses-the concept. of ‘the future '
42 times,‘talking, for example, about “how .the" future of the district -
‘can. best be spent,” "the kind of participation ‘that's. required to take
-bold action in_ the future," and. "the discomfort of .thinking about the

‘7'-.?‘-,-,

‘e

This brief overviewxof the Tope School_issue.suggests ‘some initial

s

" .answers to the'three questions aSked”about the content of problem’reformu-

. lation. First, Ingram 8 initial formulation of the Tope issue was able

.~

to withstgpd considerable variation in potential resolutions of the isSue.

E
] .

lt was, only when aﬁother event raised explicit questions about the criteria

“around which_the original decision was made that he-began tolreconsider his

- ”;:"_’_‘.‘_ R e SR ,7!’:" : o
SO e e T T e
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way of framing the issue. (It might also be noted, in support of. Lyles
(1981) and Quinn (1980), that Ingram had already begun|to have doubts about

'a firm offer for Tope actually materializing;_thus making reconsideration-

<
+

more likely)

Second the introduction of new criteria considerably expanded the

v

scope of the Tope™ 1ssues —New—analysis was,required<—-Teachers became S § 1

portant actors as educational criteria were reintroduced. Parents and-the

community wanted to be iavolved." Throughout this p_riod various alterna—

- tives were experimented with, which necessitated more complicated analysis
and required additional interaction. |
Finally, Ingram had considerable difficulty fi ding a satisfactory way
of framing the Tope isSUe in its expanded state._ It took several months

before the flow of events and the trial argument f-he generated led toa . ;

formulation strong enough to warrant his commitm7Lt. The successful dis-

tinction among alternatives was arrived at after;cpnsidering many possible

ways to frame the decision.

o

A A Leadership Dile
ip task. The second part.|.

~of the task is using the frame to influence ot{e .~ As Bower and Doz
. . ' J

is to "shape the |

"o _ Ingram was . very aware of his obligation as superintendent to take a

* : Y ~'L¢,a.’.-

&suggest a central task of the chief executive offic

| premises of other executives thoughts" (1979: 157).

position on the-TOpe issue. The behavior necessary to find _an appropriate

frame for the Tope'issue however may well have stood in the way- of the 55

behavior needed'to influence others.f To fin ‘a suitable frame .one might

'

- -

Tt

expect the attributes of creative problem-s71vers including \a\guestion—.
ing attitude™ and ° fluency and flexibility of thinking"'to be important
’ Al

(Adams, l974 76, 79) The Tope issue illustrates why these characteristics

"are,necessary. n\hfgctors need to be informed and heard ‘ﬁew information .

n
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- T will (or might) appear as soon as various analyses are compllted the

‘exact nature of alternatives cannot be specified until this information,
’ has been gathered' and S0 on. As Quinn suggests: '
/ o Strategy deals with the unknowable, not the uncertain.
' " It involves forces of such’ great number, strength. and
¢ T ’ combinatory powers that one cannot predict events in
- probabilisticmsense.—vHence -1t-is- logical that one =
proceed flexibly and. experimentally from broad concepts
toward specific commitments, making the.later-concrete .
as late as possible in order. to narrow the nds of un=- o
certainty and to benefit from the best avai?ibIE\iQfor- .
mation. (1980 56) T

s

e Flexibility, experimentation, and delayed commitment can also defer, -

¥

however, the second leadership task of influencing the framework pthers

.apply to the issue. Quinn points out the necessity of building other's

knowledge of;the'situation and'increasing their commitment. to the _general
Yo direction emerging from the reformulation period. Yet he is vague about

' L

it
the way in which’ executives ¢an.do this. In fact a difficult double re-

‘quirement seems to be placed on leaders. 'On the_one'hand they are_asked to -

delay their own commitment until reformulation activities are well under
'way.’mOn the other hand'theyrmust have‘enough vision and:commitment to- _
channel the thoughts of others du{/ﬁg this pr)cess.

Ingram largely achieved this difficult task within the schools. The
o
- rhetor1c of future flexibility wasﬁpartially discovered and'advanced in

: the teachers' committee of - which .he was a part. Hefalso increased‘his . .

L3

A

interaction with and reliance upon’. the principals. By'MAy ali of the

e L

principals and many of the ‘more vocal and- respected teachers were suppor- -

t
-~

' _tive of a central campus alternative. The board however ‘was not. brought N

~along by-the‘same developmentsi, Although two board members *sat on the
teacher committee, they left communication of the results to a formal Y "’/

\

" report from the teachers ‘at the end of their deliberations. (As /ﬁBEEE’;;;;;:v_

. the public nature of the decision may haVe bee ,an”mportant factor in
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suppressing interaction among board ‘members while they were still in a data
. . . N . . R . N :
gathering posture.) o ‘ .

Ultimately Ingram did try to persuade the. hoard that the future needs
of the district strongly favored the central campus alternative, but the.

final vote supported selling Tope as originally planned and maintaining

¢

 the- neighborhood schools. .Many factors appear to have had a hand in this

divergence of opinion. Ingram felt that there were strong positive as-

pects to the traditional _pattern. He was reluctant to be seen as a /

-

"partisan debating with pro-neighborhood forces in the community. He felt | /
that a sophisticated board should be\presented with a sophisticated analysis
of alternatives. ’ 2 ‘_ ' T ” //}
While'these.and'other factors are unioue to the Tope issue, I believe
.that the duandrv Ingram found hinself in typifies a‘generic problen of / )
f leadership. Leaders hope that situations will unfold in an orderly enough = -
- way that their worst doubts will be past before the situation requires a
'public voice. Even to have the first broad outline of an assessment will
then'help'channelvthe discussion.‘ But that is not always possible. The“
vleaderi in fact, begins at a disadvantage; because of the broader per—
spective the position %equires and the time that the process of reformula-
tion often requires. It is likely that special interest groups--in this
case.parents'protecting neighborhood schools——will be able to. more quickly
n‘and‘easily articulate a position and-begin to influence others since their

" interests are more focused and narrowly de¥ined. ' ST e

o,
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Abstract
Research on acgounﬁing‘in its organi;ational'conteit is most fruit-

"fully done by attempting to uiderstand hbwgiﬁs raﬁio&al.and natural .
aspects. interact within the lived:experiéhce of individuals. AéCOgntingv

‘serves both oﬁjectiVe and -symbolic functions. Research that emphasiZeé'
. T . 2 . s

a genuine union of.the two aspeCtS’feVeéls accounting's role as a com~

-

., plement and supplement to more qualitative'ahd interactive forms of

problem solving. 'It’also‘reveals that acéq;ntinglis a_technique tﬁétu

must be transcended to be used effectively and that its inadgquécies

I
-

challenge huﬁans as moral agents. -
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“4-Rationa1 and Vatural Systems

. Scott (1981) has characterized the development of organization-{
« . t ' . . .
" theory in this century as a progression from. '. o '

.

1) closed systed rational models emphasizing'efficienﬁg;:put*ootput
‘transformations, to . ' . o
2) closed'system natural models emphasizing humanly satisfying

inter-personal dynamics, to’

\ ) ' ~ M

3)30pen system rational models emphasizing structura} adaptation to
environmental and task uncertainty, to

&)’ open system natural mcdels emphasizinésthe nonrational aspects
of,adaptation and‘the importance'of'survival over goal attainment.
- The more recent open $ystem natural models focus attention on power,

coalitions, language, rationalized myths, sense making, and awbiguity.

L R

Fighre 1

- i:

Rationa models see managements confronted with an ab cctively o
@ : knowuble, empirically verifiable reality. Guided by a functionalist

: franewor&, managements analyze the cause. and effect relations, calculate

.

+ costs and benefits and take action in respOnse to the demands of th-
enviromment .or the tEchnology of productton.‘ Natural models, on th° -

‘other hand, see manaoements ao responsible .agents who interact symboli—

v
’

‘cally'and; {n so doing;lcreate their.social reality and give meaning to"

§

their ongoing stream.of'exberience. ‘Whereas objéctive analysis guides

“

} ratLOﬁal'm0deis,:symboliéfintérpretation guides natural models.
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Figure 1*

Dominant Theorétical:Médelé and. Representative
Theorists for Four Time Periods

R Closed Sysﬁém Models - .' ) A, Open System Médels- :
190051930 1930-1960 1960-1970 1970~
. o b S S o ;
Rational Models ‘Natural Models -Rational Models - Natural Models
‘Taylo? (1971) ‘Bernard (1938) Woodward (1965)  Hickson et al.
‘ Weber (1947)2 \Roethlisberger:A Lawrence and March and Olsen.
T ~ and Dickson Lorsch (1967) (1976) '
o (1939) - T - 4

. Fayol (1949)" .8 ‘Hayd (1955) . . Thompsoﬁ.(l967) Meyer- and Rowan
' o o . (1977) * '

’ Dalton (1959)  Perrow (1967) Pfeffer and
. : . . Salancik (1972)

' S Mpéregdt (1960) Pugh etjal. (1968,

- 1969)
¢ o o ‘- .'. > “ﬁ o ' Blau an Schoeﬁhe:r '
o . SR (1971)
“*From Scott (1981) p. 409.
' | ' S
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3 ’ > f
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The‘rational and the natural present.two'ways of knowing‘and of
. N . .

taking problem sélving action in organizations. The rational approach
emphasizes model-based analysis that encompasses relevant causal factors

-and-selects desired outcomes based on a comprehensive understanding.

a

éfhe natural approach, in contrast, is less global ‘in pretense and does .

R not seek a comprehensive undeﬁgtanding as a basis for problem solving.

, Instead, solutions arise frOm.interaction and adjustment within cul-
o . - A ooc
turally available ceremonies and ritudls. No.global understanding is

necessary for a political process'to generate problem solving action.
Thompson's (1967) major contribution was the articulation of how

R\ organizations are bqth open.and closed systems; striving for ratiomality =

} , : < ' LY

(closure) in the face of uncertainny (openness) The corresponding

-
r

insight for organization theory today 1is that organizational problem—

~o

solving proceeds by an interaction of ratlonal and natural processes.
1 .

The interaction is one in which each aspect of organizational action

serves as the context for the other, as an alternation between tigure ‘

< . . » . l ' ,.,v -
of| the individual as an actor within an organizational setting.

~ The individual: actor in an organizational context'encoﬁnters,anf

!
.| ’ and ground. Establishing=this insight~requires taking the perspective
| L

objective, external:social'world_"out-there"‘that presents structural
. constraints to action and determines what is seen‘asﬁrational and
logi"al Rut - - individual'also participates in the construction of

> that social world by interagtlng symbolically with others and sharing

Thus, action is rational in light of a socially defined context, and

it is a bellef in a comprehensible, rational scheme of things that

»

makes sense-makinO‘worth doin .
. g ing

. T . I
S L . . A @

e e




of organizing. Accounting is one/of the major formal sets" of symbols

Towards A Genuine Union o ’ ’ ~ . T T

' ‘ ' . ) - / | -4.-.

.’ _ 7

Accounting is'é unique element in the experience of organizational

/
/

life, and the study of accOunting in its organizational context can do
o/ .

much to’ illuminate the interaction ‘of the rational and natural aspects

[

Fl

'vfavailable to organizational actors for ordering and interpretin5 their

experience. As a language, accounting provides .categories for discours:

~

that'reflect both rational and'natural aspects of organizing. Accountn

[3

1s a rational device in that the obJectively measureable characteristic«
I -

of the organization and its environment——the simply given--is filtered

through accounting categories. It is a natural device to the extent

’

that 1its categories impose a coherence on chaotic organizational pro-\

¢ . °
.

cesses; defining what is_real,.dignifying certain questions as important
and stopping others as inappropriate or 'irrelevant. As ritual, accountj

. . a s , . o .

h‘brings structure  and significance to budgeting,.planning and evaluation

processes. Through its use, new members come to understand and old

members find reinforce"ent for)the shared interpretive schemes of their

organization. ACCOUHLing thus both makes sense within and is used to
. 4 ' i .

.make sense‘of the frames of reference that characterize an organization.

?

-

_nization theorles along a subJective—obJective continuum. Meyer and

A

’

1
Natural system theorists employ a:series of dichotomies to d1stin-

e

vguish their unique emphasis, concerns andﬂﬁ%des of analysis fronFthose

~ .

of rational system theorists. Burrell and Morgan (1979) aligned orga-

~

Rowan (1977) dist1nguished productive organiza;ions from 1nstitutional'.

y

organizations. Rhenman (1973) distinguished strategic managenents from

institurional managements. ;Contingency theories gropose that-specific’
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- . o .
task-environments are ‘either natural or rational, mechanistic or organigcy
theory x ar theory y and that management and organization design should

appropriately “fit" by being one. or the other. T

 The polarities reflected in natural system theories are important

i establishing the perspective as legitimate, but contingency is too .
3
limited as a basis for pursuing the implications of natural system

approaches. As a basis for research or design it fails to appreciate
the -interaction of the natural and ratiqnal and the dialectic quality

.

of the lived experience‘i‘ organizations., An alternative to contin-

gency theories isvbased on an appreciation of the genuine union of

rational and natural systems. . ' RPN

Brown and Lyman (1978), in concert with natural syster theorists,

distinguished positivist from romanticisb social theories, but also ;“

emphasized the necessity'ot,transcending'these distinctions’and deye-

10ping.approaches to social.theory that incorporate bothi,‘A’genuine‘
g; v unionwof-natura{ and rational.syétems-theories is one suLh effort. hThe

3

essence of a genuine uni n 1is t&e recoenition that each way of under—

standing organizations skrves as the context for the other. Organiza-

~

tional action is seen as rational relative to an intersubJective domain
of understanding, and symbolic interpretations endure when they are
seen as resulting in,positive empirical consequences.

! ! . S

j

In the proposed genuine junion, the field of mutual‘context is_

, resolved as a figure/ground/relation in which rational structures as

. context can enable natural processes and in which natural understanding .

/ . . . .

.¢ context can inform’ rat;onaljdevelopment. For instance,ﬁmyth as a

wural pnderstanding provides images.of a-future and,defines ideals




for the development of rational tec‘nology, yet an existing téchnology

N presents .the problems and promises that ‘give rise to new. myths. Simi-

larly, an exieting institutional a rangement (natural system) is the

ncontext for the desiJn of an approjriate formal (rational) accounting
. \ P : A M .

\Q . syStem, but when the environment slifts, it-'is the accounting system .

|

which provides the context’ for71n7‘:7reting the new 1nstitutional >

. ) ’ . Y . ' B N
A-second important characteri%tic of a genuine union of the rational

" arrangement.

-

' and the natural is the dual naturL of any particular aspect of

organizations. Although technology is'diScussed as if it were rational,

o ™ ,’ . . A . . ' . ”

' myth as #f it were natural, accounting as if it were rationmal, etc.,

.

" each category containstthe’poten ial of both. Subjective.experience,

once'éxternalized, confrontsﬂus 'as objective reality"and no rational

- - . « .

e model can escape its‘inherently symbolic and interpretive nature.

To research accounting in o ganizations as the genuine union of

i

- naturar)and ra%ional systéms rj‘uires the following. et

1) The research must focu

3

on action in organizational settings.

The obJective ‘is not té study accounting per se, but to- study '

1ndividuals acting in organizations. . j
|

e situations in_

o

°2) The research must use [case. analysis of speci

L

'which individuals exp rience accounting systems while solving

organizational problems. - e . e
» - ‘ > ) .:,' . N . ' ' . s

3) Thefresearch-must»be interpretive and recognize the symbolic

& user of accounting in ordering and giving meaning to the indi-

; . _ ¢
v1dual' ‘experiehce.
- N L) !$he researcher must step out of th%ractor s frame of reference
) H
and take a critical viethf the actor’s definition of the
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. situation, in the sense that the actor's purely subjective

interpretation must .be transcended. v
. ¥ [

> . l ‘ . . <
Accordingly,'this paper presents two short case studies of problem /

solving processes and critically interprets the use of‘accounting in

- those organizatiqnal contexts. Afterwards, some generalizations on

'accounting in its organizational context will be proposed.

Study Number One—A University Budget : ; a ,/ L

The first study is titled-"Creative Responses to Retrenchmentf and
. ,

~ explores how’ public institutions (and especially the University of

Illinois) interpret and respond to a climate of limited grthh or actual

“«

'decllne.l The program of inquiry was initiated by David Whetten and

has included interviews with significant actors in the drama (Chancellor,
, Vlce—Chancellor, Deans, Department Heads, lobbyists, legislators and

faculty leaders). The study is’partlcularly concerned with observing

.

and interpreting ‘how the University makes sense . of and responds to a o )

<

decreas1ng student population, a decline in state and federal funding
-and the strains of inflation.. Qne,inportant theme in,the/studyjiswthe
role of'the budgeting. rocess in securing and allocating financial -
resources. . | N

. The formal hudgeting system of the University is a wellfdefined;
process that-has deYeloped over a fifty year period: It is a cycle that

‘takes two years and thrée,months o complete. The cycls moves from
. St e ] . . B .

14

o

lThis study group is organized under the auspices of the Center for
- Advanced Study at the University of Illinois and includes Stuart Albert,
Daniel ilpert, Richard Boland; Fred Coombs, Hugh ‘Petrie and David Whetten.

-

G
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departments through the colleges, the Vice-Chancellor for AcademrciAﬁfairs,'

.. the Financial Vice;President and the Board of Trustees to the state

Board of Higher Education and finally, to the Governor ahd the?legisla-
ture. The budget request is stated in terms of incramental needs of

five tjpes.L'There is a form (called.a PB) for each type of need, and

t::ébydget increment request is the sum of all the separate.PB's that

vive the entire process. The five categories for needs are:

PBI - New programs and major_improvements innexisting programg

PBIT .~ Requests_for increased departmental operating funds

PBIII - New buildings
PBIV - Major remodeling -
PBV - Saféty and security imbrovements.

N

These categories for describing needs are kept wholely separate’
from the existing budget base and only these incremental amounts are

discussed in the~formal budgeting process: In fact, the 'Operating

u

'Budget Reque%t which is presented to Board of Higher Education and the {

-,colleges which have complete discretion in its further-allocation to

c i
state legislature b" the University does uot even mention the total

voaA

budget. Its seventﬂ nine pages (for fiscal 1982) hides the vast

majority of the budget dollars and speaks only of additional funding.

The total budget, once determined, is allocated t individual

)

dePartﬁentS- Departments, in\turn, -have traditionally had COmp’ete -

) d1scretion in the use of their Eunds. ‘Departments have been free to,

allocate Eunds among ‘expense categor1es and to shift Eunos among cate= o~

}

.gories, at will.= : ’

a

<L
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The formal budgeting:system_isiinterpreted as an adg?tation to an
{nternal “climate and to an external environment. The hudget is an
adaptation to,value systens as well as to the levals of uncertainty
"~ that are emphasiaed by contingency theories.

Internally, the'University value system is characterized by the

» -

‘headship form of departmental management. A department head is ,
distinguished from a chairperson by the greater autonomy granted to

the head. Whereas a chairperson is expected to be the voice of the

)

democratic determination of departmental faculty, a head is expected to

-

be an leader who listens tg his/her faculty but dcts based on indepen?
\ y oo )
dent determinations. The University Chan£Ellor has recently stated:

. ,
. A university cannot be run like a participatory
democracy and my view of collegiality does not
- embrace the concept of units with 30 co-heads.
It does cmbrace the idea of responsible and respon-
- sive administrstors who listen to the concerns of
their constituents and use the structures visualized
by the University Statues.l

= .

N Hence, the looseness and vagueness'which characterized %he depart=

?,mental level budget allocations is an integral part of the auton6myi

—_—-__§raEEEdeo\dePartment heads. As one head put it, ""you car't tell what

’ fr:. T B . . . .
I will do based\;;\thé\budget-categories-—l can change dolﬁars from any’

account to.any account.“f,

PR

Externally, the University has historically experienced very sup-'
port1ve environmental value systems. The Unlversity is called the

"crown Jewel" of higher education in the - state (although recently it

t ot

has adopted the more modest and politic term;\/flagshlp -of. the state:v

o
™ .

% ) K e ' . .. T

i %, o y
%Enancellor John Cribbet ILLIVI WEEK Vol l Wo. 74, Januarv 72, /ff

19811" B 1.

.a '.‘ \\
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, . o \.‘_ . .
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system of higher education). Over the last ten years it has receiveh

a greater than average share of the total dollars made available for
state funding of education. The state has enjoyed a diversified and
resilient economy that until recently has allowed new universities and
colleges to be founded within the State, even while University funding
has increased.

| The PB system for budget requests fit this supportive énvironment
well. It allowed the autonomous deﬁa:tmental units to p;ftray.the onward
and upward thrust that was expected of the crown jewel, and rewarded

the constant development of new and expanded programs.

In the last several years, however, the environment has begun to
shift. In keeping with trends across the nation, the post-war baby
boom generation has passed thfough its prime dollege age profile.
Student enrollments are forecasted to decline steadily over the next
fifteen to twenty years. Concurrent with reduced student enrollments,
the economy of the state has stagnated and efforts to reduce the state
sales tax have been successful. The result is a massive need for |
budget cuts across.all state departments. Even so, the strongly sup-
portive value envirounment experienced by the University has saved it
from actuai budget cuts. The University has, however, suffered reduced
arnrual increments, and less visible components, such as faculty
peansions, have been consistently underfundrd. In the last two years,
only $50,000 out of $6,000,000 in PBII requests were funded, and fre-

quency of PBI requests has been reduced from annual to bi-annual sub-

mission.
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Using the imagery developed earlier in the paper, the values,
ideologies, myths and political processes which characterized the
internal and external environments were natural systems and the formal
budgeting process was an example of a rational technology adapting to
natural environments. In this sense, a natural System provides the
context for a rational system. But, when the budgeting process as a
rational system is used by organization#l actors, it in turn becomes
the context for a natural process. It gives structure to the dialogue
of budget proposals and approvals, and the exercise of university,
legislative and governmental value systems.

Its role as context remains ambiguous, however, as the flexible
and vague account categories allow department heads fo freely exercise
uniq;e value systems in the face of the formal allocation scﬁemes.

The formal budgeting system was a successful adaptation because it
framed the problem of budgeting in a way that was congenial to both the
internal and external value systems. Externally, it framed the problem
as one of selecting the next jewels for the prized crown-of adding the
next scene to the vista of the mosaic. Internally, it provided a free
space of movement that allowed the dramatic enactment of the myths of
academic independence and headship autonomy. In so doing, the
rational and natural systems aspects of the budgeting process displayed
a relationship of mutual .context.

- The recent demographic and financial shift in the eanvironment
affords a unique opportunity for observing and interpreting the use of
this accounting system. With these shifts, the congeniality of the

adaptation is upset. No longer does the accounting systeﬁ simply mirror

¢
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the budgeting problem presented by the environment as if it were and
externally determingd, 6bjective "fact.” The, University community and
its leaders are faced with a new problem of ayhifferent logical type.
This new problem is one of wmaking a sense of its changed environments,
both internai and external, of giving ﬁeaning to its actions and
creating its new social reaiity.

Against the backdrop of this external environmental shift, accounting
plays an active role in shaping the definition of the new situation and
in constructing the shared understanding of a new world. The accounting
systeﬁ as a formal set of well defined categories is now seen as a
language used to @ake an interpretation of the immediate condition and
to define images of the future. It is now clearly not a calculus for
choice, since the choices that are open and the very field of action in
which'they are available has'yet to be defined. The symbolic aspect of

: accounting systems becomes clearly apparent as it is used to define the
new frame of reference itself.

In this new context, the symbolic uses of accounting are brought
into stark relief. Firstly, the process of generating and evaluating
P83 forms continues, éven though the funding for them is clearly not
available. They are seen now as an_important vehicle for defining and
clarifying. values and for supporting a dialogue oﬁ potential solutions.
For instance, the Department of Business Administration recently pro-'
posed a program for allohing faculty migration to high demand disci-
plines by supporting post-doctoral study in management for faculty from
other, overstaffed areas of the University. Even though the proposal

was not funded, the budget process provided a forum for its discussion

)
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across departments and levels. The fact that it was highly ranked in
the budgeting process is seen as a significant accomplishment in its
own right. An aiternative direction for the future was articulated,
explored and valued in a way that would not be possible outside of the
budgeting process.

Secondly, the symbolic importance of the titles used in the budget
request is heightened. For example, the titles "academic development
fund” and "graduate research board" take on the added connotation of
excellence in teaching and scholarship. The budget request argues that
the fundamental quality of tﬁese two missions is threatened unless these
funds are available, although no specific programs they wiil fund are
identified; Similarly, the caption “program of fundamental research
directed to Illinois industry" refers to state mandates of 1904 that
cannot be met without additional funds. Once again, no specific research
programs are identified. These tactics are readily understandable
attempts to gain added flexibility and discretion within the University.

A more significant symbolic role of accounting is the use of account
captions which have political appeal to legislators with the intention
of reallocating the funds, once received, to other purposes.  For
ianstance, significant funds were requested under the captions “repair
and maintenance" and‘"equipment" even though the intention was to use
the monies for research and salaries. The maintenance account, however,
connotes union laborers and equipment connotes tangible ‘industrial
products, both of which are felt to be politically viable. Sf:ate legis—

~lators can understand these categories and can link them to their own

chances for re-election, therefore, it was argued, they would be mora
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willing to support them than the more amorphous requests for research.
Thirdly, the formal budgeting language enters the political arena

and takes on a new significance. In particular, the Governor of

‘Illinois had taken a posture on faculty salaries as a part of his re-

election campaign. A faculty raise of at least 10 percent was promised
and a request for 11.25 percent was incorporate& into the first 1982
budget proposal. The politicization of this budget item is an espe~
cially intriguing phenomenon. First, the amount of the raise was
lowered to 10 percent—-the minimum promised. But this was not enough.
Salariés are the single biggest item in the University budget, and the
shortage of state funds put extreme pressure on the 10 percent figure.

The political need was to change this figure in dollars without
changing it as a reported percentage. As a first step, the 10 percent
was redefined as 8 percent initially with an additional 2 percent
increment six months later. Both of these increments were calculated
on only 90 percent of the total salaries. This was still officially
reported as a 10 percent raise. Pressure for budget cutbacks was not
abated, howvever, and it is at this point that the formal process for
hiding the vast bulk of the budget from open scrutiny turns to the
University's disadvantage.

Certain non-rechring estimation errors, payment timing differenceé

and miscellaneous income that lay buried in the current year's budget

‘were identified at the State level. These amounted to roughly forty

percent of the promised raise. The State’'s actual funding was then
further reduced by this amount, and these dollars were taken out of the

hidden bulk of the current budget and put into the exposed, incremental
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category of next yrar's budget as faculty raises. Overall, almost half
of the budget cacegory for 1982 faculty raises represents a'stripping

of non-recurring slack from the 1981 budget. By using the slack in
~this way, a 5 percent increase to the total salary base will be required
in 1983 just to maintain the budget at its 1982 level. Yet, the

faculty raise is still otficially reported as being 10 percent, just as
the Gocvernor had promised.

Fourthly, the strain this environmental shift puts on the accuunting
system makes its inadequacy for representing the situation readily
apparent to the individuals who construct the accounts. Yet, the indi-
viduals are trapped in a structure where they feel there is very little
they cantdo. The strain on their moral character is significant. When
advised to classify budget requests as maintenance or equipment they
resist. "It's not honest!”™ But they are met with a stark rejoinder.
"Do you want the money or not?"

When the first signé of cracks start to appear in the budget, the
initial response is to ﬁatch up the problem, making the budget look
like it's supposed to, so that the vast majority of the University
won't worry about it. As good managers they take it upon themselves to
bear the mental anguish and weather the storm. In the case of the
faculty raise this strategy left them with a most difficult situation.
The form of the budget was fine as publicly reported, but they knew its
substance was sorry indeed. What started as a p;oblem too trivial to-
bother the faculty with quickly became a problem thnt was so complicated
they doubted the faculty's ability to understand it. During one inter-

view session, two budget administrators were explaining some of the
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details and the recurring question of “what can we do?" was met by one
administrator lowering his head and suftly saying, "we could tell the
truth,”

Because accounting is symbolic not literal, vague not precise,
value loaded not value free, dealing with meanings not just things, it
tries humans as moral agents. An accounting system must be understood
as symboiic because its inadequacy as a iiteral, objective representa-
tion of things and events is experienced by those who make it and use it.
As moral agents, humans respond to the experience of accounting i.ade-
quacies by transcending its formal catégories. Happily, in this study,
key administrators have done just that. By calling special meetings of
the faculty and by attending dgpartmental and college meetingé they
have sought to interpret the méaning of the budget categories. Shortly
after the union attacked the raise as a sham and claimed it was closer
to 7.1 percent than to 10 percent, a Vice Chancéllor announced it was
actually closer. to 6 percent. Transcending the formal ;ccounting
system does not come easily and requires an act of courage. When we
think of accounting as strictly rational it is hard to see this, but
Qhen wWe appreciate its natural system aspecf as well, it becomes obvious.

Finally, the study reveals the symbolic aspect of accounting in the
creation of new categories. and words. An accounting syséem is a 1living
language which changes over timé in response to new needs and situa-
tions. In this study, t&o new words have entered the formai system.
Most recently, the term "shortfall"” has been coinéd to explain the ina-
dequacy of the incremental budget categories. "Shortfall” is the amount

of increase officially reported in the formal‘budget that 1{s not really

10z



-17-

an increase at all. It also connotes a mortgage on the. future used to
make today's reported increment appear adequate,

The concept of a “"tax" is another innovation in University accounting
terminology. A "tax" is a charge levied on all departments on a uni~
form percentage basls. Budget officers are then able to re-allocaté
the receipts of the tax on a noh-uniform basis. This is an attempt to
decouple the loss of funds by one group from the gain of funds by .
another. Its success as a buffer mechanism, however, is not clear;

Changes in the formal accounting language are intimately tied to
shifts in power and control. The development of a tax mechanism is a
convenient way to exercise power and reallocate resources. Other
actors in the drama are also trying to change the accounting language
ﬁo enhance their power. At the state level, legislators voice concern
over the lack of control and equity in the use of University monies.
They desire to increase the sfandardization in the amounts and use of
funding by categories, effectively eliminating the department heads'
freedom to shift funds among categories and the administration's abil-.
ity to tax and reallocate. At this point in timg, the drama is just
beginning over these changes in the forma%,aecounting system. However,
it should prove to be another example of the interaction of the natural
and ﬁhe rational as the var;ous factions strive to transform the’

budgeting system to.their own advantage.
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Study Number Two—~-A .School Closing Decisionl

In this section we describe and interpret the role that accounting
analysis has played in the_decision of an elementary school district
(grades K through 8) ﬁgﬁclose one or more school buildingé in respbnse
ﬁo declining enrollment. We shall attempt to show that what the
district itself has called "quantitative factors" (e.g., space require~
ments and financial forecasts) and "qualitative factors” (e.g., preser~-
vation of neighborhood schools, maintenance of “trust” among children,
te;chers and parents) alternate in providing the context or ground
witain which the other set of factors is justified or made sense of.
Thus, accounting analysis is seen alteznately as the ceﬁtral éoncern
against the background of educational values, and then as the background
against which competing educational values are debated. Rather than
incorporating educational concerns into the accounting schgma (through
some form of cost-benefit aggregation), educational and accounting
issues are maintained as distinctive, but interacting domains. The
proposed nature of the interaction is that of a switching back and
forth of figure and ground.

?he district in question is an upper middle class suburb of Chicago
to wéich we have given the pseudonym of’Allison Park. The elementary

district owns a junior high (grades 6-8) and four elementary (K-5)

buildings. Like many communities in the nation, the sqhodl age popula-

tion has declined about 30% over the past ten years. Four to five

1Data reported in this section were collected by Louis R. Pondy and
Anne S. Huff as part of a study of “"Issue Management by School Super-
intendents” supported by a grant from the National Institute of Educa-
tion, grant no. G-80-0152. Support is gratefully acknowledged. Views
expressed do not necessarily reflect official opinionsidE'N.I.E.
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years ago, the largest elementary building, Center Schoocl, was tenta-
tively scheduled for a phased close—&own to take final effect in 1583.

-'Only about haif of the district's sixth grade classes and the admini-
strative offices still occupy the building. It had been planned that
the other three elementafy buildings would continue to funqtion as
neighborhood schools.

Several alternative dispositions of Center School were actively
considered: (a) raze the building and sell the land for residential
developmeﬁt, (b) sell the building to the Village for conversion to
senior citizeﬁ housing, (c) sell the building to a local fundamentalist
Bible Church for use as a religious facility, and (d) rent the building
to small non-commercial organizations. Of these, the most seriocusly
considered was the possibility of conversion'to senlor citizen housiqg.
The Board of Education went so far as to authorize in early 1981 sharing
with the Viliage Council a $§15,000 architect's fee to evaluate feasi-
bility of such a conversion. Because of important events (described
below) that took place during the Spring of 1981, that feasibility study
was never undertaken. Instead, the possible use of Center School as an
educational facility was reactivated. It is the re-evaluation of the
decision to close Center School that we would like to focus on here,
especially the role that accounting analysis played in the process.

There were three pivotal events of Spring 1981 that forced a fresh
look at the Center School decision:

(a) The Board hired a demographer to make enrollment projections

for the next ten years. Under the high projectioh (which fore-

casted an actual increase in enrollment), it appeared that the
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remaining three elementary buildings might not be adequate to
house all students in the late 1980's. Since Center School
was the largest of the four elementary buildings, the Super-
intendent and Board considered the possibility of keeping it'
open and closing one (and possibly two) of the small neighbor-
hood buildings instead. This strategy would have ngcessitated
moving toward a "central campus concept™ and abandoning the
long-standing policy of neighborhood schools. A careful cost
analyéis showed that a central campus configuration ﬁould cost
$100,000 to $150,000 per year less to operate than the neighbor-
hood configuration. The analysis was “careful” in that details
such as differential energy costs,.staff positions that could
be eliminated in each configuration, and so forth were included
in the comparison.

The two members of the Board's Planning Committee made a ten-
year financial forecast for the district. It showed an
increasing operating deficit (under_3l£ building configurations)
growing to more than $1,000,000 per year by thé end of the
decade, thus putting a premium on efficiency criteria. 1In

this way, the accounting analysis had a direct bearing on the
value priorities of the district. (It is interesting to note
that the Planning Committee members had considerable managerial
expertise to draw on; ome of them had responsibility for
managing a multi-billion dollar investmeant fund for a ma jor

Chicago bank.)
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(c¢) Enrollment declines were not uniform across the distript.
Consequently, one of the neighborhood schools had hlarée“
classes (29 students in one fourth grade class), and this led
to a vocal public protest from parents who had come to expect
individualized attention, and who resented the presence of
small classes in other schoolﬁ. This issue of "class size
inconsistency” lent further weight to the central campus con-
cept which would consolidate grades in one locale, and thus
permit more uniform class sizes than thé current neighborhood
school configuration.

These three pivotal events forced the Superintendent and Board to

consider making Center School (together with one of the other elementary

buildings) part of a central campus configuration. As of this writing,

"the issue is still not decided, but we can trace the outline of events

during tlarch, April and May of 1981 during which the issue.was sharpened
and shaped. The key events constituted a series of public meetings of
the Board that were carefully structured and orchestrated. The nature
of that structuring is the central empirical point we wish to make with
regard to our thesis that rational and natural factors provide the
context for each other in processes of complex decision making.

First, the Board partitioned the problem into segments dealing
respectively with "quantitative" and "qualitative" aspects.

Second, they.elected to deal first with the "quantitative" aspects
in a series of public meetings that laid out the space-requirements
and financial implications of all meaningful configurations. Elaborate

slide presentations were made at various points by the superintendent
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and are of.the planning committee members, with all of the usual trap-~
pings of sophisticated financial and quantitétive analysis. (One might
argue that the very care.with which the aﬁalyses were done and presented
the use of outside consultants, coverage by the press, and access to

the publié could be seen as symbolic of responsible management;' In

this sense, accounting analysis is both literal and symbolic; it
represents the facts, but in doing so according to the canons of

public ritual, it also symbolizes deeper values of accountabilit§ and
citizen participation.)

Third, to deal with the “qualitative" (i.e., educational, non-
financial) aspects of the choice among possible building cdnfigurations,
a cormittee of about 15 teachers was appointed to draft a statement of
values that should bear on the 1@cision and tb draw up a list of pros
and cons for ;ach alternative configuration. At the April 1981 Board
meeting, the Committee made its report. (Members of the audience were
permitted only to observe, not speak; public p#rticipation was scheduled
for an open meeting nine days later. Thé”Board President explained
later to ;né of the researchérs that thg purpose of this préhibition
was to permit the Board to structure the issue in an order{y way.)

The Committee éspouged five values that they felt ought to guilde the
decision: an enriched educati&nal prégram; a child-centered approach
with individual attencidn; dignity aﬁd self-esteem for children; mutual
‘undefstanding‘and purpose betweén family‘aﬁd school; ‘and trust and
iﬁvolvement,betWeen parent; teacher and child.

Unlike the quaﬁtitative‘anaiisis;wtﬂe qualitative ahalysis does not
>,giyiéld én gnahbig@ous;pgéferehée for one-altérnépivé. -Oné ad hoc group

“of "concerned citizens” published a flyer that concluded:
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"Closing neighborhood schools deprives the community

of the best enviromment in which to foster those

values which make an Allison Park education unique,

the trust and involvement in a caring relatioanship

between family, child and school.”
But other parents and teachers at the open meeting argued with equal
force that the central campus configuration could equally well serve
those same basic values. |

One interesting feature is that the $100,000 extra cost of main-
taining neighborhood schools amounts to an additional tax burden of
ouly $40 per family per year, according to a parent letter to the local
newspaper. But from the frame of reference qf the Superinte;dent, the
$100,000 saved by moving to a central campus/translates into four to
five extra teachers. So even relatively hard data are subject to radi-
cally different interpretations depending oﬁ one's frame of reference.
In summary, the district has been abie ﬁo structure a decision pro-

cess to deal with a complex, value-~laden problem in such a way ﬁhat )
accounting data are given a promihent place, but not the dominating
place in the decision. In one phase of the process, aécounting occu@ies
center stage, and non-quantifiable aspects are "bracketed” or temporarily
placed beyond queétion. However, note that the non-quantitative iésues

(e.g., creation of central campus concept) are precisely what make doing

the quantitative analysis sensible in the first place. At a later stage,

it is the quantitative features that are bracketed and a different étyle
of debate ensues over the qualitative, explicitly value-oriented, edu-
cational issues. Just as the‘qﬁantitative aﬂalyéis seems to follow
éertain‘folcs of."qareful" prdéédufe,‘the qﬁélitative‘debaté seems

. also to follow its own,:moré explicitly‘political'logic,
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We believe that this exchanging of figure and ground, of alternating
between "bracketing” and “center staging” is a fruitful way of thinking
of accounting in its organizational context. It provides us with a novel

method for dealing simultaneously with the rational and the natural,

with the closed and the open, a way that goes beyond current open systens
thinking and coatingency theory. The choice need not be between the
closed and the open, the literal and the symbolic. Each can provide the

context within which the other makes sense and is seen as significant.

Implications

The two short studies of accounting usage provide a basis for appre-
:ciating organizations as an interaction of natural and rational systems.
In the first, the accountingnsystem is a well established adaptation to
'an institutional and value framework. It is a rational system relative
to the natural system in which it is embedded. A shift in the enuiron-
ment reveals the role of accounting as a formal language for interpreting
‘and making a sense out of the new situation. The accounting system is
then seen as a natural rather than rational system.

With the backdrop of environmental change, other natural system
aspects of accounting are revealed. The ceremonial‘functions and the
‘role in value\clarification,.the symbolic significance of accounting
categories, and the political use of accounting categories are high;
lighted. Perhaps most 1mportantly, the inadequacies of accounting as
a ratlonal system are experienced by those who use it and the result is
N:a cnallenge to, them as moral agents. +In order to use it" effectively
they must transcend 1t and must exercise courage in a politlcal struggle.’

:1F1nally, the f1rst study emphasizes that accounting systems change and

11
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the change is not simply guided by a rational assessment, but is part
of the natural evolution of organizagional language.

The second study shows accounting being used in a special analysis
resulting from an envirommental shift similar to that in the Iirst study.
Here, the'prbBlem solving process itself is an ekample sf the mutual
support that rational analytic and natural interactive approaches can
offer each other. The role of accounting as a quantitative rational
system 1s heightened and used to complehent and set the stage for more
qualitd;ive and interpersdnal.forms of dialogue. The accounting analysiér'.
defines a field of options in which values are further,clarifi7d by
other means as a basis for taking action.

There is a wisdo. - be galned from the second study that accoun;
tants would do well to recognize. The wisdom lies in the explicit
attempt to avoid trying to solve the school closing problem exclusively.
within the framework provided by accounting. Instead, accounting is

| used as one voice in a problem solving dialogue that included qualitative,
natural system componeﬁts‘as well.

Accounting theorists realize only too Qell that accounting is a
homomorphic representation of reality; it is not a one-to-one isomorphic
mapping of the'real system, but only a many—to—one mapping in which
thousands of de;ails fail to be captured in the accounting‘representation.
A common tendency is tﬁe attembt to overcome the 1iﬁitations of the
many to one feddctions of accounting by expanding its categories to
include a broader class of elements than suggested by its traditional

” fréhéWdkaihHﬁﬁéﬁ‘fesoufce acéduﬁting,rSbc151 éc¢ouhting;‘deéisioﬁ

analysis and social indicators are examples of these attémpts. Althdugh
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these efforts enhance the role of accounting they often reduce the
richness of our problem formulations by excluding decision factors not
incorporable into the ;ccounting framework.

By instead seeking a genuine union of the ratiomal and natural
systems approaches, accouq:gpps can use their accbunting representations
as one voice in a probleﬁ solving dialogue that includes other,
complementary voices.. A medley of voices rather than an enhanced‘
accounting capability‘is the genuine union approach ;o improved problen
solving. In the field of mutual context suggested by the genuine union

of rational and natural systems approaches, accounting i1s simultaneously

seen as figure and as ground, as an adaptation to a pfesented social

realit} as well as a context for constructing-a-social-reality. - - e

' D/70
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