Editorial Note
In many countries the year 2009 has about it what Margaret Mead (1969) in the 1960s termed
an end of the world feeling; a sense that rifts are opening up in the order of things. In such
times, she argues, people feel a need to reassess their values and habitual practice, and
culture, as the embodiment of values and beliefs, is subject to seismic shifts. In a climate of
deep fiscal insecurity, the values of leaders, particularly in the corporate world, are subject to
widespread and fundamental challenge in a way which is unprecedented in the memory of
current generations. As a result, prior murmurings that business leaders might consider the
wider social good and not just value to shareholders are growing into a sustained recitative
on ethics (Bakan 2004).
Education, as ever, has a critical role in creating the ethical foundations of the citizens and
leaders of tomorrow. Principals of schools, colleges and universities have arguably always
been focused on ethics as a primary dimension of their role both from the perspective of
supporting the ethical education of learners and, relatedly, as a facet of their own daily
activity. Since the 1980s there have, however, been waves of criticism of school leaders, that
they were adopting inappropriate values which replicated those of the business boardroom.
Tensions between the 'chief executive' and principal role have been researched and reported
in many parts of the world. Critiques of the values of both policy and practice are embedded
in a large literature on, for example, managerialism, new public management and pubUc
choice theory. The content of this issue of International Studies in Educational Administration
reflects an ongoing engagement with such issues. The research reported includes that which
considers leaders' pursuit of the goal of authentic leadership, broadly defined as valuesbased and learner-centred. It focuses closely on the interplay between the agency of
individual leaders and the structural factors which allow or impede leadership that focuses
on social good and values, rather than, to use Bakan's distinction, economic goods and value
as deciphered through corporate-like indicators of success.
The first article of the issue researches the attempt of special educators in Western Canada to
create a learning community. The authors Fallón and Bamett explicitly locate the concept of
the learning community in opposition to mechanistic industrial paradigms of organisations
and call for a qualitative shift from the values which have guided educators in the past.
Bjorkman and Olofsson reflect similar concerns in their article researching how language
might be used in Swedish schools to create conditions to support professional learning
communities. Sheppard and Brown are also concerned about how a learning community
might be built across schools, district-wide. Their article reports on the contribution that is
made by an individual, the District Chief Education Officer. All three articles provide
insights into the challenges of the political, cultural, social and structural complexifies of
aiding educators to learn together authentically as a community. Hammad and Norris
consider the factors which support or inhibit school leaders in Egypt to make decisions and
take action related to their local context. They conclude that there are considerable structural
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impediments to the agency of educators, primarily located in the centralised system. Smith
and Winter-Irving, in examining the tensions of the role of heads of schools or departments
in an Australian university, reprise the theme of the relationship between 'business'
expectations and leading learning. As in the preceding articles, they too signal the need for a
new paradigm in order to resolve such tensions, Hyun's article reports research on US
academic deans' perceptions of their impact on student success. A link is apparent to the
deans between their work and that of educators in the same college but also that of far
distant faculty in other phases such as kindergarten. The professional learning community
not only stretches over educators working at the same point in time but also encompasses all
those involved in the learning trajectory of each individual student. The final article of this
issue focuses the lens closely on the work of principals and their capacity and freedom to
manage resources in Greek schools. While some might imagine this area of activity to be
technical, the values base of financial leadership, as in any other area, emerges clearly.
As a whole, the collection of articles in this issue highlights the rich array of research across
the Commonwealth and beyond on how educational leaders can contribute positively to
building the learning capacity of organisations, communities and nations. The research
makes no facile assumptions locating sole responsibility in policy, or central government or
individual school leaders, but rather stresses the inter-relatedness of all. For good or ill, we
are indeed all in it together.
Jacky Lumby
Nick Foskett
University of Southampton
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When Is a Learning Community Just a
Pseudo Community? Towards the
Development of a Notion of an Authentic
Learning Community
*
Gerald Fallón and John Barnett

Abstract: This study investigates how human agency interacted with, and impacted, the structure,
form, function and outcomes of a learning community of special educators in western Canada. The
results suggest that the contexts of that community - broadly conceived to include catalytic events,
power structures, levels of agency, and members' knowledge and assumptions about the nature and
functions of the learning community - powerfully shaped the members' responses to the types of
knowledge being generated and shared, and the kinds of changes that happened as a result of the work.

Introduction
As both a symbol and an aspiration, the notion of 'learning community' (LC) continues to
resonate in educational discourse, almost becoming an obligatory appendage to new
educational innovations or reforms (Grossman, Wineburg & Woolworth 2001) while at the
same time becoming part of a paradigm shift with regard to ways that teachers address and
think about their professional development needs (Vescio, Ross & Adams 2006). The notion
is invoked as both an aspirational goal and a putative vehicle to overcome educational
challenges.
The very notion of community itself implies many appealing features of human relationships
- a personal sense of familiarity and safety, feelings of self-worth and vitality, actions of
mutual concern and support, and appreciation for one's personality and contribution to
group professional life rather than for rank or achievement (Barnett & Fallón 2007a, 2007b).
Some scholars (see, for example, Achinstein 2002; Bower 2006) have also indicated that the
social construction of learning in community appears to be motivated by a deeply felt
experience that individual action is very limited in sustaining learning and school system
improvements.
There have been a number of theoretical formulations about the ways that LCs are supposed
to function in educational settings and what kinds of potential benefits should be expected
(Achinstein 2002; Pomson 2005). There has also been considerable research on the effects of
LC in schools and school districts in terms of changes made to teaching practices as a result
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of teachers' participafion in an LC (Youngs & Kings 2000; Supovitz & Poglinco 2001;
Halverson 2003). In addifion, more recent case studies of teacher professional communifies
(Brint 2001; Grossman et al. 2001; Zellermayer & Margolin 2005) have explored the human
and cultural complexities with which teachers struggle and work through tensions and
conflicts, and form those community structures needed to sustain their professional
relationships. However, the overall body of work has barely promoted further discussion on
the concept of authenfic LC as opposed to pseudo-LC (Voulalas & Sharpe 2005).
The concept of learning community has been mainly discussed in terms of schools' capacity
to learn, to adapt, to change, and to grow in interacfion with its surrounding environment
while emphasising a culture of collaborative, continuous, transformative learning,
partnership and synergy; collaborative empowerment; crifical reflection; and environmental
pressures to change (Marquadt 1996; Mitchell & Sackney 2000; Senge et al. 2000; Sergiovanni
1999; Hord 2008; Servage 2008). Indeed, Dufour (2004) highlighted the fact that combinafions
of individuals with any common interest in schools tend to call themselves LCs as more and
more individuals from grade-level school-based teams to school district departments
increasingly frame their work in those terms. Dufour (2004) also emphasised that using the
term LC doesn't demonstrate that an LC does, in fact, exist. Voulalas and Sharpe (2005)
concurred, while at the same time indicafing that part of the problem, in a school setting, is
that literature-based definifions of LC are insufficiently focused on the uniqueness of the
concept and what, therefore, is fundamental to our understanding in terms of its
authenticity. Most work done with regard to LCs in an educational setfing is 'essentially field
guides to implementing professional learning communities' (Servage 2008: 65) while
focusing on beliefs and practices specific to the daily work of teaching and leading in a
school setting. Very little attention has been paid by scholars to the paradigmatic
foundations of the concept of learning community.

Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to further discussion about the concept of authenfic LCs by
providing a conceptual framework that, we argue, emphasises the core elements of an
authentic LC, and by invesfigating the degree of authenficity of a self-declared LC of a group
of special educafion administrafive and teaching staff (the Student Support Services, or SSS)
in western Canada. More specifically, the study aimed at extending recent discourse on
complex concepfions of LC as it relates to two basic quesfions:
• On which basis and to what extent do research parficipants perceive their working
group as a functioning LC?
• To what extent do teachers' account of the nature, internal function, and change
outcomes of their self-declared LC qualify it as an authentic LC?
The paper is divided into four parts. In the first, we construct a theoretical framework by
examining the evolving literature that approaches LC as a socially constructed concept with
complex meanings. Reference is made to work that illustrates the researchers' interests in
reading LC as a shiffing, porous and malleable phenomenon while taking into account the
paradigmafic foundafions of the nofion of LC and the agentic dimension of personal acfion
and interacfion, as well as the funcfions, learning processes and change outcomes of an LC.
The second part presents the research methodology employed in this study. The third part of
the paper analyses and crifically discusses our findings of a group of educators who claimed
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that they had framed their work in terms of a functioning LC, In its fourth part, the paper
concludes wfith the implications of the study for schools and school systems and suggestions
for further research.

Towards a Theoretical Framework for Analysing the Authenticity
of Learning Communities
In our attempt to grasp the notion and essential characteristics of an authentic LC in all its
complexity, we became aware that we needed not only some basic concepts and a language,
but perhaps even a whole way of thinking from which to build an overall conceptual
framework. That framework, moreover, needed to be one that most readers would, with
careful thought, view as an adequate basis for in-depth analysis, one that could lead to useful
insights in our critical account of what drove research participants to frame their work in
terms of an LC, their understanding of its meaning and functions, and their individual level
of engagement with the LC,
The first step in constructing a coherent conceptual framework to guide our analysis of data
was to chart a clear position on the foundational issues related to the paradigmatic base of
LC, Once we estabUshed a coherent position, the second step was to address the notion of LC
and its contextual dimensions, features and functions. To complete our conceptual
framework we needed to review the literature addressing the concepts of human agency and
its relationships to change outcomes, and internal dynamics of the LC, Together these
components provided a theoretical foundation for our analysis.

Paradigmatic Foundations of the Learning Community
The defining quality of an LC is that there is a culture of learning that involves a group of
people in a collective effort of understanding (Starratt 1996; Sergiovanni 1999), However, the
term LC is used variously within the literature, often without explicit definition in terms of
its core paradigmatic feature. Typically, the language of LC hterature promotes two ideals.
The first focuses on the human element of communities, and the profit that accrues from
building on the synergies of individuals in common locations or with common interests as
they work towards sharing understandings, skills and knov^ledge for shared purposes or
visions (Zmuda, Kuklis & Klein 2004; Sullivan & Glanz 2006), Such a focus represents the
broadest concept of learning community; one used by scholars in describing situations
where individuals in an educational setting have united forces to promote change and share
(or jointly own) the risks, responsibility, resources and rewards through distributed
leadership, shared decision-making and collaborative empow^erment (Gordon 2004; Servage
2008), The second ideal is focused on organisational structures that are conducive to the
enhancement of individual and collective capacities for developing deeper learning, leading
to transformational changes (Mitchell & Sackney 2000; Thompson, Gregg & Niska 2004),
Organisational structure can be defined as the way a school is patterned or arranged
(Johnson 1998) and the relational ways in which educators intentionally construct an LC,
In trying to capture the essence of the contextually driven concept of LC, some authors
highlight the fact that the metaphor of LC transcends the characteristics of the industrial-age
paradigm and represents a remarkable departure for a new paradigm that recognises the
inadequacy of the current dominant clockwork view of the world (Anderson & Klinge 1995;
Starratt 1996), Mitchell and Sackney (2000: 6), for example, 'believe that a new educational
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order is emerging, one that relies on metaphors of wholeness and connections, diversity and
complexity, relationships and meaning, reflection and inquiry, and collaboration and
collegiality'. Zmuda, Kuklis & Klein (2004) also called for significant shifts in the culture and
thinking of schools as factories to institutions that embrace assumptions and values different
from those that have guided them in the past. Such authors are referring to the need for a
different conceptual model of functioning and learning to provide the primary sociocultural
values and forms that can frame the notion of learning community. In that we agree.
However, there is a relative paucity of substantive discussion in the literature on LC about
which sociocultural or educational paradigm should be the source of the general,
epistemological, cultural, political and educational functions of LCs in educational settings.
The question we sought to address in this first section of our theoretical framework was not
what paradigmatic assumptions and educational-purpose parameters currently do form the
basis of all or most LCs. Rather, we asked what kind of values, assumptions and concepts
should, in general, form the basis for LCs?
Ultimately, the emergence and construction of LC within an educational setting - wherever it
occurs, whatever its governance arrangement, and whatever combination of resources support
it - occurs within some degree of agreement about fundamental sociocultural and educationalpurpose parameters. In short, LCs, like all socially constructed entities in education, occur
within what Bertrand and Valois (1980) call a sociocultural and educational paradigm. They
hypothesise that the final form of an LC is based upon the choice of sociocultural paradigm.
However special the situation and issues surrounding the construction of an LC are, it
inevitably occurs within some broadly generaliseable paradigmatic parameters of the type
Bertrand and Valois map out (see Table 1). In brief, we choose how to interact and ¡earn collectively
based on what we believe about the sociocultural nature of society.

Bertrand and Valois (1980: 69) offer the following definition of a sociocultural paradigm:
The action exercised by a society, as a result of its activity, on its social and cultural
practices, by the combination of five elements: a concept of knowledge, a concept of
relations among persons, society, and nature, a set of values, a way of doing things,
and an overarching sense of significance'
An educational paradigm, according to Bertrand and Valois, consists of two parts:
a. a group of general orientations, of norms and rules that define educational
reflection, learning, and action; and
b. a praxis dimension that specities or favours particular modalities regarding 'how
to proceed'.
It is thus'exemplary'(1980:95).
'
Í U
'
Although their analysis borrows deftly and eclectically from a broad swath of classic
sociopolitical and sociocultural thought and although it spans several different approaches
to ontology and epistemology, Bertrand and Valois (1980) were able to draw the following
relatively simple summative map (see Table 1) of educational paradigms and sociocultural
paradigms as a 'working hypothesis' of the key relationships as they see them.
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Table 1 : Framing the notion of learning community within different paradigm theory bases
(adapted from Bertrand and Valois 1980; Paquette & Falion forthcoming)

The existentialist
paradigm

The worker
dialectic paradigm

The symbiosynergic
paradigm

Characterised by
positivist and
economic
a. efficiency
assumptions about
knowledge and the
nature of society.

Characterised by a
person-centered
way of
understanding and
organising society.

Paradigm
Characterised by
communist and
socialisttc
assumptions about
knowledge and the
nature of society

Characterised by
sustainability of life
systems and nonhierarchical
complementarity of
individuals and
communities as
ways of being and
relating in a society.

Characterised by a
conception of
education as an
efficient
transmission of
pre-determined
knowledge
60
designed to
ê promote
re positivistic rational
learning and
•O
01
60 knowing and
2 maintain and
legitimate an
oligarchic socioeconomic
o
U structure.

Characterised by a
conception of
education based on
the empowerment
of a creative,
confident, and free
individual who
shapes his or her
learning process.

Characterised by a
conception of
education based on
a dialectical form
of knowing
designs to promote
the common good
through a process
of collectivism and
mutual assistance
leading to a
classless society.

Characterised by a
conception of
education based on
a symbiotic mode
of knowing in
which the learners
develop their
capacity to create
new alternatives by
producing
knowledge that
promotes new ways
of being and acting
that support a
vision of society
based on nonhierarchical and
democratic
decision-making
and a
complementarity of
differences

The industrial and
post-industrial
paradigm

I

As in any other socially constructed entities that operate within educational
systems, learning communities occur within a social-cultural and a related
educational paradigm. Which one(s) would be the most appropriate (and why?) to
frame our understanding of the nature and purposes of a learning community
constructed in response to a changing environment?
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What sociocultural paradigm should provide the epistemological ground, the relations
among persons, society and nature, the sources of values, the ways of doing things, and the
global sense of social purpose for an LC?
Few real-world schools and school systems operate entirely within the assumptions and
values of only one type of paradigm (Bertrand & Valois 1980). Nevertheless, we believe that
teachers and administrators in most LCs have an overall orientation in favour of a single
sociocultural paradigm and a single educational paradigm and that, as Bertrand and Valois
(1980) view it, the latter flows from the former. Following the logic that educational
paradigms flow directly from sociocultural paradigms, we ask the next logical question:
what educational paradigm should be the source of the 'general', 'epistemological', cultural
and political 'functions' of LCs in school systems?
Figure 1 represents our schematic response to this question. Within the schema we try to
'flesh out' the issue of desirable paradigm choice. First, we take it as self-evident that, to be at
all coherent with most scholars' definitions, LC should be situated fundamentally within the
symbiosynergetic, sociocultural paradigm with its assumptions of universal
interdependence, unity and symbiosis. To represent this fundamental requirement in
constructing an LC, we think of the symbiosynergetic paradigm as occupying most of the
available space in the sociocultural 'layer' of Figure 1.
Figure 1 : Paradigm base of learning community

Paradigm
Base
Symbiosynergy
(new democratic society)
Inventive-Paradigm Education
. Symbiotic h»Mrog«no«y
«l 'mutusHsm*

. Community d»v«lopm»nt and IndlvWudI
dwotúfjntefit &ymbk>tk
. QomçAamantary ofattforences and dtvwrstty
. Participants •s'constttu«nts'in

With respect to relationship among persons, society and nature, the S3rmbiosynergetic paradigm
takes the person as a 'holon', blending an individual identity with connection to others.
Opposition among persons, society and nature is minimised in a comprehensive ecosystem in
which community replaces society, as society is transformed into community. The way of doing
things within this paradigm becomes, in short, a symbiosynergy of heterogeneity - all
contribute in different and complementary ways to community and projects. The global sense
frame by the symbiosynergetic paradigm is the symbiosynergy of persons and communities - of
the total person in other words - because persons, as holons, can be whole only when fully
united to society transformed into metacommuruty (Bertrand & Valois 1980).
Given our belief that the symbiosynergetic paradigm should provide the principal
sociocultural values and form within which authentic LCs in schools should be framed, we
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conclude that LC in educational setfings should occur within the assumptions of the
'inventive' educational paradigm - that is, within commitment to symbiotic heterogeneity
and reciprocity (and hence to the importance of relationships among teachers who are
continually maintaining and renewing them). The general function of the inventive
paradigm is to develop the capacity for educational invention and for creation of new ways
of thinking and acting among teachers' communities. Functioning LCs situated within the
inventive paradigm seek to invent future situations and intervention modes capable of
bringing about transformational changes. Culturally, the inventive paradigm promotes, as
its model of creativity, the symbiosynergy of heterogeneity ('cohesive diversity'), differences
within the essenfial union of individual teachers and the totality of their community-school.
Politically, the inventive paradigm promotes decision-making based on non-hierarchical
mutualism within the LC. Learning communities constituted within inventive principles
should resituate personal development within community development, and community
development within personal development.

Approaching Learning Community: Towards Considerations of
Community as a Social Construct
The relational ways in which people construct and express their shared experiences and
interests or negotiate their concerns about the need to act and change provide the next 'layer'
in our conceptual framework.
We define an LC as a socially constructed entity (Vygotsky 1978) aggregated from diverse
individuals who, through relational means, express their shared experiences or interests. The
members negotiate change and power sharing (power that derives from their knowledge,
skills and competencies) in order to help all the members of the LC to cope with their
difficulties as well as to plan and implement changes (Brint 2001). We do not suggest that the
concept of LC must be treated as an 'idealised fantasy of common-being, nor a unity of
experience or perspective' (Welch & Panelli 2007: 350), nor as a relafively homogenous social
category requiring sameness. Instead, we conceptualise an LC as a continually shifting,
unstable, stratified, imprecise, porous and malleable landscape of connection originating
from one discourse or another about motives for collective interaction and learning
(McMillan 1996; Brint 2001; Irwin & Farr 2004; Welch & Panelli 2007).
These motives are centrally important in our understanding and conceptualisation of LCs in
educational setfings. The primary mofivators of parficular interacfions and connecfions
among members of an LC influence its collective form. This perspective casts learning that
takes place within an LC as a complex, non-linear process in which a group of individuals
organise themselves following their driving forces (primary motivators) - permitting,
enabling, precipitating and triggering events, processes and conditions - that shake the
community and place it at the edge of potential chaos (Levy & Merry 1986). Such forces
create 'defining moments' (Grimmett 2000), moments for potenfial growth or redefinition of
communal values (Zellermayer 2001) and collecfive situations in which individuals can no
longer interact, or parficipate in ways they once did (Matuzov & Hayes 2002). These driving
forces explain why the notion of LC has currency as a vehicle for change in specific contexts.
As already indicated, we view this question as critical to understanding human engagement
with LC and the consequence of communal relations in terms of its relevance to its
parficipants, the types of learning taking place, and the change outcomes.
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The nature of these driving forces affect the types of communal learning that colour and
shape the processes of learning in community and its internal functioning (Zellermayer &
Margolin 2005), Irwin and Farr (2004) have called such processes of community either
'adaptive' or 'generative',
Adaptivity is a response to policies, materials or knowledge framed outside the community
and imposed on it. In such a context, LCs are viewed as management tools to respond to
outside demands generated by externally evolving situations. In this process, the need for new
knowledge is not created within the community but comes down from above in what Clandinin
and Connelly (1995:9) call the 'conduit'. The dynamic is one of 'power over', top-down control.
The learning outcomes are conducive to the emergence of adaptive first-order changes, which
consist of minor adjustments that are not paradigmatic transformations and that do not change
the system's core functions (FuUan 1991; Levy & Merry 1986; Sheldon 1980),
Generativity, on other hand, occurs when community members are on the decision-making
end of ideas to change things. This situation requires that the community has the capacity to
mobilise its members for effective problem solving, to create or discover a reality beyond the
one that currently exists, and to choose one that fits the LCs needs. In practice, it means that
the LC must have the knowledge, skills and/or resources to generate something new, or it
must be able to access them elsewhere. Therefore, the new knowledge reasserts the
community's right to control its own destiny; one that has to be created collectively within
itself. Members must have equal voice within a dynamic of power-with, non-hierarchical
control, A truly generative community may be more likely to engage in creating secondorder change (Levy & Merry 1986) in all of the following categories:
• the organisational paradigm (including the underlying assumptions that shape
perceptions, procedures and behaviours in a school organisation);
• organisational purpose and mission;
'
• organisational culture (including the beliefs, values and norms shared within the
organisation); and
• functional processes (including the organisational structures, decision-making
processes, and communication patterns).
To represent the importance of these fundamental contextual dimensions in understanding
the basis of different forms of LCs and the consequences arising from them in terms of types
of learning and changes, we have shown in Figure 2 what does shape - often powerfully the forms and functions of LCs,
.
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Figure 2: Nature, functions and outcomes of learning community

Learning Community as afluid
shifting, malleable, unstable, stratified
and continuously evolving social construct
Contextual dimensions and primary nnotives
for rollcK-tiivp inter,ictions and connections
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Generative
learning
Community

Change Outcomes
First and Second Order Changes

Part of the dynamic affecting any LCs includes the motivations of those seeking to create or
construct them and the associated levels of agency exercised by its members in this process.
The notion of agency revolves around Foucault's concern with freedom and his question of
what a person can do. It is thus intimately connected to issues of power (and empowerment),
knowledge, discourse, identity and subjectivity as well as freedom (Pignatelli 1993). Agency,
therefore, refers to the ability of people to act in intentional ways to shape their worlds or
their environment (Bandura 2001). As Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 970-1), noted, human
agency is conceptualised as a 'temporally constructed engagement of social actors of
different structural environment - the temporal relational contexts of action - which,
through the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and transforms
those structures in interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical
situations'. This definition encompasses three specific dimensions of human agency:
iteration, projectivity and practical evaluation.
Iteration refers to the capacity of individuals to reactivate past patterns of thoughts and
actions in order to make the organisation (of special education educators in this case)
relatively stable and resistant to second-order change. Projectivity refers to the imaginative
generation by individuals of possible trajectories of thought and action, in which received
structures of thoughts and action may be reconfigured in relation to individuals' view of the
future. Finally, the practical-evaluation of human agency refers to the capacity of individuals
to make practical and normative judgements among alternative potential trajectories of
thoughts and actions in response to the emerging challenges, demands, dilemmas or
ambiguities of evolving events. However, as Emirbayer and Mische point out, these three
dimensions of human agency 'do not correspond in any simple, exclusive way to past,
present and future as successive stages of action' (1998: 972). However, they claim that for
each dimension of human agency, one temporal orientation (past, present or future) is the
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dominant one, shaping the way that individuals collectively respond to emerging challenges
of learning and practices as their LC functions and change outcomes.
Agency thus interacts with, and impacts, the functions (thinking, learning, acting and
interacting), and outcomes of an LC. We think of agency as a process of social engagement
that allows members of an LC to intentionally shape their own responses to problematic
situations or catalytic events. Such actions require the continual refocusing of past and future
ways of acting, being, interacting and learning. Figure 3 presents our representation of how
differential levels of human agency exercised by LCs' members impact their individual
perceptions of the nature and relevancy of their engagement.
Figure 3: Levels of human agency

'

!

Finally, Figure 4 presents the overall conceptual framework we used to develop an
understanding of how the members of the LC we studied perceived the nature of their
engagement as a process of continual adjustment through collective learning within a
changing educational environment. At its paradigm base, our framework takes the values,
assumptions and way of doing things that constitute Bertrand and Valois's symbiosynergetic
paradigm as the preferred, although not the only, context for understanding the construction
of LCs within a change environment. We therefore believe that LCs should be shaped within
inventive-paradigm ideas of education. We also recognise learning within a community as
being a shift of the level of human agency which interacted with, and impacted, the
structure, form, fimctions and outcomes of the LC.
(
'
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Figure 4: Overall conceptual framework

Symbiovynwqy
(new democratic society)
Inventive-Paradigm Education

Methodology and Procedures
The main purpose of our study was to develop an understanding of how, and to what extent,
the reorganisation of a school district-based special education department supported the
emergence of an authentic LC. This study embodied the characteristics of exploratory,
explanatory and descriptive case-study research. Based on Robson's (1993) and Yin's (1993)
classifications, the study was exploratory because it sought to:
• develop a comprehensive understanding of the events leading up to the redesign of
the organisational structure of SSS into a self-declared LC; and
• understand the ways that the self-declared LC was understood and experienced by
research participants.
The study was explanatory in that it sought to:
• understand how the meanings ascribed to the notion of LC by research participants
influenced their level of engagement within the LC.
The exploratory and explanatory nature of the study was complemented by a descriptive
element that sought to:
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• idenfify key core beliefs and ideas that shaped the research parficipants' percepfion
of the nature and funcfion of their LC.
Given these goals and the context in which we were working, we used a case-study approach
(Merriam 1998; Yin 2003) because it provided a methodology that enabled us to conduct an
in-depth, multifaceted inquiry of a single phenomenon using several procedures and data
sources.
We conducted a ten-month reflexive, hermeneufic case study that examined one parficular
group of special education administrators and teachers who were located in an urban midsized school district in western Canada. The school district was chosen as the site for our case
study because it branded itself as an organisafion functioning as an LC. Furthermore, over
the years, the administration of the school district had created and implemented an
organisafional structure allegedly designed to foster collegiality and community among
administrafive and teaching staff in its SSS. The assumpfion made at the fime was that a
collaborative organisafional structure would stimulate the emergence of a community model
of interaction among educators. At the time of the study, 45 full-time teachers and
administrators were employed in the special education department of the participafing
school district, of whom 13, including the one administrator, agreed to participate in the
study. The participants were engaged in collaborative work within a self-declared LC that
evolved out of the foundational idea that special educafion professionals working within an
LC who share and generate knowledge would be more likely to address recommendations
from a previous assessment report of SSS calling for changes for better interConnectivity
among their members, connectivity with the field, cultivafion of diversity of viewpoints and
for an alternative organisational structure conducive to collegiality.
Working enfirely within the qualitafive research paradigm, we took what teachers and
administrators said about their declared LC as their individual perceptions of reality. We
attempted to understand the participants' personal mini theories (Kelly 1955) of LC in the
light of their personal pracfical knowledge (Elbaz 1981) - understandings that had been
forged in their experiences. By triangulating their views against those of others and seeking
out both the commonalities and the differences, we developed our own theory of the
authenfic community process in that parficular special educafion department at that fime.
Data were collected in three primary ways:
I
!,
• Online semi-structured interviews between researchers and participants using
email. The interviews included questions about participants' levels of engagement
(or disengagement) in the environment that consfitutes their declared LC; the type
of knowledge acquired through their community-based learning; how they forged
the bonds of community, and shaped and maintained them; how they worked
through conflicts in their social relationships; and how they formed and/or
reconfigured the community structure.
• Online real-time interactions with research participants using the medium of chat.
All synchronous chats were recorded and archived. The data were analysed
qualitatively for themes related to the experiences, perceptions and agentic
interactions of community members.
• Document analysis of current and archival special education department
documents (policy statements, internal memoranda, minutes of meetings and
historical artefacts).
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Data were analysed hermeneutically, using interpretive interactionism (Walstrom 2004),
This approach was employed for the online interactions so as to better find the local
meanings of participants and to connect these local meanings to the policies of the school
board that address them, while at the same time critiquing them and problematising the
structural and practical features of the LC,
Using Miles and Huberman's (1994) constant comparative method, the qualitative data were
analysed on two levels. The first level involved preliminary coding which aided the
development of descriptive as well as interpretative statements. The second level involved
writing case vignettes and generating pattern codes. Displaying participants' experiences
through representative vignettes helped to clarify our understanding of their LC by focusing
on the description and analysis of a series of events taken to be representative or typical in
the case being studied. We used a qualitative software instrument. Atlas ti®, to develop the
initial and ongoing codes and locate patterns.

Findings and Discussion
The Context: The Precipitating Conditions
The SSS in the school district had been the subject of an assessment report that had
highlighted the perceived unresponsiveness of SSS to students and schools' needs coupled
with 'high levels of stress and anxiety that appear to permeate much of the system, limiting
trust levels and restricting capacities for collaborative participation' (Boyd 2003: 4), Warning
signs about the need for significant changes and reorganisation led to an acceptance by the
administration of the need for a new direction that would be qualitatively and quantitatively
different from the current one.
We were asked to initially participate in creating a mission and vision for student
support services. We had some reports that were not flattering. Our students were not
fully benefiting from what we were doing, [There was a] need for new direction and
insights, (Research chat, 8 February 2007- Participant 5)
Functioning as a declared LC gained currency with the administration for accomplishing the
recommendations that had called for changes in the organisational paradigm, organisational
mission and purpose, organisational culture, and core processes. Student Support Services
was asked to engage in creating second-order change (Levy and Merry 1986) in the following
categories: the underlying assumptions that shaped the perceptions, procedures, and
behaviours of SSS; the beliefs, values and norms shared within SSS; and the organisational
structures, decision-making processes and communication patterns.
These recommendations were attempts to engage SSS members in communally constructing a
common definition of the SSS community's practices that would eventually validate a new
organisational structure as well create as new roles for the community members and, most
importantly, provide exemplars for the practices that were going to be part of these new roles,
o
It was rather confusing when we changed over from district support specialists doing
the jobs to school based people, [It was] quite a change for many, (Research chat, 8
February 2007- Participant 5)
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[They were] [t]aking away people who were seen as experts or well experienced from
our schools and reassigning LA [language arts] teachers and moving them from their
more familiar roles to support more designated students and low incident students.
(Research chat, 8 February 2007- Participant 1)
i
i

The assumption made about the need for functioning as an LC was that members of SSS
would engage in a reflective reassessment of their role, their personal motivations and
collégial relationships, and seek to improve their practice and that of the system. For SSS
members, accustomed to working on their own and attending professional meetings that did
not lead to communal learning, membership in such an LC was a radical innovation.
Potentially, it could engage them in facing unfamiliar demands and challenges such as
negotiating practical issues, collaborating, reflecting, risk taking, revealing personal
knowledge, and exposing their work to peer scrutiny - all of which could challenge their
basic assumptions and former views about SSS.
... then we share ideas and practices that might help improve things; we go back out
and try them out; we come back and share our experiences, ongoing, job embedded,
results driven practice based upon teacher dialogue and discussion. (Interview, 15
April 2007 - participant 5)
i
I
«I

I

The expectation was that community-based educator-embedded learning would better
equip and prepare educators in SSS to deal with the organisational changes that were about to
take place: from a model of district-support specialists to a school-based model combined with
interagency programmes to implement inclusive programmes for special needs students.
Perceptions of Learning Community by Researcb Participants
The report Student Support Services Review (Boyd 2003) had originally called for a
communication and collaboration structure designed to foreground, critique, build and
enhance practitioner expertise and improve the overall responsiveness of SSS. For some
participants, this was the original intent of functioning as an LC:
I believe that SSS intends to be both a forum for providing a learning environment and
a problem solving/working group. (Research chat, 1 February 2007 - Participant 1)
The intent of the PLC was not to have policies and rules take over but to do action
research, collaborative inquiry and so on about top achievement challenges in our
district and how to find a way to improve it. (Interview, 15 April 2007- Participant 5)
In their struggle to transform SSS into a more responsive entity, some LC members became
aware that their whole way of thinking about their organisation was inadequate and they
needed to make a shift from a mechanistic conception of reality to a more holistic one that
recognised the communality of their aims.
I
i
It's a community where people work towards a common goal and continue the
conversation - so to speak. (Interview, 18 April 2007 - Participant 4)
However, some research participants presented a view of the LC that was equated with a
somewhat ephemeral community, one without focus, constantly changing, and so temporary
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as to appear insignificant in terms of having any real impact on the functioning and
reworking of SSS:
SSS as a group is arbitrary. By that I mean that we are made into a group by the
structure - not that we would necessarily choose to create SSS as it stands today.
(Research chat, 1 March 2007 - participant 3)
[The concept of] communities connotes that we have a common purpose and goals[.]
I don't get that sense with SSS. (Interview, 18 April 2007 - Parficipant 4)
Although the district SSS administration sought to transform SSS into a sustainable learning
community to mobilise pracfitioner expertise and build collective responsibility for the
reworking of SSS, it seems that they had unwitfingly caused condifions that undermined the
building of a generafive LC. Parficipants to the SSS LC were not acfing on shared norms and
values: what Dufour and Eaker (1998) call shared vision and collective responsibility
(Interview, 15 April 2007 - Participant 5):
If there is no change in how power is exercised we will not have an exemplary
sustainable district program. Pockets of excellence will be there but that expertise will
unlikely have much opportunity to be shared ... only informally. We talk but do not
walk the walk.
Interviewer: ... does it imply a change in the actual structure and form of power
within SSS?
Participant 5: Top down stuff all the time stifles. We need more balance and respect
for grassroots thinking. The people who are doing the job do have some expertise.
One of the first steps in developing an LC was missing: the recognition and construcfion of
processes encouraging more equality between participants (Servage 2008) while
encouraging the importance of learning in a shared dialogue between members and not in a
monologue based on power. Polifically, the SSS LC did not promote decision-making based
on non-hierarchical mutualism. For the research parficipants, it was a case of form versus
substance - coUecfive learning and change understood as something that alters appearances
and funcfions, versus learning and change understood as a fundamental shift in what the SSS
department is. It seems to us that, when research parficipants spoke of the reason for framing
their work in terms of LC, it became clear in their mind that the changes were of the sort that
re-shape what already is, rather than the sort that were truly transformafive, which would
have created entirely new intervention modes capable of bringing about transformafional
changes within SSS. Most of the LC acfivity was clearly instrumental, keeping its members
focused on short-term first-level change (Levy & Merry 1986).

Pseudo- or Authentic Learning Community
Our data showed that SSS transformed itself into an LC by declarafion while hoping that it
would effect change in individuals and in the culture of SSS as a workplace. However, from
the perspecfive of research participants, it succeeded only to create a pseudo-community,
one characterised by interacfional congeniality but whose authenficity was questioned by
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research participants. The LC that emerged did not function within the assumptions of the
'symbiosynergetic' and 'inventive' educational paradigm, and, in particular, within a
commitment to symbiotic heterogeneity, reciprocity and knowledge production to promote
new ways of being and acting. There was no evidence that the SSS LCs sought to generate
learning and knowledge conducive to transformational changes.

1

.1

What currently exists is not working. It is not that easy as many of us are alone in
different schools and have little venue to share such thoughts - other than informally,
of course. We need to create a quest out of the chaos of needs and information that
abounds. I think we have lost our energy knowing that upcoming budget
considerations and a change in focus by the leadership have caused us to stray from
the intent of the LC. (Interview with Participant 5)

!

i

-,

In terms of its function, the SSS LC was perceived as an instrumental management tool rather
than a learning one. It failed to operate a shift in the traditional leadership role from leadercentred (top-down) to shared leadership. The LC emerged as an institutional infrastructure
designed mainly to lead staff members to adhere to goals defined and outlined by the
administration.
I think it functions more as a management tool. I don't think that was the initial
intention (Research chat, 1 March 2007 - Participant 3)
It [the learning community] is now regarded as a management tool rather than a
learning tool. It is not of and for us any more, but for policy, regulations and so on.
The intent was not to have policies and rules take over, but to do action research and
collaborative enquiry. (Interview with Participant 5)
' |
I
As a result, our data have shown also that the research participants' agency was mainly
grounded in unreflected and mostly unproblematic patterns of actions and thoughts which
refer to routines, preconceptions, patterns and traditions. The LC functioned to reorganise
existing ideas and information instead of generating new learning, and that limited the
exercise of human agency to its iterational dimension.
|
¡
I don't think we own the LC concept yet. That is part our doing and part the old way
of doing things still framing things up in the old way. We are tinkering instead [with]
the old box. We retrofit not design. (Interview, 15 April 2007 - Participant 5)
Members' agency was focused mainly on a low level of reflectivity, and the available data
demonstrates that the LC structure was not conducive to the exercise of those agentic
processes (projectivity and practical-evaluation) that can give shape and direction to future
possibilities and lead to second-order type of changes.
We have not made the shift to the new thinking and culture. We still think in terms of
the old box. (Interview, 15 April 2007 - Participant 5)
i
The SSS LC was not perceived by research participants as a catalyst for change as intended in
the Review (Boyd 2003). As mentioned previously, it was mainly perceived as a new
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infrastructure for the status quo, which resulted in locating individuals' agency in
routinised, pre-structured forms of learning, acfion and thoughts aimed at the reproduction
of past patterns.
The focus of our sharing is info, related, i.e. I work with child X, you have either
worked with the same child or one with similar challenges. What can you tell me that
will help in working with Child X. (Research chat, 22 February 2007 - Parficipant 9)
Is our coUaborafion limited to sharing? [It] depends on the context. It's [...] only
sharing when someone gets up and says, 'I read a book about X and this is what I got
out of it' OR I saw y speaker and this is what I got out of it and here is what may be of
value to you. OR 'May I introduce XYZ and here is what they have to say to you' - on
any topic from Art Therapy to FAS. (Research chat, 29 March 2009 - Participant 3)
The was no space provided for generative or transformafive learning that would have
required conditions conducive to the emergence of self-awareness among members of the LC
who, in turn, would be in a position to develop an understanding of their colleagues'
foundafional perspecfives about SSS and critically evaluate not only the content and
processes of proposed practices, but also the philosophies and assumptions that underlie
them, and their long-term consequences for SSS. However, our data analysis doesn't clearly
reveal the causes of this persistence and resistance to change of pracfices. We don't know if it
is due to the individual or cumulafive effects of hidden professional sanctions, of the current
organisational power structure of SSS, or of the normative influence of past or founding
practices embedded in the organisafional structure.

Conclusions and Implications
Although the concept of community as both a symbol and an aspiration carries many '
positive connotations among special education personnel, the majority of research
parficipants held the view that their LC did not manage to become an authenfic generafive
LC. There were three underlying issues idenfified by research participants that represented
the real challenge in creating an authentic SSS LC:
a. determining the core purposes for collaboration;
b. balancing between the establishment of a community-building structure versus
the conduct of critical inquiry; and
c. identifying the enabling and constraining power structures and institutional
conditions.
Participants advocated for an organisational and learning structure with:
a. a strategic purpose requiring:
i. collaboration and interdependence among educators and influence for
teachers, and
ii. use of collecfive knowledge to discuss and resolve school-wide issues;
b. a governance structure characterised by:
i. educators sharing equal voice within a dynamic of power-with, nonhierarchical control, and
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n. a shared power arrangement in which the exercise of power is dispersed
among staff and targeted at issues central to the common good;
c, a set of coordinating activities designed to:
'
fc, ]
i. increase and sustain collaboration and collégial patterns of interactions;
I ; d. a wide range of practices and structures that enable educators to:
|
i. generate knowledge by designing, planning, researching, evaluating and
, ,
i
preparing new ways of acting, teaching and interacting, and
' • ii, oppose unshared, individually held knowledge that impedes the development
of clear, commonly held sets of ideas and practices; and
|
f
e. a safe environment that allows educators to:
I

i, provide to each other useful critiques of their teaching and contribution to the
school.

This failure occurred despite the fact that the district administration had made the LC an
object of deliberate, conscious activities that were explicitly intended to build an authenfic
community conducive to changes.
However, we found that the central characteristic of this declared LC was predictability
rather than creativity. This perceived lack of creativity (projectivity and practical evaluation
dimensions of agency) was due to the absence of learning activities and actions that should
have been programmed into the LCs interactions from the beginning. The perceived lack of
agentic capacities amongst the LC members led to the failure of creating and sustaining a
creative state within the LC to overcome the marked and easy tendency to revert to safe,
stable patterns of the past.
The question that must be addressed is what sort of LC the SSS should become in terms of
the kind of agency that its members can exercise in a sustainable manner over a long period
of time within a structure that reflects the central tenets of the symbiosynergetic sociocultural
and inventive educational paradigm. Certainly not all forms of communal organisation are
good, and an SSS LC like any other must meet certain criteria if it is not to resemble a pseudoor inoperative LC without the potential to build capacity for change and improvement. The
challenge in this research project was to describe and analyse the variable nature of the
interplay between the SSS LCs nature and functions and human agency, 'rather than seeking
to understand these as standing in opposition, or as being mutually constitutive in a direct
and stable way' (Emirbayer & Mische 1998:1002).
The founding narrative of the SSS LC was a community characterised by:
'
a, a conception of learning and change based on a symbiotic mode of knowing;
b, members' development of capacity to create new alternatives; and
c, production of knowledge that would promote new ways of being and acting.
Together, they would have supported a vision of their institution (SSS) based on nonhierarchical decision-making and complementarity of differences,
|
,
This was not enacted in the LC in the way that its founders had hoped because most
participants were highly sceptical of the LC they experienced and believed it to be both
inherently limiting to their professional freedom and hostile to second-order change. They
perceived their LC more as an institution imbued with latent authoritarianism, hostile to
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innovation and creativity rather than being a community that enables individuals to exercise
dimensions of agency oriented towards projectivity and practical evaluation.
We contend that the symbiosynergetic paradigm provides most of the primary sociocultural
values and forms within which various notions of LC should be framed. Learning
community should emerge and function within the assumptions of the 'inventive'
educational paradigm, and, in particular, within commitment to symbiotic heterogeneity
and reciprocity. It should make central the importance of relationships and of continually
maintaining and renewing them. In such a view teachers and administrators are
'constituents' in a learning process based on relationships designed to sustain reform and
improvement within the educational system.
Future research is still needed to fully understand why and how LCs' members might
increase or decrease their capacity for invention, choice and transformative impact in
relation to the situational context within which their LC has emerged or simply declared to
exist. Further understandings will be gained as future theorisation and tieldwork seeks to
investigate why some LCs become inoperative or unsustainable. To give a critical account of
LCs operating within school districts or schools, we must have both conceptual and
normative ground on which to stand. Hopefully, this article has added to both through the
notion that agentic capacity is a prerequisite for authentic generative LCs that can engage in
second-order change.
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Qualitative Descriptions of Pre-conditions
for Capacity-building in Schools
Conny Bjorkman and Anders Olofsson

Abstract: This article aims to create a language for qualitative descriptions of principals' and
teachers' views on pre-conditions for capacity-building in schools. The empirical data were collected
from general observations and individual interviews with principals, and teachers representing
different subject areas, in two Swedish secondary schools. By using the theoretical concepts of
structure and culture, this article explores how such language can be used to describe and compare
how principals and teachers understand forms of collaboration and staff development as pre-conditions
for capacity-building in their schools. Although the number of schools examined is limited, the results
indicate that there is reason to believe that the use of a language for qualitative descriptions of preconditions for building capacity could provide the researcher with new constructions of data, and
could also provide principals and teachers with additional knowledge to enrich their understanding of
pre-conditions for capacity-building in their schools.

Introduction
The Conference of European Education Ministers 1998 suggested the need for capacitybuilding in schools to manage innovation and change as one of the characteristics of a worldclass educational system (Barber 2001). In the 1950s the term capacity was already used in the
business world to indicate the individual and organisational ability of companies competing
with each other on the open market (Selznik 1957). In education we have learned from
Rutter, Maugham, Mortimore, Ousten and Smith (1979) that it is the quality of the school as
a social system that is the key contributor to how effective a school becomes, and that this
quality can be modified and developed by the members of the school. Today there is a
growing interest in school capacity 'as the collective competency of the school as an entity to
bring about effective change' (Hopkins & Jackson 2003: 84). Capacity is context-bound and
the human perspective within it is important (Harris & Muijs 2005). Hopkins and Jackson
(2003: 93) differentiate between capacity, as a static concept, and the process of building
capacity which is 'those strategies that allow the school to harness the abilities, skills and
knowledge acquired during one process of change to facilitate subsequent changes'. Harris
(2002) argues for the importance of having certain conditions in place to be able to build
capacity for improvement, and Hopkins (2001: 67) describes such conditions as 'the internal
features of the school, the "arrangements" that enable it to get work done'. However, in the
context of educational change, an elusive and sometimes neglected question seems to be
crucial: do schools have the pre-conditions needed to handle the capacity-building needed

25

26

ISEA • Volume 37, Number 2,2009

for managing the expected improvement? According to Johnston and Caldwell (2001) there
are four conditions that single out highly successful and world-class schools: an inclusive
collaborative structure, integrated and inclusive professional development, learning-focused
leadership, and effective communication channels.
The aim of this article is to develop a language of qualitative descriptions of pre-conditions
for capacity-building in schools, by using principals' and teachers' views of forms of
coUaborafion and staff development as examples of such pre-conditions.
Pre-conditions for Capacity-building in Schools
Capacity is a term that has been Unked to a wide range of different concepts within
educafional change since the late 1980s (Hopkins & Jackson 2003). In this arficle capacity is
understood to be the potenfial that principals and teachers, as a collecfive in a certain school
context, can develop and master to enhance improvement. As capacifies have been idenfified
in several dimensions of a school system (O'Day, Goertz & Floden 1995; Gurr, Drysdale, Di
Natale, Ford, Hardy & Swann 2003), capacity-building also takes place in several dimensions
of the school system interdependently. Here pre-conditions for capacity-building are
understood as specific, acquired social qualifies in the structure, culture and leadership
within a school that either support or make it difficult for principals and teachers, as a
collecfive, to take on new challenges and build the capacities needed for improvement.
Different views of school improvement give different pre-conditions for capacity-building,
which in turn give the school different prerequisites for managing and handling the
improvement challenges that the individual school has to face. The understanding of
leadership in this arficle is a distributed leadership, inspired by Spillane (2006), and therefore
includes both the acfions executed by the principal and by others in the school in order to
lead the structure and culture of the school, and also the interaction between the principal
and the teachers in their specific school context to fulfil mutual expectafions related to
nafional and local objectives. To fully understand the improvement work of schools, it is also
necessary to consider both the structural and cultural context in which the leadership
pracfice in schools takes place (FuUan 2001; Höög, Johansson, Lindberg & Olofsson 2003).
Structure, 'the division of labour' in a school, is understood as the decisions and framework
for the work in school, such as forms of collaboration and staff development. The culture, 'the
distribufion of work' in a school, is understood as the realisafion of the structure, which
implies that the culture could support, confirm, preserve or hinder the realisafion of the
structure. The culture is influenced by principals' and teachers' individual acquired set of
values, beliefs, atfitudes and norms, while acfing as a collecfive.

Forms of Collaboration and Staff Development as Pre-conditions for
Capacity-building
Harris and Muijs (2005) argue that the new problem of change we are facing, during the first
part of the 21st century, is what it will take to turn the exisfing, tradifional educational
systems into professional learning communifies. Forms of coUaborafion as pre-condifions for
capacity-building have a collective foundafion of trust between the principal and the
teachers, and among the teachers (e.g. Harris & Lambert 2003; Hopkins & Jackson 2003;
Louis 2007), often described as a collégial and open atmosphere for discussion, which can
help people see the advantages and disadvantages of the planned improvement. Gray,
Hopkins, Reynolds, Wilcox and Farrell (1999) found that nearly all schools improve by
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adjusting their tactics to a specific situation, but schools could improve more rapidly if they
also changed their strategies. Some schools, few in number, according to Gray et al,, also deal
with 'The unlocking of teachers' intentions of changing their performance' (Gray et al. 1999:
151). Those schools are on their way to becoming professional learning communities (e.g,
Mitchell & Sackney 2001; Harris 2002), Such schools 'learn in a way that transcends the
aggregated learning of individual members; that is, organizational learning takes place
among the individuals as a collective' (Marks & Louis 1999: 711),
The contradiction, and at the same time the challenge in Sweden today, is that a growing
number of secondary schools have started to move in the direction of becoming learning
communities, while others still have difficulties stimulating their pupils at all (Blossing 2004),
Many researchers (e,g, Harris 2002; Bredeson 2003) argue that principals have to invest in
people to make school improvement happen. Therefore staff development is important for the
quality of schools, as well as for the improvement of schools. Staff development stul suffers from
a long tradition of being excluded from the main menu of schooling and from being treated as
something not connected to the everyday work in school; more like time off from work. In other
words there has been little connection traditionally between the 'workshop' and the 'workplace'
0oyce 1990) in staff development. Staff development of the 21st century:
refers to learning opportunities that engage educators' creative and reflective
capacities in ways that strengthen their practice, (Bredeson 2003: 34),
To change the paradigm of staff development in practice requires re-thinking, re-structuring
and re-culturing. If not, staff development will continue to be relegated to the back yard of
schooling.
Creating a Language of Description for Capacity-building in Schools
Bernstein's (2000) argument for creating what he calls a language of description is that it can
give the researcher tools for interpreting empirical conceptions, in this article principals' and
teachers' views of forms of collaboration and staff development, into theoretical concepts. In this
article, the theoretical concepts, the language of description used for describing pre-conditions
for capacity-building in schools, are structure and culture; in other words, what is decided about
forms of collaboration and staff development, and how those decisions are realised. Further, the
creation of categories for the empirical conceptions makes it possible to use general school
observations, as well as the principals' and teachers' views, to construct the categories, and at
the same time makes the interpretation process more visible to the reader.
To create a language of qualitative descriptions for pre-conditions of capacity-building in
schools in this article involves interpreting empirical conceptions - generated from empirical
texts, into the theoretical concepts of structure and culture, the division of labour and the
distribution of work - and deepening the understanding of forms of collaboration and staff
development, as pre-conditions for capacity-building, in two school cases.

Data Collection
On the one hand, the selection of the two schools' for this study was made with the intention
1 These two schools belong to the research project Structure, Culture, Leadership: Prerequisites for Successful Schools? This
project collected data from 24 secondary schools (grades 7-9), in 12 municipalities in Sweden, The municipalities have
been selected according to size, geographical position, and political majority, to be representative of Sweden,
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of selecting as different schools as possible, according to the number of students, the
geographical position and the size of the municipality. On the other hand, the two schools
are both situated in municipalities with a Social Democratic political majority and they were
both selected in the SCL-project as schools above the average national level, based on pupils'
final academic results in the 9th form in 2004. The interviews and observations in these two
schools were conducted from September to December 2005. Each school is described as a
case (Merriam 1998), based on school observations and individual, semi-structured
interviews (Fontana & Frey 2005) with principals and teachers in the schools. Quotations^
from the respondents are used to present the results in a more authentic way (Kvale 1997).
The general observations of the schools were completed during the 2.5-day visits to the
schools, using an observation form. The form was constructed to focus on the school's
structure and culture. The forms were re-written, in line with the language of qualitative
descriptions, to make it possible to use as a second empirical source to describe the schools.
By doing this it was possible to describe the structure and culture of these schools' forms of
collaboration and staff development as pre-conditions for capacity-building, from two
different sources of information: principals' and teachers' views and general observations.^
The Qualitative Process of Analysing School Observations and Principals'
and Teachers' Views
The analysis and interpretation of the texts, school observations and interview transcriptions
are inspired by Radnitzky's principles of hermeneutic interpretation, outlined in Kvale (1997).
The idea of languages of description comes from the reading of Bernstein (2000). The particular
construction of the languages in this paper has its origin in Zettersti-om (1988), Huit (1990) and
Olofsson (1993). The combination of the three literature sources gives us the opportunity to
work with articulated principles for the interpretation of texts and observations in relation to
our theoretical concepts structure (relating to the division of labour) and culture (relating to the
forms of realisation of decisions made in the division of labour).
The creation of the specific language of description in this article is done in a process involving
several steps intended to result in a uniform conceptual description and understanding of the
interviews with principals and teachers, in relation to our observations of the schools. Both
authors participated in the interpretation and analysis of the observations and the interviews, to
reduce subjectivity in the interpretation of the text. Quotations from the respondents are used to
present the results in a more authentic way (Kvale 1997). Our questions were focused upon
what principals understand as being valid for their schools. In the text we interpret the
principals' and teachers' views in relation to what is decided, and in relation to how principals try
to maintain and/or change the school practice. Our understanding of what is then related to the
structure, and how is related to culture (Höög et al. 2003,2005).
In the interpretation of the interview texts we address two questions: what social
units/positions are fundamental in the interview texts, and where is the realisation of
units/positions located? The first question guides the researcher in the interpretation of what
the text reveals about what is decided and the most important position for the structure of

^ The quotations have been translatée! by the researchers.
3 This increases the possibility of judging validity. See Patton (1999) for an elaborative discussion on triangulation and
Kvale (1989) on content analyses.
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the school. The second question helps the researcher to understand how the structure is
realised, maintained and improved. That means, in other words, how the culture contributes
to making the structure sustainable and supporfing ordinary work and change in school.
As a result of this step, structure and culture can be described through different pathways of
understanding, through categories relafing to policy, the principal, teaching teams* and the
teacher. So, reading the individual interview texts, we first aimed at finding answers to what,
according to our interpretafion, the crifical structural unit in the text was, keeping in focus
the aspect of pre-condifions for capacity-building. Then the question of where how was
located - in the fields of political, principal, teaching teams or teachers - was addressed. The
different ways principals and teachers combined the locafion of what and how consfitute their
views on pre-conditions for capacity-building.
Finally, we used an observation form for the observations during our visits to the two
schools. The results were written collectively during the visits. The form is constructed with
the focus on structure and culture. The selection of the two schools was made with the
intention of selecting schools that were as different as possible with regards to the number of
students, the geographical posifion and the size of the municipality. The schools are both
situated in municipalities with a Social Democratic political majority and are both regarded
as successful based on student academic results in the 9th form (Skolverket/SALSA 2004).
After the creafion of the language of descripfion, the school observafions were rewritten, in
this specific language. Thus yve can describe structure and culture from two different sources
of information: interpreted interview texts and observational texts.^ The distinction we make,
between what and how, allows us to analyse how the schools' nafional mission of educafion is
understood, and realised, by principals and teachers, with the possibility of connecting
directly to our central concepts: structure, culture and leadership.
To summarise, the interpretafion process results in a conceptually and empirically conscious
opportunity to compare empirical descriptions, to create specific questions for the individual
school and to make comparisons between schools.
Each school is described in a model, based on interviews with principals and teachers,
describing the teachers and principals' views of forms of collaboration and staff
development, formulated in a language of qualitafive descriptions of pre-conditions for
capacity-building in schools. In this article the school observations are presented in a
summarised way to give the reader a general school context.

Results and Analysis
General School Observations in School A2
A2 is a K-9* school. The 6th-9th form, with approximately 200 students, is separated from

* Staff in Swedish secondary schools are divided into teaching teams. These teams are normally organised around a
group of students. This could be students from only one form, or students from several forms in a mixed grouping. The
teaching teams could be interdisciplinary or subject-based. Often one of the teachers is appointed as a team leader. The
level of autonomy of the teams differs from school to school.
5 This increases the possibility of judging validity. See Patton (1999) for an elaborative discussion on triangulation and
Kvale (1989) on content analysis.
' A K-9 school in Sweden is a school with pupils from the age of 6 to 16.
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the lower forms, in a one-storey building. The school is situated in a village in a small, thinly
populated municipality. The village has one dominant industry, but many people also
commute to work daily. The share of pupils with a foreign background is 8 per cent, which is
below the national average.^ The parents' educational level is 2.03, which is below the
national average.' Most students live in one-family houses. The small size of the village
makes it possible for the principal, the teachers, the students and the parents to meet
frequently in different settings, outside school. School A2 is in good condition. It has its own
gymnasium and indoor swimming pool, and the public library is integrated into the school
building. In the dining hall breakfast is served to make sure that all pupils get a healthy start
to the day, and the lunch is cooked in the school's own kitchen. In the entrance hall all classes
have their own information board. All classrooms have a number of computers, and there is
also a special ICT room with 10 computers. In the hall there are another two computers for
students' use. Pupils have their own 'common room', which they have furnished and
decorated themselves. The indoor environment gives a fresh, warm and friendly impression.
There are also good opportunities for outdoor activities close to the school. Teachers have
their own information board in the staff room, where they also have their individual
pigeonholes.
The School Structure

In this municipality there is a superintendent and a school district political board, which also
manages areas other than education within the municipality. The administration of A2 - one
principal, two development leaders' and a secretary - is located in the 6-9 building. The
principal's office has a desk, a bookcase, and a small table with chairs for meetings. The
leadership team in A2 consists of the principal and the two development leaders. The
principal is newly appointed, used to be a teacher in the school, and seems to have a collégial
relationship with staff and a friendly relationship with the pupils, but is strict when
necessary. The principal is highly visible in the school, and most pupils seem to know the
principal on a first-name basis. The principal is closely involved in the social life of the
community, and is involved in leisure activities for children in the village. The principal
states that A2 has a good mix of staff - based on gender, age and experience - and speaks
very enthusiastically about the school. Leadership largely seems to be practised by walking
around and talking to people. Teachers are organised into two large, interdisciplinary
teaching teams, but grouped together in their offices subject-wise. Teachers share offices, but
have access to their own computers. The whole school can be described as separated in the
K-9 perspective, as K-5 and 6-9th form work in separate buildings and in practice only meet
in the dining room and in the library.
The School Culture

All members of staff meet informally during the day in the staff room. There is a collégial
climate between the teachers, and between the teachers and the principal. Even though

' The Swedish national average (2005) for children with a foreign background, born in Sweden and abroad was 12 per
cent (www.skolverket.se).
' The Swedish national average (2005) for parents' educational level was 2.15 (www.skolverket.se).
'Some Swedish schools have development leaders. They are teachers, sometimes with a smaller reduction of teaching
hours, who support the principal in development issues such as staff development.
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teachers show great concern for their pupils and colleagues, their willingness to collaborate
outside their own teaching subjects seems to be limited. They seem to prefer coUaborafion
within the different subjects, and they also collaborate in collective acfivities for pupils
outside the classroom. Teachers and pupils seem to enjoy being together. When they meet in
the hall they call one another by their first names, but there is also an atmosphere of
discipline and order in the school, and adults never forget that they are teachers during the
school day. There is a calm and relaxed atmosphere among the pupils, and they seem to be
acknowledged by the adults in the school in a positive way. Pupils seem to like their school,
teachers and principal.

Summary
The physical opportunities for collaboration seem to be good in school A2. However, the
general impressions from the observations indicate that in practice the day-to-day work
seems to be carried out by the individual teachers. A2 is a school where decisions are made
by the principal, somefimes together with the development leaders in the leadership team,
and the work to realise the decisions in practice is distributed to the individual teachers in
their subject tradifions, even though the school is organised in interdisciplinary teaching
teams. Even though teachers show great concern for their pupils and colleagues, their
willingness to collaborate outside their own teaching subjects seems to be limited. Teachers
seem to prefer collaboration within the different subjects, and in collective activities for
pupils outside the classroom.
Principal's and Teachers' Views of Forms of Collaboration and Staff
Development in School A2
From the principal's views we learn that it is the principal, somefimes together with the
development leaders in the leadership team, who decides the structure for the ordinary
collaborative work in school, such as the organisation of the teaching teams. Even if the
principal has decided to organise the collaborative work in two interdisciplinary teaching
teams, in the principal's view the intention is to give as much freedom as possible to the
individual teachers to carry out the day-to-day work. The individual teachers in the teaching
teams are relafively autonomous, and the principal has confidence in their knowledge of the
pupils and their attitudes to teaching. The principal prescribes an informal structure for
conversations with teachers. According to the principal's views it results in much better
collaboration than formal structures for conversafions. In the quotations below (what) and
(how), indicate how the interviews have been interpreted, according to principals' and
teachers' views of the structure and culture of forms of coUaborafion and staff development,
to give the reader an idea of how the analysis was made in practice.
We are well aware that we do not really work together. [I] try to fix everything [what]
so that their work runs smoothly. My staff should feel that they are free to decide
about their work and feel that they have an impact on it as well. It is freedom [how]
with responsibility. [I] trust my staff. (Principal, school A2)
This category of interpreted empirical concepfions is labelled principal distributed teacherbased forms of collaboration. In this category the decisions about forms of collaboration are
located to the position of the principal and those decisions are realised by the individual
teachers.
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In their own views teachers themselves are subject-oriented, with a tradition of individual
responsibility in their work as teachers. They collaborate with colleagues, within the teaching
teams, around professional issues such as student assessment, syllabus, and students with
special needs. When it comes to pedagogical issues it is mosfly individual work. Pedagogical
collaboration takes place within the teachers' own subject. In the teachers' view the teaching
teams are described as mostly organisational constructions.
We have work teams [how] at our school that work differently depending on the individual
members of the team [what], (Teacher, school A2)
I do not think that the team [how] has so much to do with teaching practice. That is
something you do by yourself in the classroom [what], [Q]uality is the same as good
teaching for me, (Teacher, school A2)
In this category of interpreted empirical conceptions, labelled teacher-based forms of
collaboration, the decisions about forms of collaboration are located to the position of the
individual teacher and are realised by the individual teacher, sometimes within the
organisation of teaching teams.
In school A2 the principal's and the teachers' views differ about where the structure, the
division of labour, and where the culture, the distribution of work, of forms of collaboration are
located. The principal locates the decisions about forms of collaboration to the position of the
principal and those decisions are then to be realised by the individual teachers. In the views
of the five teachers, the decisions are made and realised by individual teachers, within the
teaching teams. Where the structure is located indicates the power relationships in the
school, and where the culture is located indicates the modes of control in the school
(Bernstein 2000), In A2 both the structure and culture of forms of collaboration are
understood differently by the principal and the teachers. That probably undermines a deeper
form of collaboration (Staessens 1993; Hargreaves 1998; Marks & Louis 1999) and supports
individualistic teacher behaviour in the school in general, and in the two teaching teams.
Therefore, existing views on forms of collaboration will make a weak contribution to making
the forms of collaboration function as a pre-condition for capacity-building in school A2
(Hopkins 2001; Harris 2002; Hopkins & Jackson 2003; Harris & Muijs 2005).
In the principal's view of staff development the principal and the development leaders have
developed individual plans for all the teachers, and the principal understands the realisation
of staff development as an individual business for teachers. In practice, each teacher makes a
list of staff development requirements, finds suitable providers of the staff development, and
then asks for money from the principal to fund the developments.
Every teacher has a plan for staff development. The development leaders and I
developed it [what], but I do not think it is so well done, [T]eachers can choose [how]
what they want to do as staff development, [W]e need to improve our work with staff
development, (Principal, school A2)
In the principal's view, the principal decides the structure of staff development, and the
teachers realise the agreed staff development individually. This category of interpreted
empirical conceptions is labelled principal distributed teacher-based staff development.
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The teachers' view is that it is up to them to decide and realise their own staff development.
Sometimes some financial support is given by the principal, but the principal does not
initiate plans for staff development. This category of interpreted empirical conceptions is
labelled teacher-based staff development.

I have applied for the Parliament course. I did that entirely on my own because I
really wanted to take part in the course, and I do not have anyone else that can help
me and recommend courses [what; how] (teacher, school A2).
I do not think there is any idea behind this. It is more that you are interested in
something as an individual. Then you do it and feel a bit better yourself [what; how]
(teacher, school A2).
I am pushing this myself because I want to, but there is no one there to help me
recommend anything [what; how] (teacher, school A2).
In school A2 the principal's and the teachers' views differ about where the structure 'the
division of labour' and where the culture 'the distribution of work' of staff development are
all located. The principal locates the decisions about staff development to the position of the
principal, those decisions then being realised by the individual teachers. In the five teachers'
views the individual teacher makes those decisions, as well as realising the decisions. These
views of staff development make it difficult for the principal to use staff development as a
collective tool for school improvement (Harris 2002; Bredeson 2003) as the principal will
have limited opportunities to connect staff development to the practice in school (Joyce
1990). Therefore the power of staff development as a pre-condition for capacity-building in
school A2 is reduced (Hopkins 2001; Harris 2002; Hopkins & Jackson 2003; Harris & Muijs
2005). These results indicate that the existing views of staff development will make a weak
contribution to school improvement in school A2.
General School Observations in School D2
D2 is a secondary school (7th-9th form), with 470 students. The school is situated in a long,
two-storey building from the 1970s, containing big open spaces. Many classrooms
surrounding the open areas lack windows. The building is a bit run down, but not shabby.
Flowers and pupils' artwork, combined with well-maintained buildings, give a positive
impression indoors. On the other hand, there is no attractive outdoor environment for
pupils. There are few teaching materials in the classrooms. Instead teachers bring what they
need for the lessons on small trolleys. The school has a functional gymnasium, a refurnished
dining room, and a special café for pupils. The structure of the school building provides
frequent interaction between pupils and between pupils and teachers, but we see few signs
of conflict. School D2 is situated close to a shopping centre, and is surrounded by blocks of
flats and streets with heavy traffic. Pupils live in the area, which is a suburb to a big city. The
share of pupils with a foreign background is 30 per cent, which is above the national average.
Parents' educational level is 2.04, which is below the national average. There is a growing
rate of criminality among young people in this area of the big city. This school has a strong
external network. Our impression is that D2 is an interesting school, due to the fact that it
delivers good student results and has a good educational climate for both adults and pupils,
even though it is situated in a challenging building in a very challenging area.
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The School Structure

The big city is divided into geographically based administrative units. In this parficular unit,
there is a superintendent and a polifical school board. D2 has two principals working full
time. They have two separate rooms, close to the two secretaries, the controller and the staff
room. One of the principals used to be a teacher in the school, and the other principal has a
teaching background, but came to the school from the private sector. They have developed a
leadership team, where the leaders of the interdisciplinary teaching teams are included.
From fime to fime many teachers take on some kind of official leadership role. One principal
is more focused on the internal pedagogical issues in the school, and the other is more
focused on external relations. There is staff meeting every Monday morning. The principals
produce a weekly newsletter. Teachers are divided into two types of teaching teams,
interdisciplinary and subject-based. There are contact teachers,'° each related to a specific
group of students. The different groupings of teachers meet regularly once a week. Teachers
are placed together, subject-wise, in their offices and have individual computers.
The School Culture

AH members of staff meet frequently for informal discussions in the staff room during the
day. Both principals and teachers act with responsibility and strength in their relafions with
pupils and teachers on a daily basis. On the one hand this school sends out signals of
inclusion, in the way teachers interact with students as adults during the school day, in the
coUegiality among teachers, and in individual teacher-principal relafions. On the other hand,
D2 also sends out signals of exclusion, because a number of areas of the school are out of bounds
for pupils. A snap shot of coUegiality was expressed in the staff room when one teacher rushed
in and asked for help with a group of students in one of the haUs. Immediately aU the teachers in
the room rose as one, and went with their colleague to the haU. Teachers are proud of their
school, and state that it is an attracfive establishment for both teachers and pupUs. The school
has aUocated qtiite a large sum of money for staff development in the budget through creafive
financial management. Together, the leadership and the teaching teams control 13 of the 16 days
devoted to staff development per year." The individual teacher controls the other three of the
'staff development days' during a school year.
Summary

From the observafions of school D2 we have learned that this school is situated in a difficult
area with a rising level of criminality among young people. The internal and external
environment is run down. Despite this, we could observe signs of strong coUegiality among
staff, good relationship between staff and principals, and few incidents among pupils. Social
strength, and clear leadership and organisation seem to have overcome the external
difficulties. D2 has both interdisciplinary teaching teams and subject-based teaching teams.
These two consteUafions of teams are the core of the work in the school. There is a strict
system for meetings, constructed by the principals, for these different groupings of teachers

'° A contact teacher is a mentor for a group of students.
" All Swedish schools have 16 days each year that are allocated for staff development.
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throughout the week. The mixed responsibility of the two principals - with one handling
external relations and the other internal - along with their inclusion on the leadership team
with the team leaders, means that the structure, 'the division of labour' is decided and
framed by the leadership team as a whole; the culture, the work of realising the decisions in
practice, is then distributed among the teaching teams.
Principals' and Teachers' Views of Forms of Collaboration and Staff
Developnnent in School D2
Both principals share the same views of forms of collaboration and staff development. In the
principals' view, the everyday collaborations follow a weekly schedule for meetings in
different teaching team settings, initiated by the principals. The principals emphasise that
they are strategically working on giving opportunities for the teaching teams to take on more
responsibility for the work in school. Training the team leaders is one step in the strategic
plan for improving the forms of collaboration. The goal is to make the different teaching
teams the core of the work in school. In the principals' view, they decide the structure of the
forms of collaboration, and the teaching teams realise those decisions. This category of
interpreted empirical conceptions is labelled principal distributed team-based forms of
collaboration. In this category the principals make the decisions about forms of collaboration,
and those decisions are realised by the teaching teams.
We have a collaborative culture, but we [what] have to pull some strings now to keep
it going. (Principal 2, school D2)
We [what] are working on giving the teaching teams more power [how] in the
everyday work. The team leaders have been on a one-week training course. That is a
part of the plan [what]. (Principal 1, school D2)
It is extremely important that we interact with the world around us, on the one hand
to keep our school building open for others, and on the other hand as a source of
inspiration in our work. To open up the school for the world around us is very
important to me as a principal [what]. (Principal 1, school D2)
In the teachers' view the coordinated collaborations are processed and realised through the
different teaching teams. One of the teachers also adds a qualitatively different view, that
collaboration in school can be constituted through local political decisions. This category of
interpreted empirical conceptions is labelled team-based forms of collaboration. In this category
the decisions, as well as the realisation of the decisions, about forms of collaboration are
made by the teaching teams.
It is a very fiat organisation [what]. They (the principals) delegate very much to the
staff [what]. This has increased during recent years, and especially since we started
the work teams three years ago. (Teacher, school D2)
There is a good climate for open discussions in our school [how]. (Teacher, school D2)
You can ask a colleague for help without losing face, so that feels very good [how].
(Teacher, school D2)
In school D2 the principals' and the teachers' views partiy differ about where the structure
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'the division of labour' of forms of collaboration are located. The principals locate the
decisions about forms of collaboration to the posifion of the principals, and those decisions
are then to be realised by the teaching teams. One of the teachers holds the same view as the
principals. In the view of four of the teachers, the teaching teams make the decisions, as well
as carrying out the realisafion of the decisions. That means that in these views the power
relafionships (Bernstein 2000) about forms of collaboration in D2 are understood differently.
The results indicate that the exisfing views of forms of collaboration will contribute to
making the forms of coUaborafion funcfion as a pre-condifion for capacity-building in school
D2, but only as long as the teachers do not essentially challenge the principals' views
(Hopkins 2001; Harris 2002; Hopkins & Jackson 2003; Harris & Muijs 2005).
In the principals' view most of the staff development takes place in, and is carried out by, the
different teaching teams: only a minor part is based on teachers' individual interests. In the
principals' views they themselves decide the structure of staff development, and the
different teaching teams realise these decisions. This interpreted empirical concepfion is
labeUed principal distributed team-based staff development.

Staff development is one of the strategic questions in a school. I have worked very
hard to create financial resources for staff development. We have a common part,
which we control as principals [what]. Then there is another, more subject-oriented
part, which we decide about together with the teaching teams [how], and finally there
is a smaU individual part. Each teacher decides about these three individual days
themselves, but they have to report back to us about what they do [what]. (Principal
1, school D2)
We have had an agreement with the staff for many years that out of the 16 days per
year for staff development, three days are individual and the rest are split between
whole school's needs and team needs [how], but you can say that we are responsible
for it [what]. (Principal 2, school D2)
Teachers in D2 hold a common view about staff development. The decisions about staff
development are taken by the principals, and the decisions are then realised in the teaching
teams. This category of interpreted empirical conceptions is labelled principal-distributed
team-based staff development.

They encourage us all the time to go on and develop. Now and then you get a mail
asking if you want to go to Stockholm and attend that course [what]. So I am really
impressed, if I can use that word. (Teacher, school D2)
The content on the 'general days' is managed by the principals [what], but is
discussed afterwards in the work teams [how]. (Teacher, school D2)
In school D2 the principals' and the teachers' views are congruent, about where the structure,
'the division of labour', and where the culture, 'the distribution of work', of staff
development are located. However, one of the five teachers believes the decisions are made,
and realised, by the individual teacher. Taken together these views of staff development
open up for the principals the possibiUty of using staff development as a collecfive tool for
school improvement (Harris 2002; Bredeson 2003), and connecfing staff development to the
practice in school (Joyce 1990). Therefore, these views increase the power of staff
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development as a pre-condition for capacity building in school D2 (Hopkins 2001; Harris
2002; Hopkins & Jackson 2003; Harris & Muijs 2005). The results indicate that staff
development will make a strong contribution to school improvement in school D2,

Sunnmary of Results
Looking at the results from both the general school observations and the principals' and
teachers' views in the language of description model in both schools, we can see that in A2
there is a clear difference between the principal's view and the teachers' views, on both forms
of collaboration and staff development. The results from A2 therefore indicate that the preconditions for building the capacities of forms of collaboration and staff development are low,
and that A2 can be understood to be less well prepared for capacity-building because of this.
School D2 has both interdisciplinary teaching teams and subject-based teaching teams. The
two principals form a leadership team together with the team leaders. Principals and
teachers agree upon how collaboration is done and maintained, but there are different
opinions of what constitutes collaboration. We also learn that principals as well as teachers
have a common understanding of the structiare and culture of staff development. Therefore,
the results from D2 indicate that the pre-conditions for building the capacities of forms of
collaboration and staff development are high, and that this school can be understood to be
well prepared for building capacity, because of this.

Conclusions
In school A2 the principal and the teachers understand the structure and culture of forms of
collaboration differently. This probably undermines a deeper collaboration and supports
individualistic teacher behaviour in the school in general and in the teaching teams.
Therefore existing views will make a weak contribution to making forms of collaboration
function as a supportive pre-condition for capacity-building in school A2,
In school D2 the culture of forms of collaboration are understood in the same way by
principals and teachers. Regarding structure, the teachers believe they are in charge of the
decisions, but the principals' view is that they are the decision-makers. Therefore, existing
views will contribute to making forms of collaboration function as supportive pre-conditions
for capacity-building in school D2, but only as long as the teachers do not essentially
challenge the principals.
In school A2 the sti-ucture and culture of staff development is understood as an individual
business for the teachers by both principal and teachers. These individualistic views reduce
the power of staff development as a collective tool for school improvement. Therefore
existing views will have a weak contribution to making staff development function as a
supportive pre-condition for building capacity in school A2,
In school D2 the structure and culture of staff development is understood in the same way by
principals and teachers. This indicates that staff development can be used as a powerful tool
in school improvement, and therefore existing views will contribute to making staff
development function as a supportive pre-condition for capacity-building in school D2,
These statements highlight structural and cultural quahties concerning the pre-conditions
for capacity-building in schools, which have to be treated as challenges by the principals.
However, these conditions are necessarily treated differently by staff and pupils, and in the
context of different schools, and local and national curricula.
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So far we have learned that using a language of qualitative descriptions not only provides
the researcher with new dimensions of success in terms of describing the pre-conditions for
building capacity in schools, it also provides principals and teachers in schools with a useful
tool for understanding their own status of pre-conditions for capacity-building.

Acknowledgements
This article is part of the research project 'Sti-ucture, culture, leadership: prerequisites for
successful schools?' at the Centre for Principal Development, Umeâ university led by
Professor Olof Johansson with co-directors Associate Professor Jonas Höög, Ume_
university; Professor Leif Lindberg, Växjö University; and Associate Professor Anders
Olofsson, Mid-Sweden University, Campus Härnösand. The project is financed by the
Swedish Research Council.

References
Barber, M. (2001). The Very Big Picture. School Effectiveness and School Improvement 12(2): 213-228.
Bernstein, B. (2000). Research and Languages of Description, in B. Bernstein, Pedagogy, Symbolic Control
and Identity: Theory, Research, Critique (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers): 131-141.
Blossing, U. (2004). Skolors förbättringskulturer [The Improvement Cultures of Schools]. Karlstad
University Studies 45 (Karstad: Karlstad University).
Bredeson, P.V. (2003). Designs for Learning. A New Architecture for Professional Development in Schools
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press Inc.)
Fontana, A. & Frey, J.H. (2005). The Interview: From Neutral Stance to Political Involvement, in N.K.
Denzin, & Y.S. Lincoln (eds). The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research (3rd ed.). (Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage Publications, Inc.): 695-728.
Fullan, M. (2001). The New Meaning of Educational Change (London: RoutledgeFalmer).
Gray, J., Hopkins, D., Reynolds, D., Wilcox, B. & Farrell, S. (1999). Improving Schools - Performance and
Potential (Buckingham: Open University Press).
Gurr, D., Drysdale, L., Di Natale, E., Ford, P., Hardy R. & Swann, R. (2003). Successful School Leadership
in Victoria: Three Case Studies, Leading & Managing 1:18-37.
Hargreaves, A. (1998). Läraren i det postmoderna samhället. [Changing Teachers, Changing Times:
Teachers' Work and Culture in the postmodern Age] (Lund: Studentlitteratur).
Harris, A. (2002). School Improvement - What's in it for Schools? (London: RoutledgeFalmer).
Harris, A. & Lambert, L. (2003). Building Leadership Capacity for School Improvement (Maidenhead: Open
University Press).
Harris, A. & Muijs, D. (2005). Improving Schools Through Teacher Leadership (Maidenhead: Open
University Press).
Hopkins, D. (2001). School Improvement for Real (London: RoutledgeFalmer).
Hopkins, D. & lackson, D. (2003). Building the Capacity for Leading and Learning, in A. Harris, C. Day,

ISEA» Volume37,Number2,2009 3 9

D. Hopkins, M. Hadfield, A. Hargreaves & C. Chapman (eds). Effective Leadership for School Improvement
(New York: RoutledgeFalmer): 84-104.
Huit, A. (1990). Yrket som föreställning: en anatys av föreställningar hos studerande inom fyra
högskoleutbildningar. [The profession as notion. An analysis of students' notions within four higher
educational programmes] (Umeâ: Akademiska avhandlingar vid Pedagogiska institutionen, Umeâ
universitet).
Höög, J., Johansson, O., Lindberg, L. & Olofsson, A. (2003). Structure, Culture, Uadership: Prerequisites for
Successful Schools?. Paper presented at The International Congress for School Effectiveness and
Improvement, 5-8 January 2003, Sydney, Australia - Schooling the Knowledge Society.
Höög, J., Johansson, O. & Olofsson, A. (2005). Successful Principalship: The Swedish Case, Journal of
Educational Administration 6: 595-606.
Johnston, C. & Caldwell, B. (2001). Leadership and Organisational Learning in the Quest for World Class
Schools. The International Journal of Educational Management 15(2): 94-102.
Joyce, B.R. (ed.) (1990). Changing School Culture through Staff Development: 1990 Yearbook of the Association
for Supervision and Curriculum Development (Alexandria: Association for Supervision and Curriculum).
Kvale, S. (ed.) (1989). Issues of Validity in Qualitative Research (Lund: Studentlitteratur).
Kvale, S. (1997). Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjun [The qualitative research interview] (Lund:
Studentlitteratur).
Louis, K.S. (2007) Trust and Improvement in Schools, Journal of Educational Change. Obtained online at
www.springerlink.com/content/xg2380420883g715/fulltext.html (accessed 12 January 2007).
Marks, H. & Seashore Louis, K. (1999). Teacher Empowerment and Capacity for Organizational
Learning, Educational Administration Quarterly 35: 707-750.
Merriam, S.B. (1998). Qualitative Research and Case Study Applications in Education (San Francisco: JosseyBass).
Mitchell, C. & Sackney, L. (2001). Profound Improvement: Building Capacity for a Learning Community (Lisse:
Swets & Zeitlinger).
O'Day, J., Goertz., M. & Floden, R. (1995). Building Capacity for Education Reform (Brunswick, NJ:
Consortium for Policy Research in Education, Carriage House at the Eagelton Institute of Politics,
Rutgers University).
Olofsson, A. (1993). Högskoleutbildningens fem ansikten: studerandes föreställningar om kunskapspotentialer i
teknik, medicin, ekonomi och psykologi: en kvalitativ utvärderingsstudie [The five faces of higher education.
Students' notions of knowledge potentials in engineering, medicine, economics, and psychology: a
qualitative study] (Umeâ: Akademiska avhandlingar vid Pedagogiska institutionen, Umeâ universitet).
Patton, M.Q. (1999). Enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative analysis. Health Services Research
The Global Journal for Improving Health Care Delivery and Policy 34(5/2): 1189-1208.
Rutter, M., Maugham, B., Mortimore, P. & Ouston, J. with Smith, A. (1979). Fifteen Thousand Hours
(London: Open Books).
Selznik, P. (1957). Leadership in Administration: A Sociological Interpretation (New York: Harper & Row).
Skolverket/SALSA (2004). www.skolverket.se
Staessens, K. (1993). The Professional Relationships among Teachers as a Core Component of School
Culture, in F.K. Kieviet & R. Vanderberghe (eds). School Culture School linprovement and Teacher
Development (Leiden: DSWO Press, Leiden University).
Spillane, J.P. (2006). Distributed Leadership (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass).

40

ISEA • Volume 37, Number 2,2009

Zetterstrom, B.O. (1988). SamhäUet som föreställning: om studerandes ideologiska formning

i fyra

högskoleutbildningar [Society as notion - On the ideological shaping of students in educational
programmes of four different fields of higher educationj (Umeâ: Akademiska avhandlingar vid
Pedagogiska institutionen, Umeâ universitet).

Author Details
Conny Bjorkman
Mid-Sweden University
SE-87188 Härnösand
Sweden
Email: conny.bjorkman@miun.se
Anders Olofsson
Mid-Sweden University
SE-87188 Härnösand
Sweden
Email: anders.olofsson@miun.se

ISEA « Volume 37, Number 2, 2009

Developing and Implementing a Shared
Vision of Teaching and Learning at the
District Level
Bruce Sheppard and Jean Brown

Abstract: This paper reports on a five-year case study of one school district CEO's efforts to lead the
development and implementation of a district-wide shared vision for teaching and learning in a rural
school district on the east coast of Canada. Using both qualitative and quantitative data, the study
researchers developed images of how a school district CEO influenced selected organisational learning
conditions - an emergent leadership approach and building a collaborative culture - in order to
develop and implement a shared vision of teaching and learning at both the school and district level.
Findings reveal that a school district CEO can lead the development and implementation of a vision
for teaching and learning that is shared throughout all schools in a district. This was achieved through
an emergent approach to leadership that focused on the development of collaborative processes and a
genuine shift towards shared decision-making that was well defined through the development of shared
decision-making matrices.

Introduction
This paper reports on a five-year case study of one school district CEO's efforts to lead the
development and implementation of a district-wide shared vision for teaching and learning.
It is set in the context of a focused research agenda on educational leadership and
organisational learning that the authors have pursued over the last decade (Brown &
Sheppard 1999; Sheppard 2003b; Sheppard & Brown 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000a, 2000b,
2000c). This study focuses primarily on developing images of how a school district CEO
infiuenced selected organisational learning conditions - an emergent leadership approach
and building a collaborative culture - in order to develop and implement a shared vision of
teaching and learning at both the school and district level.
Our understanding of organisational learning is largely based on the extensive work of
researchers who have been exploring this concept from both outside and within school
settings for several decades (for example, Argyris & Schön 1978; DiBella, Nevis & Gould
1996; Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach 1999; Senge 1990; Leithwood 2000). We define
organisational learning as the professional, organisational and leadership capacity, and
processes within a school or school district to maintain and improve organisational
performance based on experience and coUaborafive learning with the intent of improving
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Student learning. This definition assumes that organisational learning occurs 'by building on
existing capabilities or developing new ones' (DiBella et al. 1996: 361) and that its initiation
and sustainability is highly dependent upon leaders who practise emergent approaches to
leadership (Sheppard & Brown 2007), We consider this term to be somewhat synonymous
with learning organisations or professional learning communities.
We employ the term emergent leadership approach' to describe leadership that is
understood to be contingent upon the perceptions of those that are to be led (Lord & Maher
1990; Kouzes & Posner 2003; Marks & Printy 2004) and is collaborative, inclusive, valuebased, goal-oriented, and focused on fostering organisational learning.
The Role of School Districts in Facilitating School Professional Learning
The evidence in support of schools as professional learning communities is quite compelling;
however, for the most part, schools continue to operate as traditional bureaucratic
organisations that are highly resistant to organisational learning. Often intervention and
sustained external pressure and support are required to bring about change (Sheppard &
Brown 2000c; Sheppard 2003a), In fact, our research suggests that:
We cannot assume that all educators endorse team leadership or organizational
learning as a means to successful change ,,,, Furthermore, we learned that one cannot
assume that those who are willing to accept the potential of team leadership and
organizational learning will be able to make the shifts in leadership approach without
effort or difficulty. (Sheppard 2003a: 17-18)
While there are many examples of successful schools that are professional learning
communities, these are isolated cases that appear to have minimal impact on the public
education overall. If meaningful change at the school level is to become the norm, rather than
something that occurs randomly in isolated cases as appears to be the current circumstance,
the school district has the most potential for fostering that change. This is not to suggest that
researchers and policy-makers should ignore the role of the school in efforts to improve
public education, or to suggest that districts are better at organisational learning than
schools. In fact, it may be that the contrary is true (Rusch 2005), However, more leverage is
possible if a focus is placed on understanding how whole school districts, with all of their
schools, can engage in organisational learning.
Contrary to our above noted view that school districts have the greatest potential for
fostering widespread meaningful school improvement, the literature has been generally
quite pessimistic about the potential of school districts to foster school improvement, Rusch,
for instance, cites multiple studies that have found that school districts are 'major inhibitor[s]
of the dialogue or problem-solving required for system-level restructuring or cross-system
organizational learning' (Rusch 2005: 87), On a more optimistic note, however, there is
accumulating research evidence that supports the importance of the school district and
district office administrators' participation in the facilitation of organisational learning at the

' In this paper, we employ the term emergent to refer to the leadership approach that appears to be most supported in
the emerging literature in the field. We are not proposing emergent as another label for leadership; rather we employ
this term to avoid the baggage that accompanies most leadership labels.
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school level and, even more so, in the facilitation of across-school and across-district
organisational learning (Leithwood, Leonard & Sharratt 2000; Green 2001; Berends, Bodilly
& Kirby 2002; Berends, Chun, Schuyler, Stockly & Briggs 2002; Honig 2003; Maguire 2003;
Datnow 2005; Firestone, Mangin, Martinez & Polovsky 2005; Fullan 2005; Clem & Battino
2006). For instance, Firestone et al. observe that, 'more recently, analysts have asserted that
districts can play a key role in supporting instructional reform ... [if they] cope with the
numerous pathways through which teaching and learning can be influenced' (2005:414). Fullan
is an example of one such analyst who is convinced that the evidence is clear that districts can
play an essential role in school reform. He laments the fact that many jurisdictions have set in
play 'deliberate strategies from the state level [that] have played down or bypassed the district'
(2005:65). It is his contention that such actions are ill founded and that 'If you have your systems
hat on, you know right away that this is a mistake' (2005: 65).
Even those who have advocated for changing one school at a time because of the perceived
intransigence of school boards have recognised the need for some facilitating agency beyond
the school (Rusch 2005). As a result, multiple national coalitions and networks have been
established in various jurisdictions. While there is evidence that these newly formed
networks have had positive effects, Rusch found that school districts continued to inhibit
organisational learning even in the network schools. As a result, Rusch questions the
wisdom of ignoring school districts, suggesting that the benefit of networks is questionable
and that they 'may, in fact, be inhibiting the development of organisational learning in
school systems' (Rusch 2005: 117). We contend that it is wrongheaded of policy-makers to
superimpose an additional structure over another with the sole purpose of overcoming the
weaknesses of the first. We concur with Leithwood et al., who hold the view that 'rather than
eroding or eliminating the functioning of [school districts], a more defensible policy goal
would be to alter the nature of their relationship with schools, and to improve their
capacities to support professional learning schools' (2000:120).
Facilitating Conditions

Among the conditions that have been identified as facultative of organisational learning is
the creation of a shared vision (Senge 1990; Leithwood et al. 2000; Fullan 2005). Deal and
Peterson (1999) contend that shared visions
define outcomes that are valued and shape how energy and time are allocated ....
They define what actions ought to occur; they motivate staff and students by
signalling what is important and what will be rewarded; they steer the allocation and
distribution of resources, depending on what is considered important or valuable.
(1999: 26)
Similarly, Kofman and Senge highlight the centrality of shared visions in professional
learning communities in the following statement:
There is no such thing as a 'learning organization' ... [Rather, learning organizations
refer to a process where constituents] are taking a stand for a vision, for creating a
type of organization [they] would truly like to work within and which can thrive in a
world of increasing interdependency and change. (1993:16)
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The importance of vision is well articulated in the advice offered by the Cheshire cat to Alice,
in Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland. When Alice asked where she ought to go, the
Cheshire cat responded, 'That depends a good deal on where you want to get to'. When Alice
replied that she didn't 'much care where', the Cheshire cat advised, 'then it doesn't matter
which way you go' (Carroll 1951: 57). Unfortunately, however, we have found that most
teachers have become very scepfical of spending their valued time on the development of
vision statements that they view as 'bland motherhood and apple pie ... statement(s)' (Senge,
Roberts, Ross, Smith & BGeiner 1994: 23). Shared vision, as we conceive it, must transcend the
surface noise of pettiness, contradiction and self-interest, and be a better vision than can be
imagined individually (O'Toole 1996). The concepts of shared vision include images of the
future that the engaged constituents wish to create, together with the principles, guiding
practices and processes that will help them achieve these collective images (Senge et al.
1994). In education, shared vision must have moral purpose and therefore, must be focused
on sfiident learning (FuUan 1995; Dufour 2004; Hall & Hord 2006).
In spite of the accumulafion of evidence in support of shared vision, evidence from our own
research and that of others have convinced us that the development of an authentic shared
vision (a vision that meaningfully guides the organisation and is truly shared) is unlikely to
happen without a strong formal leader who is committed to an emergent leadership
approach (O'Toole 1996; Brown & Sheppard 1999; Sheppard & Brown 2000a, 200b, 2000c;
2006). Application of an emergent approach to leadership assumes that a shared vision can
only be created in a coUaborative environment (Argyris & Schön 1978; Beer & Eisenstat 1996;
Green 2001; Berends, Chun et al. 2002; Rusch 2005). Argyris and Schön (1978) argue that
organisational learning is inhibited when management define goals independent of others
within the organisation, when people are discouraged from expressing negative feelings,
and when rationality is valued at the expense of feelings. Similarly, after having completed
an extensive review of the literature related to organisational learning, Rusch concluded that
it is 'dependent on members developing strategies to communicate honestly and to give
feedback about issues that are institutionally taken for granted' (2005: 90). Beer and Eisenstat
(1996) emphasise the connecfion between estabUshing a culture of coUaboration and shared
vision, as well. They contend that if senior organisafional administrators lack the capacity to
engage in coUaborative dialogue, they 'cannot arrive at a shared diagnosis [and therefore],
they cannot craft a common vision of the future' (1996: 599). In a study of 11 school districts
that were particularly successful in school reform. Green (2001) observed that the
superintendent had assumed a new role that was focused on developing an organisational
structure that allowed participatory decision-making and stakeholder involvement that led
to the creation of a shared vision.
The organisational learning factor, coUaborative culture, is closely aligned with Senge's
(1990) team learning discipline and is focused on the importance of teachers building
'collaborative work cultures inside and outside the school ... [and] assuming direct
responsibility for changing the norms and practices of the entire school' (FuUan 1995: 233). It
is based on the assumpfion that 'in the right atmosphere, people will contribute and make
commitments because they want to learn, to do good work for its own sake, and to be
recognised as people' (Senge et al. 1994: 200). In order to create this 'right atmosphere' it is
essenfial that a leader consider the fundamental values and perspecfives of followers and to
demonstrate respect for them by 'always practic[ing] the art of inclusion' (O'Toole 1996: 37).
Senge et al. (1994) suggest genuine collaboration will occur only through dialogue, and
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Freiré (2004) contends that dialogue can occur only when equality exists. Dialogue allows
people to feel involved and welcomed; there is no hierarchy and disagreement is
encouraged. In such a context, genuine collaboration is more likely to occur as participants
feel that it is safe to express and explore ideas or differing views, even those ideas that are not
fully developed (Green & Etheridge 2001).
Shifting to an emergent approach to leadership, facilitating a more collaborative
environment, and developing a shared vision are not processes that occur automatically as a
result of decree or by just providing the opportianity. Rusch (2005) opines that just increasing
opportunity for collaborative learning is not sufficient. As noted above, most school districts
and schools continue to operate as traditional hierarchical bureaucracies; therefore, the
common expectation is that someone at the top of the organisation will set the direction.
Simply stating that an organisation is now going to be collaborative, that leadership will be
distributed, and that all constituents will engage in the process of co-creating a shared vision
will most likely result in failure (O'Toole 1996; Kouzes & Posner 2003;Bass & Riggio 2006).
Attention must be given to establishing a culture of collaboration and trust throughout a
school or school district if there is any hope of establishing a vision that is genuinely shared.
Constituents expect a leader to communicate a vision for the organisation in respect to its
purpose, leadership and technical core (teaching and learning); however, that vision must
remain within the limit of their tolerance for change. Within that context, the leader's
articulation of a vision has been shown to enlist the minds and hearts of constituents and to
inspire them to become leaders in the accomplishment of shared visions not yet realised
(O'Toole 1996; Kouzes & Posner 2003;Bass & Riggio 2006).
Unfortunately, most schools and districts do not have the leadership capacity to facilitate
dialogue, collaboration and the co-creation of a shared vision. Attempting to develop the
needed capacity one school at a time is akin to throwing pebbles in the Atiantic Ocean with
the hope of building a causeway to connect Newfoundland and Labrador with the UK. In
our view, focusing on school district leadership provides much more promise.
The case study reported in this paper describes one CEO's journey as he attempted to engage
a district and its schools in building leadership capacity to facilitate professional learning.
Our analysis of that journey is framed within the context of the three selected professional
learning conditions that we have discussed in this section: an emergent leadership approach,
building a collaborative culture, and developing a shared vision that is focused on teaching
and learning.

Methodology
This case study is a 'deviant case sample' (Martella, Nelson & Marchand-Martella 1999: 268)
of a typical rural school district of approximately 10,500 students and 35 schools on the east
coast of Canada. We refer to it as a 'deviant case' because this was a unique setting where
George (pseudonym), a newly appointed school district CEO, had been a researcher and an
academic who had studied and written about emerging approaches to leadership and
organisational learning over the course of a decade. Prior to assuming the role as CEO, he
had informed the school board of his intended approach to leadership. This was an
opportunity to study a 'new theoretician' (Fullan 2005) in action.
Because this research is a case study of one school district, it is not possible to ensure
anonymity of the district or particular personnel; however, in order to provide some level of
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confidenfiality, we use pseudonyms for the school district and aU interview parficipants and
those that are referenced as a result of document analysis. As well, we have randomly
assigned gender designafions (his or her) to aU parficipants and have used the third person
plural in several cases where the reporting of the number is not relevant to the findings or
conclusions.
We employed an acfion research approach and assumed the role of crifical friends in the data
gathering process. Greenwood and Levin provide a crifique of convenfional academic
research, asking for a closer relafionship between theory and praxis in the social sciences.
They seek a replacement for what they see as an 'anfi-praxis orientafion' (2000: 86) within the
university research community. Their solution is action research, which they define as
'research in which the validity and value of research results are tested through collaborative
insider-professional research knowledge generafion and applicafion processes' (94). In this
study, the researchers assumed the role of critical friends:
A trusted person who asks provocafive questions, provides data to be examined
through another lens, and offers crifique of a person's work as a friend. A crifical
friend takes the fime to fuUy understand the context of the work presented and the
outcomes that the person or group is working toward. The friend is an advocate for
the success of that work. (Costa & Kallick 1993: 50)
QuaUtafive data were collected over a five-year period. The researchers gathered data as
both participants-as-observers and as observers-as-participants (Martella et al. 1999). They
kept careful field notes when attending district meefings and conducfing professional
development sessions within the district. The CEO, a part of the research team, kept a journal
that included links to important records and documents (for example, keynote addresses and
presentation notes, policy papers, and meefing minutes) that he shared with the other
researchers. In frequent meefings, the CEO and university researchers analysed what was
happening, asked and answered quesfions, linked theory to practice, and made notes of
emerging challenges and trends. Other data sources included interviews with key
informants including school board trustees, assistant directors and other district-level
professionals; newspaper clippings; documents used at in-service sessions; policy
documents; and organisafional charts and diagrams.
Additionally, we collected data related to each of the selected professional learning
condifions through teacher surveys. Our survey instrument, developed to assess school
leadership and professional learning, has been employed in previous studies (Sheppard &
Brown 1999, 2007). The internal consistency reliability coefficients (Cronbach Alpha) for the
selected factors of interest in this study ranged from .788 to .900 (See Table 1).
Table 1 : Reliability statistics for selected organisational learning factors

Factor
Dialogue
Shared Vision
Teaching and Learrüng
CoUaboration

Cronbach Alpha
.788
.900
.788
.897

No. of items
9
17
12
19
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For this study, we administered the survey just prior to the CEO assuming his appointinent and
approximately four years later. For the initial admirustration of the surveys, school participation
was voluntary (11 schools and 215 teachers participated). During the second administration of
the survey all schools were required by the district to participate (32 schools and 606 teachers).
Return rates in our participating schools were in excess of 86 per cent for both Survey One and
Survey Two, For our comparative analysis of changes from Survey One to Survey Two, we
focused on the original 11 schools orüy. As a result, while the sample sizes vary slightly, from
215 for Survey One to 237 for Survey Two, the sample sizes are relatively equal. To test our null
hypotheses that there were no statistically significant differences between Year One results and
Year Four results we employed analysis of variance (a=,01). Results of Levene's Test supported
our assumption of equality of variance for two of the variables. Collaborative Culture (subvariables: collaboration and dialogue) and Shared Vision; however, this assumption did not
hold for Emergent Leadership (See Table 2),
Table 2: Test of homogeneity of variances

Factor
Teachers' Efficacy
Emergent leadership
Collaboration
Shared Vision
Dialogue

Levene
Statistic
1,719
13,210
,053
,636
1.473

dfl
1
1
1
1
1

df2
440
344
358
358
346

Sig,
,191
,000
,819
,426
,226

Even though our group sample sizes were near equal thereby allowing ANOVA to be robust
to this violation, for our analysis of Emergent Leadership, we chose to employ the Welch
statistic, which is considered to be more powerful than the standard F when the assumption
of equal variance does not hold. Effect sizes (Cohen's d) were calculated using pooled
standard deviations.
Qualitative data analysis was grounded in the specific factors that we selected as
symptomatic of organisational learning: an emergent leadership approach, building a
collaborative culture, and developing a shared vision that is focused on teaching and
learning. We organised the district data into one large data file that we studied
independently to identify and assess the extent to which the leadership approach, processes,
structures and procedures were consistent with the selected organisational learning
conditions that we have outlined in the previous section of this paper. We followed
procedures as outlined by LeCompte and Preissle (1993), This required us to review all the
data and documentation that we had collected. We looked for completeness and sought
additional information when we discovered gaps in our knowledge. We worked
independently and then together as we made sense of the data. We assembled and
summarised in narrative form chunks of the data, and linked together major events and
issues. We then prioritised the themes, establishing what was of the greatest significance in
our analysis of the selected professional learning conditions and in answering our research
question of how a school district CEO can influence each of those conditions in order to
facilitate the development and implementation of a shared vision of teaching and learning
throughout both the school and district level.
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Case Study Findings and Discussion
Leadership Approach
Within days of assuming the position as CEO, George noted in his journal that he recognised
that the mental model of leadership that was the most pervasive in Driftwood School District
was one that placed the leader as the person in charge. Initial separate meetings with the
district's three assistant directors confirmed for George that the district had been run as a
traditional hierarchical bureaucracy and that this was an organisational reality that, for the
most part, they accepted. He noted that, 'Sarah [director of programs] articulates a desire to
work in a collégial manner ... [and] is anxious to move forward with a shared decision
making model for the district; [however], she is not hopeful that John will work in a
collaborative environment' (CEO Journal). John, director of personnel, confirmed the
accuracy of Sarah's perspective. In his first meeting with the CEO, he stated that he preferred
to work alone, and was emphatic that 'collaboration is a waste of time. This organisational
learning, collaboration stuff is great in theory, but does not work in the real world' (CEO
Journal). Karen, a third assistant director, confirmed that throughout her entire career of
more than 20 years at the district level, and having worked with four previous CEOs, the
only model that she knew was hierarchical. George noted that 'while she is willing to go
along with a more participative model of leadership, she is sceptical that it will work' (CEO
Journal).
An emergent leadership approach was not consistent with school board norms of practice
either. Board meetings were conducted following Roberts' Rules of Order. Decisions were
made in a win/lose model following the debate of possible solutions put forth as motions
that were either approved or rejected. Both the decision-making process and board
expectations highlighted the existence of the hierarchy for George:
While my [assistant directors] sit at the table and I can call on them for details etc., the
Board expects me to be fully informed and to provide information and advice to them
prior to their decision-making. Individual trustees, including the Board chair has
advised that they expect the CEO to be 'in charge'. To appear to be less, in the Board's
view, will result in anarchy as other trustees and AD's will take control. (CEO
Journal)
Other external groups, including government officials, parents and the media, brought
similar expectations regarding hierarchical control. For example, our review of newspaper
archives revealed that editorials perpetuated an underlying assumption that all decisions
were made in a hierarchical fashion as various reporters called on those higher in the
hierarchy, either the Minister of Education or the Premier, to overrule board decisions.
George was convinced that change was required to improve student learning in the district
and that the necessary change would not occur without the adoption of an emergent
approach to leadership that was focused on fostering organisational learning. He stated this
in his opening address to the school board, district office staff, and school principals as
illustrated in his introductory remarks at his first school board meeting:
It is my commitment that I will be guided by ... a philosophy of leadership that is
rooted in respect for people. I will operate from the principle that the leadership
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provided in this district must be coUaborafive and very much dependent upon the
collective wisdom of students, school and district staff and administrators, trustees,
schools councils and other educational stakeholders. (Board Meeting minutes, 24 May
2000)
He recognised, however, that his challenge was to alter the existing norms of hierarchy and
the bureaucrafic organisafional structures that inhibited meaningful coUaboration in each
school and in the district. Accepfing the assumpfion that leadership success is confingent
upon the perceptions of constituents, he concluded that he could not just alter the approach
to leadership or decree that leadership throughout the school district would now be
coUaborative. Any changes in this regard would have to occur within the reality of the
hierarchy and within the limits of the consfituents' level of tolerance (O'Toole 1996).
Following his first board meefing, he expressed concerns that he might have gone beyond
those limits:
My explaining my philosophy of shared leadership, etc. has some of them concerned
that I am an academic and do not know how to operate in the 'real' world. I have to
ensure that my willingness to share leadership and power is not about giving up
power, but gaining more for the whole organisation, but this is not an easy concept to
explain, or for the board to grasp, when their entire experience (some of them up to 30
years) has been different. (CEO's Journal)
George determined that he would introduce an emergent approach to leadership as an
innovafion (CEO Journal). At his second Administrafive CouncU meefing (meetings of the
CEO and assistant directors), he shared his vision of leadership and articulated the need to
shift decision-making authority to the school level and to engage school personnel in districtlevel decision-making (meeting minutes, 31 May 2000). At that meeting, he announced that
he would work to implement this vision throughout the district beginning with changes to
the decision-making processes in Administrative Council. Administrative Council
supported such a shift; however, it may not have been a genuine collaborative decision.
Meeting minutes included a PowerPoint presentation by the CEO revealing that it was
certainly an idea that was presented by the CEO, rather than one that was co-created through
dialogue. As weU, in his journal the CEO noted:
I laid out my personal vision of developing the district to become a learning
organizafion. This would require ... a significant shift in how Administrafive Council
funcfioned ... . [It appeared that] the group went along with the concept (passive
resistance), but feared its consequences. (CEO Journal)
This may be an example of a leadership paradox that is recognised by some (for example,
Kouzes & Posner 2003), as necessary.
George's journal notes reveal that he struggled somewhat with his hierarchical approach to
the changes that he desired in leadership in the district. He recognised that using his power
within the existing hierarchy to mandate a more collaborative approach to leadership
created a paradox. However, he was aware of Schlechty's advice that it is important to
introduce a new approach 'with sufficient drama and flair that people [would] believe things
[were] going to change' (1990: 134). As well, he knew that Bodilly et al. had found that

49

50

ISEA • Volume 37, Number 2,2009

'school staff were clear and forceful in their views' (1998: 88) that it was of primary
importance that district leaders clearly communicate the importance of any new effort, and
therefore the level of priority it should be given by leadership actions. He was aware, also, of
the evidence that he should not subordinate his own perspectives to those held by others (for
instance, O'Toole 1996; Kouzes & Posner 2003). Therefore, in spite of his self-doubt, George
determined that it was essential to clearly articulate his vision of leadership for the district
and what constituents should expect. He emphasised, as well, that this vision should serve as
a guide for other district leaders, including school principals (Minutes of Principals' Meeting,
September 2000).
Statistical analysis of the leadership approach prior to the articulation of this leadership
vision and four years later reveals a shift in teacher perceptions that leadership in the district
had become more emergent (Welch Statistic= 212.1, DF 1/289.96, p<.001). See Table 3.
Table 3: Robust tests of equality of means
Teachers' Efficacy
Emergent Leadership
Collaboration
Shared Vision
Dialogue

Welch
Welch
Welch
Welch
Welch

Statistic*
12.684
212.100
36.829
8.157
25.819

dfl
1
1
1
1
1

df2
411.092
289.960
342.245
339.934
283.770

Sig.
.000
.000
.000
.005
.000

Note: * Asymptotically F distributed.

As previously noted, we employed the Welch statistic rather than the standard F statistic in
order to account for heterogeneity. The effect size of this difference is quite large (d=1.6). This
is confirmatory of the images that we developed through our qualitative analysis, which
revealed dramatic shifts towards an emergent approach to leadership over the four-year
period.
Building a Collaborative Culture
Following the articulation of George's vision of leadership in the district, the next step was to
begin the implementation process starting with changing structures and introducing the
theoretical frameworks, strategies and methods that would support realisation of the vision
(Senge et al. 1994). This would include setting up administrative structures in support of
collaboration and shared decision-making, and meaningfully engaging them in shareddecision-making processes.
The only administrative structure with decision-making authority was Administrative
Council, where the model of decision-making was one of debate with final decisions taken
by the CEO. Principals' meetings occurred approximately four times per year for the purpose
of administrative updates and dissemination of materials from district-level personnel.
Decisions that impacted constituents at the school level were made by district personnel;
principals and other school-level constituents had no formal role in decision-making for the
district. George introduced a revised structure that he believed would foster collaboration
and engagement in shared decision-making. Administrative Council decisions were to be
made by consensus and school personnel would be given the opportunity to engage in
district-level decision-making. In the revised model, principals' meetings were replaced by a
General Administrative Council (GAC) that would have decision-maldng authority within

ISEA» Volume37,Number2,2009

the district. Membership of GAC included aU principals, programme specialists,^ assistant
directors, the comptroller, the human resources administrator and the CEO. This group met
approximately ten times per year to engage in dialogue and decision-making around key
issues in educafion. These structural changes appear to be grounded in the research evidence
related to the need to establish structures and processes that support meaningful
coUaborafion and dialogue (for example, Argyris & Schön 1978; Green 2001).
At the first GAC meefing, the CEO introduced another structure that would connect to GAC,
the FamUies of Schools. The Families of Schools were clusters of 6-10 schools of similar grade
levels. The Families were responsible for teaching and learning, school development, and
school councils.^ GAC members led each Family of Schools, which became the primary
operating unit of GAC. In GAC meefings, each member of GAC participated in Family
meefings. Beyond GAC, the Families of Schools provided the mechanism by which teachers
and support staff workers were engaged in across-school leadership and shared decisionmaking as they planned learning events, engaged in school development, and learned
together. Each Family was facilitated by a progrannme specialist who would be a 'Champion'
for these schools. This additional responsibiUty as FamUy of Schools Champion required a
redefinition of the programme specialist's role.
While we found evidence through our analysis of meeting minutes and attendance at
various meefings that some programme specialists resisted a role change, most participated
in a dialogue that led to the creafion of a revised role based on a mirror-image-plus approach
(Galbraith 1993). In the mirror-image role each programme speciaUst had responsibilities
similar to others for a specific Family of Schools. In the mirror-image plus role, each
programme specialist had a specific assigned role that differed from others in that it was
directly associated with an area of specialisation (e.g. physical education, literacy,
mathematics) and included all school families. Perhaps the most dramatic change for
programme specialists was that they could no longer make unilateral decisions regarding
programmes and teacher professional development. Their level of engagement in those
decisions were determined by GAC. One programme specialist recalled that:
Several programme specialists ... perceived ... the granting of decision-making
authority to principals through GAC as an erosion or loss of their power. (Susan,
personal communications, 12 April 2006)
Susan observed that in spite of some minor discontent of a small minority, programme
specialists adapted relatively easUy to their role as facilitators of a Family of Schools within
formal GAC meetings, but they struggled with their redefined role outside of GAC meetings
(personal communications, 12 April 2006). However, over the course of a two-year period, it
appeared that they entered a stage of routine use (Hall & Hord 2006). The evidence of the
programme specialists' acceptance of their new role occurred during consultations with a

^ This term refers to district-level educational professionals responsible for teacher (professional) development. The
term is generally used synonymously with staff development officers and program coordinators.
^ A school council is a democratically elected advisory group consisting of parents, community representatives,
students, teachers, and the school principal whose purpose is to develop, encourage and promote policies, practices
and activities to enhance the quality of school programs and the levels of student achievement in a school.
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new Minister of Education four years after it had been introduced. Given the opportunity to
discuss their role with the Minister, they presented their new role as a model for all other
districts while demonstrating what they believed to be the positive impacts of their work
(Susan, personal communication, 12 April 2006). Another programme specialist, John,
commented that despite the original scepticism, the programme specialists' team had come
to realise that they had become effective champions of professional learning in each Family
(personal communications, 12 April 2006),
Evidence from our observations and other data sources suggests that previous to the creation
of GAC and Families of Schools there was practically no across-school knowledge sharing
other than the inclusion of teachers or support staff on various ad hoc disti-ict committees.
This was particularly limiting for teachers in smaller schools where there was only one
teacher per grade level or subject area specialty. Also, there was no opportunity for teachers
to influence district decisions. The district norm for interactions among schools was one of
competition and one-upmanship, rather than collaboration, 'Schools [were] ,,. terrible at
learning from each other' (Fullan 2001: 92); therefore, capacity building was limited. The
learning network that was created and the capacity that was built, through the GAC and the
Families of Schools contributed significantly to developing district-wide learning. As
capacity grew within the district, not only did the schools within each Family work together,
but they included schools from other Families as well. The Families of Schools
implementation facilitated the development of a critical mass of leaders who began 'to think
in bigger terms and to act in ways that affect[ed] larger parts of the [district] as a whole'
(Fullan 2005: 27),
The shift in the level of collaboration throughout the district was dramatic enough to be
noticed by some school board members. Board member Janice (personal communication,
March 2003), for example, indicated to us that she was quite impressed that all school district
administrative personnel and all school principals now met monthly to make district-wide
decisions. She attributed the creation of GAC and the increase in collaborative decisionmaking to George's emergent approach to leadership.
Among the first tasks of the newly formed GAC was to develop collaboratively a shared
decision-making matrix (GAC minutes, 27 November 2000), While the new administrative
structures and changing roles facilitated shared decision-making at GAC, it was just an
initial step. Principals, teachers, support staff, programme specialists and other district-level
personnel had heard commitments related to shared decision-making before, but there was
no culture of shared decision-making within the board. Similar to other jurisdictions, the
words had often been articulated and promises had been made, but in practice they had
experienced a continuation of the traditional models of top-down management where
decisions were made through a hierarchical system of power and authority based on formal
organisational roles (Bimber 1994; Dunlap & Goldman 1991; Hansen & Roza 2005). They had
become quite cynical of any mention of terms like empowerment and shared decisionmaking, assuming that it was just another case of downloading of responsibility and
increased accountability while those at the top made all the important decisions.
In order to advance shared decision-making at GAC, the CEO drew on the work of Wynn
and Guiditus (1984), who argued that if shared decision-making was to be effectively
implemented in an organisation the powers and rights of the various groups and individuals
in respect to decision-making would have to be specifically defined (see Figure 1),
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Figure 1 : Decision-making rights and powers

Rights

Powers
1. Power to decide and act alone

Right to be informed

2. Power to decide and act but must inform

Right to veto or amend

3. Power to decide but subject to veto or amendment

Right to advisebefore acting

4. Power to decide but meet and discuss before
acting (must have someone with advise rights, but
may or may not have someone with veto rights).

They proposed that this could be accomplished through the development of decisionmaking matrices. George introduced this concept to GAC, who decided that two decisionmaking mati'ices would be developed initially: (1) teaching and learning and (2) repair and
maintenance (GAC minutes, 27 November 2000).
The process of developing both matrices proved to be an excellent introduction to shared
decision-making. It helped overcome the scepticism related to the CEO's commitment to
shared decision-making and it improved the level of trust between schools and the district.
Furthermore, once the matrices were developed, they addressed the failures of previous
decentralised decision-making efforts (Bimber 1994). Bimber conducted a stiidy of schools
that had been engaged in shared decision-making and site-based management initiatives for
a number of years and concluded that most were unsuccessful in bringing about school
reform because, years after decentralisation was introduced, decision-making related to
essential governance issues had not been shared with school personnel. The matrices
overcame these aforementioned limitations, as school principals, programme specialists and
district administrators engaged in a lengthy consensus-building process regarding the rights
and powers in respect of a multitude of related decisions. The mati-ices defined clearly the
interaction between the district and schools and moved much of the decision-making
authority from district-level personnel to GAC members - most significantly, to school
principals who engaged teachers and other staff in shared decision-making within their
schools and then acted as lynchpins between their individual schools at GAC.
Collaborative processes emerged at school board meetings, as well. One trustee, Matthew
(personal communication, April 2003), for example, credited the district office staff with
having the foresight to create a collaborative environment for trustees. He observed that this
collaboration occurred informally, before and after school board and committee meetings;
and formally at committee and board meetings and at such events as retreats and
conferences. Another trustee, Janice, was impressed that George had sought school board
permission to have his assistant directors attend board meetings (personal communications,
March 2003). Janice had served on other boards where no other senior staff member but the
CEO could attend board meetings (at the insistence of the CEO). Janice appreciated the
current director's approach to invite staff members to present to the school board members,
stating, 'Insecure directors won't let this happen'. She felt that having other senior staff at
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school board meefings contributed to a more open discussion that led to a more fi-usting
relafionship between the board and senior administrafive staff. She also believed that the
current Director's creafion of GAC, which met monthly, was a good idea.
Our survey results support our quaUtafive findings that the district had shifted toward more
collaborative decision-making. Analysis of survey data revealed a significant posifive shift in
teachers' percepfions from Year One to Year Four related to the level of collaborafion in their
school (ANOVA, F=37.17, DF 1/440, p<.001). The magnitude of this effect size is moderate
(d=.64). Specific examples of this shift include a 33 per cent increase in the level to which
teachers perceived that structures were in place to support collaboration; a 16 per cent
increase in the level to which decision-making was perceived to be shared at the school level;
and an 8 per cent perceived increase in the level of teacher involvement in decision-making
at the disfi-ict level. Similarly, teachers perceived a stafisfically significant increase in the
level of engagement in dialogue (ANOVA, F=26.75, DF 1/4346, p<.001). The effect size of
this difference is moderate (d=.56), as well.
Developing a Shared Vision for Teaching and Learning
During his opening address, the CEO spoke direcfiy to the need to have a shared vision for
the district:
The Director of Educafion must be a champion of positive change that will bring us
closer to a shared idenfity and a shared vision of the future, as we hold on to the
strengths of our diversity and our valued tradifions. Inherent in that role is a
responsibility to ensure that the district's members have an opportunity to develop
shared images of the future they wish to create. This vision must include the
principles and guiding pracfices that will help them achieve their coUecfive vision.
Just prior to George's assuming the role as CEO, the school board had completed the
development of a strategic plan. It was developed by the assistant director of programmes
and a steering committee, approved by the school board, and disfi-ibuted to all schools. Even
though there was an arficulated vision statement in the strategic plan, it had not been cocreated and few consfituents were even aware that a vision statement existed. It could not
legifimately be considered as a shared vision. Our review of the strategic planning document
revealed that there were no implementation plans, no one was assigned to champion either
the further development of the plan or its implementafion, and no accountability
mechanisms were arficulated. Sarah, the assistant director of programmes, who had led its
development and was anxious to move forward with its implementafion, had told George
'that the strategic plan may be a good one ... , but it is more for protocol and show, rather
than to influence actual practice' (CEO's Journal).
George's appoinfinent occurred toward the end of the first year following the adopfion of the
strategic plan. His review of submitted annual reports from schools revealed an occasional
menfion of the Board's 'students-first' mission, but there was no menfion of the Board's
vision. Similarly, when each of the district-level divisions submitted annual reports to the
CEO, none of the submissions addressed the vision or the goals in the strategic plan (CEO,
personal communicafion, 20 November 2005). George was aware that the strategic plan was
a board document for which he was accountable. Having observed a general lack of
connecfion between the strategic plan and acfivifies at both the district and the school level.
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he recognised that he would need to work with the school board and district consituents to
make it more meaningful. Three years later, he expressed his satisfaction with the district's
progress in this regard:
While it took three years to rework the entire strategic plan, by the end the first year
of my appointment, GAC had coUaboratively reset the vision to a defined focus on
student learning and had received school board approval for the change (personal
communication, November 2005).
We observed that the shift in focus to student learning led to the collaborative district-wide
identification of the factors and conditions that impacted teaching and student learning. This
resulted in the identification of a lengthy list of 70 factors that composed the content of the
shared decision-making matrix, referenced in the previous section. GAC members placed
these factors into five categories: accountability, professional development, the learning
environment and related conditions, instruction, and leadership. Through a lengthy
collaborative process, they reached consensus on the decision-making rights and powers of
members related to each of the 70 factors that composed the district's teaching and learning
matrix. While this process was about the development of a framework to facilitate
collaboration and decision-making, it highlighted all of the identifiable factors that the
educational professionals believed impacted teaching and learning, and set out an agreed
upon expectation that GAC leaders had responsibilities for them.
Our review of GAC minutes and our field notes from direct participation reveal that, following
the matrix development process, GAC focused on engaging teachers in the co-creation of a
shared vision for teaching and learning. This involved a lengthy process of district-wide
collaboration with all teachers that commenced with two major distinct-wide conferences. The
co-creation process that continued for approximately two years resulted in a listing of key
principles, each of which was fully developed with descriptive images of preferred practices
that were articulated as the vision for teaching and learning in Driftwood School disti-ict. These
images were further developed through the creation of two videos (Allow me to Grow, k-6,2002;
Inside Out, 7-12, 2003) that revealed the disti-ict's teaching and learning vision in practice in
various classrooms throughout the district. These videos were made available to each school
community. They were used in professional development sessions for teachers and they
showcased for parents what the vision of teaching and learning looked like in practice. This was
followed by the development of an implementation framework that would allow each teacher,
each school and the district to develop unique plans for moving towards the shared vision.
School board trustees were supportive of the shared vision for teaching and learning and
viewed each of the teaching and learning videos. Trustee Matthew (personal
communication, April 2003) was delighted that the district had produced videos
highlighting exemplary teaching practices. In his view, this was one of the most significant
initiatives the district had taken in his term in office, as he saw it as modelling the type of
teaching that was expected. As well, he observed that, as a result, the school board had
become more focused on teaching and learning.
Analysis of our survey data revealed that there was a statistically significant increase in the
level to which teachers perceived that a shared vision existed for their school from Year One
to Year Four (ANOVA, F=8.264, DF 1/358, p< .004). The magnitude of this effect is relatively
small (d=.3O), but not insignificant as is apparent in the following examples: there was an 11
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per cent increase in the extent to which teachers perceived that their school had a vision
statement that guided their actions and a 13 per cent increase in teachers' percepfions that
there was a clear plan for moving towards their vision.
As well, somewhat relevant to the existence of shared vision and a focus on teaching and
learning, we found a stafisfically significant increase in the perceived level of teacher efficacy in
respect to teaching and learning over the four-year period of our study (ANOVA, F=12.89, DF
1/440, p< .001). SimUar to shared vision, effect sizes faU in the small range (d=.33).

Summary and Conclusions
Schools in Canada and across the developed world are facing increasing demands and external
accountabiUfies. At the same time, they have experienced decreased public confidence together
with reduced support and fewer resources. While it does not take a great deal of effort to idenfify
mulfiple factors that have direct and indirect effects upon student learning, the buU< of the effect
has been shown to exist outside of educators' direct control (Wang & Walberg 1991; Leithwood,
Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004). There has been a growing body of research, however, that
has fueUed support for the importance of organisafional learning as a prorrusing vision for school
disfiicts and schools that are facing these increasing societal demands for improvement.
Unforfimately, the evidence is convincing that many schools have adopted the terminology
of organisafional learning, but have not engaged in the complex and difficult work required.
In fact, we have found that organisafional learning wiU not occur within schools or school
districts without leaders who ascribe to an emergent leadership approach. If meaningful
widespread school reform is to become a reality, a focus must be given to developing
leadership capacity using a district focus as was the case at Driftwood School District. We
beUeve that school districts are in the best posifion to lead the facilitafion of organisafional
learning in schools and that it is wrongheaded and naive of policy-makers to eliminate
school districts in favour of locally run schools. Focusing on individual schools has little
potenfial to bring about the widespread systemic school reform that is required.
Our district case study provides one example of how a school district leader can lead the
development of coUaborafive leadership and the implementation of a vision for teaching and
learning that is shared throughout all schools in a district. In our case study, this was
achieved through an emergent approach to leadership that occurred within the existing
context of a tradifional bureaucrafic hierarchy. By altering structures and processes and
engaging school and district leaders in the coUaborafive development of shared decisionmaking matrices, the CEO together with other district and school leaders was able to
faciUtate the co-creafing of a shared vision for teaching and learning for the enfire district.
WhUe tradifional school districts have been shown to inhibit the development of schools as
professional learning communities, there is growing evidence that school districts that
function as professional learning communities can facilitate meaningful school reform
through the creafion of coUaborafive structures, and a mechanism for meaningful shared
decision-making. This study documents one district CEO's efforts in this regard and clearly
reveals that while the faciUtafion of organisafional learning is complex and fuU of risks, it can
result in a renewed focus on teaching and learning throughout a school district.
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Centralised Control: A Barrier to Shared
Decision-making in Egyptian Secondary
Schools
Waheed Hammad and Nigel Norris

Abstract: This article reports on findings from a larger qualitative research study on shared decisionmaking (SDM) in Egyptian schools. The main aim of the study was to identify barriers to SDM in
Egypt's secondary schools, using qualitative data collected from nine general secondary schools in the
Damietta governorate, Egypt. Data were collected through interviews with 85 research participants,
including head teachers, deputy heads, heads of department. Board of Trustees members and newly
appointed teachers. The data analysis revealed various barriers that interact and hinder the
involvement of teachers in the decision-making process at the school level. While cultural factors
presented themselves strongly as potential barriers to such involvement, centralised control over
schools was perceived by many participants as significantly more influential.

Introduction
Shared decision-making emerged as a prevailing theme in the restructuring movements of
the late 1980s. It accompanied calls for decentralisation and school-based management
(SBM) that initially arose in the English-speaking world and then resonated in many other
countries across the globe. Arguments for SDM rest on four basic assumptions. First, those
who are closest to the action are more able to make the best educational decisions. Second,
members of the school community should be given more control over policies that are likely
to affect their schools. Third, those responsible for implementing decisions should be
involved in making those decisions. Fourth, there are more chances for change to be
successful when those implementing it feel a 'sense of ownership' for the implementation
process (Liontos 1994).
Different conceptualisations of SDM have been provided by different researchers.
Nonetheless, the term is often used to refer to the process by which educational decisions are
made coUaboratively by stakeholders at the school level (Liontos 1994). Within this
perspective, teacher participation is regarded as a key component of SDM (Conley &
Bacharach 1990). Weiss (1993: 69) underscores this, defining SDM as 'a formal system for the
representation of teachers in a decision-making body'. Arguments for increased teacher
participation in decision-making are based on the assumption that teaching is mainly a
process of decision-making and that teachers are 'professional decision-makers and problem
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solvers' who are involved on a daily basis in making decisions in 'unpredictable and
interacfive' situafions (Conley & Bacharach 1990: 541).
Evidence from the SDM literature suggests that establishing shared decision-making as a
management strategy is not an easy task. Studies tracing SDM projects in western countries,
especially the USA and Australia, have shown that the development of SDM was confronted
by many barriers that inhibited its successful implementafion in schools (Duke, Showers &
Imber 1980; Malen & Ogawa 1988; Mutchler & DuttweUer 1990; Johnson & Ledbetter 1993;
Bondy, Kilgore, Ross and Webb 1994; Johnson & Pajares 1996; Blasé & Blasé 1999; Cranston
2001; Tschannen-Moran 2001). As idenfified by these studies, barriers to SDM include lack of
time, lack of interpersonal trust among members of the school community, unwillingness to
engage with the process, lack of the appropriate knowledge and skills needed for successful
implementafion, and lack of support from central authorifies.
In the Egyptian context, despite the profusion of literature written on school management
and organisafion, the area of SDM remains largely under-researched. A handful of research
studies have tentafively approached this topic, generally resulfing in a parfial understanding
of the situafion of SDM in Egypt's schools. Most parficularly, while these studies consistenfiy
indicate that SDM has not been a common practice in Egypfian schools (Abdel-Fattah 1993;
Atalla 1994; Sweilam 2004), they fail to provide an appropriate explanafion of why this is the
case. Hence the study reported in this arficle was carried out as an attempt to answer this
question.

SDM: Practical Implications
Whatever arguments are put forward by SDM proponents, the process of SDM is not as
simple as the term might imply. In fact, there is much more to SDM than simply invifing
teachers to parficipate in the decision-making process. There are relevant issues that need to
be taken into account while considering the involvement of teachers in school decisionmaking. Meaningful teacher involvement requires of school leaders that they determine
when, to what extent and in what kinds of decisions teachers can be involved (Rice &
Schneider 1994). Moreover, SDM is a demanding process in terms of fime and energy
(Liontos 1994). It imposes on people the need to give up tradifional modes of working and
assume new roles and responsibilities that require the acquisifion of enhanced knowledge
and skills (Johnson & Ledbetter 1993). Furthermore, while SDM can lead to posifive
outcomes in terms of better-quality decisions, it can also result in uncomfortable experiences
with conflict and restlessness (Cruz 1994).
Another key issue associated with SDM centres on the kinds of decisions being made and the
extent to which these are likely to affect valued educational goals, namely better student
achievement. There is a considerable body of SDM literature which indicates that
parficipatory structures are typically associated with trivial discussions wich are irrelevant
to "the core mission of schooling" (Taylor & Tashakkori 1997: 611). In the American context.
Wall and Rinehart (1997) reported that teachers in schools with SDM structures were
unenthusiasfic to participate because the school councils were often immersed in marginal
issues that had little to do with classroom instruction (see also Weiss 1993). Moreover,
Peterson, Gok and Warren (1995) found that instead of using meefing fime to decide on
substanfial matters, the teachers of some American schools got bogged down in the technical
details of the decision-making process and much of the time was wasted in deciding 'how to
decide'.
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Furthermore, the literature related to SDM distinguishes between involvement and influence
in decision-making. In their study of teachers' perceptions of the costs and benefits
associated with participation. Duke et al, (1980) found that teachers were reluctant to
participate and that such reluctance was partly caused by their perceived lack of influence,
Imber and Duke (1984) consider the involvement-influence distinction crucial in
understanding teachers' reluctance to participate. According to them, this distinction will
help policy-makers in their attempt to work out how to achieve meaningful teacher
involvement in the decision-making process,
Egypt's Education System: From Centralisation to Decentralisation
Egypt has a large educational system which is known for its long tradition of centralised
control. This is a well-estabhshed fact that has been consistenfly documented by research
studies and reports (e.g,, Hanson 1990; El-Nabawy 1991; Messeil 2002; World Bank 2002;
Khaleel 2003; HDP 2004; Ibrahim 2004; Nasser-Ghodsi 2006), Centralised control is
embodied in a hierarchical authority structure that is rigidly maintained throughout the
system. Within this hierarchical stiucture, the Ministi-y of Education (MOE) lies at the top of
the pyramid, retaining most of the decision-making power and reserving the right to
override any decision made at lower levels of the hierarchy (Khaleel 2003), At the regional
level, educational directorates {mudiryas) have limited input into the decision-making
process. Although the directorates were devolved some powers by Education Law 139/1981,
these powers turned out to be so circumscribed that the directorates were unable to act
according to the specific needs of their respective local environments (Khaleel 2003),
At the local level lie district offices (idaras), each of which is headed by a director general and
covers a particular geographic area within the governorate. Being accountable to a higher
authority (the Directorate), these offices are restrained by central directives such that they
cannot take any action without referring to their respective directorates (Khaleel 2003),
Worst, perhaps, is the situation at the local school level, where there is minimal decisionmaking power (Hanson 1990; Kassem 2001; Aboul-Soaud 2002; Ibrahim 2004), Schools have
no discretion over the selection of textbooks, the evaluation of teachers and employees or the
allocation of budgets (HDP 2004), Head teachers are generally regarded as 'teacher
coordinators' whose role is limited to identifying school problems and referring them to
someone further up the hierarchy for solutions. Under such restrictive circumstances,
teachers seem to be the least powerful members of the education system, whose voices are
seldom heard (Hanson 1990). Head teachers' meetings with teachers are rarely held and,
even when a meeting does take place, the teachers' role is often limited to listening to the
head teacher as he or she passes on directives dictated by centi-al authorities (Shehata 1997),
Several attempts to decentralise Egypt's education system have been undertaken since the
late 1970s, Most notable, perhaps, is the attempt that followed the passing of the so-called
Local Administration Law in 1979. When this law came into effect, governors were given wider
educational powers within their respective governorates, including the construction and
equipping of schools as well as their administration (Messeil 2002). Also important is the
Education Law 139/1981, which authorised governorates to implement and monitor the
MOE's educational sti-ategies and manage schools in conformity with national guidelines and
aUocated resources (UNESCO 2006), The importance of this law stems from the fact that it
delineates the responsibilities of both the MOE and the local authorities in the decenti-alised
context (NCERD 2004), However, again, these attempts did not seem to make much difference
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in terms of shifting to a more decentralised system. Studies and reports written subsequent to
these changes continued to indicate that centralised control is still the norm and that little has
in fact been decenti-aUsed (El-Nabawy 1991; World Bank 2002; Khaleel 2003).
More recently, and encouraged by international organisations such as the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) and the World Bank, Egypt has started a
new wave of decentralisation reforms, with SDM being a key theme on the reform agenda.
The reform objectives were revealed in a policy document published by the National
Democratic Party (the government party):
The objective of the gradual tendency towards decentralization is better management
and higher efficiency, and gives the opportunity to a larger sector of workers in the
educational sector to participate, innovate and create. This tendency also enables the
realization of the philosophy that the school is the main cell of the educational process
and that it should perform its duties and shoulder its responsibilities ... It [also]
enables the optimal use of available resources, and even gives the chance for
increasing these resources in new manners. (NDP 2002:12)
Under the current decentralisation reform, SDM has been promoted through a number of
initiatives and on-site arrangements. One of the most prominent initiatives took place in
December 2001 when a pilot decentralisation project was launched in the Alexandria
governorate in collaboration with USAID. The project sought to improve the quality of
education in Alexandria through decentralising educational decision-making within the
governorate. Although the project is still considered to be an experiment, the reported successes
have encouraged the MOE to decide to expand the project to other govemorates (HDP 2004).
Another important initiative concerned the so-called National Standards of Education issued in
2003 by the MOE. One notable feature of the standards is the emphasis they place on SDM
through encouraging the involvement of local stakeholders, including teachers and members of
the local community, in school decision-making processes (MOE 2003).
Similar to what happened in other international contexts, SDM has been encouraged through
initiating on-site arrangements for increased participation in school decision-making. These
arrangements are exemplified by the creation of Training and Evaluation Units (TEUs) and
Boards of Trustees, Parents and Teachers, often called Boards of Trustees (BOTs). The TEUs
were initiated by ministerial decree 254/2000 with the aim of providing local schools with
more discretion over self-assessment and identification of training needs. The BOTs were
established by ministerial decree 258/2005, which mandated the creation in every school of a
BOT composed of teachers, parents and members of the local community. As stipulated by
the aforementioned decree, establishing BOTs aims to decenti-alise decision-making to the
local school level and encourage individuals from the local community to participate in the
development of the educational process. Unlike Parent-Teacher Councils, which have
existed in Egypt's schools since 1993, BOTs have been given more flexibility in terms of
allocating the school budget. They have also been afforded wider responsibilities to do with
school maintenance, assisting in solving school problems and monitoring the overall quality
of the educational process (MOE 2005).
The Study
The study on which this article reports was informed by our realisation that little is known
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about SDM in Egypt. We saw the paucity of research on SDM in the Egypfian educafional
context as problemafic, given the rhetoric surrounding devolufion and SDM in the current
educafional reform debate. We argue that, as Egypt shifts to more decenfi-alised modes of
educational decision-making, it becomes vital to examine grassroots receptiveness to such a
shift. Indeed, more research is needed in order to idenfify factors that might compromise the
achievement of the aims of decenfi-alisafion. The authors of the Egypt Human Development
Report (HDP 2004: 70) hint at this point. Having considered the MOE arguments for and
against decentralisation, they caU for explorafion of 'the position of various stakeholders to
gain a better understanding of contextual factors affecfing decentralizafion'. Dellar (1990:11)
proposes that, in order for effective implementation to take place, both policy-makers and
stakeholders at the school level need to understand 'the nature of the adopfing organizafion
as well as the change process, and to plan their efforts accordingly'.
Hence this study was conducted as an attempt to attain such an understanding. It sought to
determine barriers that might inhibit successful implementafion of SDM as a decentralising
strategy. Guided by findings from previous research on SDM in other contexts, the study
sought to identify these barriers by exploring the percepfions of staff members regarding
issues underpinning SDM as a school management strategy.
In order to achieve this aim, the study employed a qualitafive research design based on semistructured interviews and the coUecfion of relevant documents. Data were coUected from 85
research parficipants from nine general secondary schools in the Damietta governorate,
Egypt. These schools were purposefully selected on the basis that they had the most effecfive
TEUs as idenfified by the Damietta educafional Directorate. This criterion was chosen based
on two factors. First, the introduction of TEUs in schools is considered one of the most
important aspects of devolution to the school level and may be viewed as a favourable
condifion for enhancing SDM within schools. If they work weU, it is envisaged that these
units wiU impact on teachers' participation in decision-making as they wiU be involved in
making decisions about their own work. Second, unlike BOTs, which were introduced only a
few months before conducfing the study, TEUs have been in place since 2000. This made it
easier to idenfify schools having the most effecfive TEUs than to idenfify schools with the
most effective BOTs.
Since the study focused on people's percepfions of school decision-making, research
parficipants were purposeftdly chosen to be those who might be involved in one way or another
in the decision-making process at the school level. Therefore, categories of interviewees
included head teachers, deputy heads, heads of department, BOT members, TEU supervisors
and newly appointed teachers. The interviews produced voluminous, in-depth descripfive data,
which were recorded, transcribed and then analysed for emerging themes.
Documents were also analysed, which included minutes of meetings of school boards and
BOTs as weU as meetings of the Undersecretary with secondary head teachers. Such analysis
was crucial for idenfifying the types of decisions made in the sample schools as well as the
ways in which these were made.

Findings
Data analysis indicated the existence of many barriers that interact to impede the
development of SDM pracfices in the sample schools. As suggested by the data, some of
these barriers are associated with aspects of school culture such as unwillingness to be
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involved in SDM, lack of trust amongst members of the school community, unfamUiarity with
SDM practices, concerns over potential involvement problems and the notion of seniority as a
requisite for decision participation. However, many respondents reported that the main
impediment to SDM does not actually lie in the school site. Rather, it resides in the way the
whole educational system is constructed, referring to the highly centralised nature of the
system. For the purpose of this article, we will focus on centralised control as a barrier to SDM.
Centralised Control: What Does it Imply for SDM?
The findings of the study indicated that centralised control constitutes a huge barrier to SDM
in the sample schools. A model of school decision-making was developed that revealed two
patterns of centralised control, both of which are bound to hinder the development of SDM
processes. The first pattern undermines school autonomy and is exemplified by the control
over school matters by authorities beyond the school, namely the Directorate (Mudirya) and
the district office (Idara). The second pattern lies at the school level and is thought to be
promoted by the first pattern. It concerns head teachers adopting autocratic leadership styles
and taking control of the decision-making process within the school.
Despite the rhetoric surrounding educational decentralisation in Egypt as well as
decentralisation initiatives sweeping the country, centralised control is still proving to be a
significant issue in the schools visited. Challenging claims made by the MOE about the
devolution of decision-making power to the school level, participants' responses revealed
that schools are still considerably constrained by central instructions and regulations. Almost
unanimously, research participants agreed on the limited decision-making authority
afforded to schools, frequently expressing frustrations caused by central administrators
being intrusive and authoritarian. They voiced scepticism over the MOE plans to implement
decentralisation, insisting that what is being stated is different from what is going on at
ground level. A BOT member expressed his view about this issue:
There is no such thing as decentralisation in schools. Rather, there is centralisation to
the extent that we receive the details of our work inside the school from the Ministry.
(BOT member)
All nine head teachers interviewed shared broadly similar views about the limited decisionmaking authority given to schools. Their responses reflected feelings of powerlessness,
frustration and lack of autonomy. They repeatedly resented their decision-making authority
being undermined by their obligatory compliance with central regulations. When a head
teacher was asked about her decision-making authority, she replied:
What decision-making are you talking about when we are bound by ministerial
decrees and directives coming from above? ... There are no decisions that we can
make, and if I want to make any changes inside the school I need to get the approval
of both the district office and the Directorate; I can't act on my own. (Head teacher)
Centralised control was regarded by many participants as the main impediment to SDM in
schools. When asked whether lack of SDM was more associated with factors from inside or
outside the school site, most participants indicated that external factors were more
influential. A BOT member considered the MOE 'the biggest impediment' to SDM, referring
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to its policy as characterised by what he called 'marginalisafion of teachers'. A young teacher
established a direct relafionship between ministerial decrees and lack of teacher parficipafion
in decision-making as follows:
There isn't any kind of parficipafion. The school cannot make any decisions because
everything we need to do must be done according to a decree from the Ministry.
Therefore it's impossible for us as a teaching staff to make any decisions. Even if we
are completely convinced that we can make the right decision, we are not able to act
unfil a decree is conveyed to the school. (Teacher)
While disconcerfing, what the data suggest regarding centralised control over school matters
is not surprising. It is consistent with what has been previously written on Egypt's educafion
system (e.g., Hanson 1990; El-Nabawy 1991; MesseU 2002; Khaleel 2003). Nor is it surprising
that this factor was perceived to be a challenge to SDM in Egypt's schools. Studies carried out
in other international contexts pointed out that SDM projects struggled when central
administrators exerted powerful control over schools (e.g., Malen & Ogawa 1988; Malen,
Ogawa & Kranz 1990; Mutchler & DuttweUer 1990; Johnson & Ledbetter 1993; Bondy et al.
1994; Johnson & Pajares 1996). It is argued that SDM has little meaning in the absence of
school autonomy (David 1989). Malen et al. (1990) suggest that SDM is more likely to have
fewer opportunities to succeed when members of the school community get bogged down
into discussions about how to implement central directives.
While previous research draws our attenfion to the relafionship between centralised control
and lack of SDM, it does not provide empirical guidance as to how this factor can influence
the process. This study, however, suggests that centralised control can undermine SDM in
two ways. First, it exerts a negative influence on the significance of the decisions made at the
school level. Second, it promotes top-down decision-making approaches in schools.

Significance of Decisions: What Decisions are we Making around Here?
As suggested by the data, one of the ways in which centralised control can undermine
engagement with SDM at the school level is the implicafions it might have for the
significance of decisions made in schools. The responses of research parficipants suggested
that it is not whether the schools make decisions or not that counts, but rather the extent to
which these decisions are significant and can make a difference. One of the issues that the
majority of research parficipants agreed on was that most significant decisions are made by
central authorifies, thereby leaving schools with minimal discretion over minor issues which
are commonly regarded as 'meaningless' and 'routine'. In the words of a BOT member:
The meetings of the school board take place when we need to exclude a student or to
discuss other trivial things. We don't discuss significant issues that relate to the
educafional process and benefit the students and the teachers. (BOT member)
Although the parficipants menfioned a variety of decisions made in schools, most of them
pointed out that these most frequently relate to the exclusion of students from school. A head
of department highlighted this issue, nofing that 80 per cent of the decisions made by the
school board are pertinent to school exclusion. This claim was substantiated by the
observation that exclusion decisions dominated the minutes of meefings across all schools.
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This observation emerged more frequently from data pertaining to School G, where the minutes
of meetings were predominantly about excluding and re-enrolling students.
Based on information from interviews and school documents, a typology of school decisions
was developed, which indicated the absence of curriculum decisions in the sample schools.
Participants' expectations of decision significance were also explored, showing a great deal of
interest in decisions to do with curriculum. This finding corresponds with findings from
previous studies investigating decision domains in which teachers can and want to be involved.
These studies have shown that, although teachers may show varied degrees of interest in
managerial decisions, they are more interested in technical decisions that are directly related to
their daily work in classrooms, especially what they teach and how they teach (Mohrman,
Cooke & Mohrman 1978; Bacharach, Bamberger, Conley & Bauer 1990; Weiss 1993),
Exploring the existing discrepancy between actual and desired decision domains as
perceived by teachers was crucial for understanding the significance of decisions as a factor
affecting the situation of SDM in the sample schools. The fact that most participants perceive
school decisions as insignificant presents a challenge to SDM, The question of what kinds of
decisions are being shared and what impact they might have on teachers' work has
implications for willingness to engage in the process. It could be argued that teachers will be
less motivated to participate if they believe that the decisions in which they are involved are
insignificant to them. Evidence from the literature supports this argument. Based on
Barnard's (1938) conceptualisation of the notion of 'teachers' zones of indifference',
researchers (e,g,. Bridges 1967; Sergiovanni 2001) suggest that there are some types of
decisions that teachers may wUlingly leave to administrators because they have no interest in
them. As suggested by Kuku and Taylor (2002), teachers cannot be expected to participate
effectively when they realise that they are invited to participate in trivial matters that have
nothing to do with their work with the children. Hence the idea of identifying decision areas
desired by teachers becomes crucial for meaningful teacher involvement in the decisionmaking process.

Top-down School Decision-making
Besides centralised control exercised over schools by central authorities, the data suggest a
second pattern of centralised control which is exercised at the school level and embodied in
head teachers adopting top-down decision-making approaches. Although participants'
perceptions of the leadership styles adopted by their head teachers varied considerably both
between and within schools, one interpretation of the data is that the hierarchical authority
structure prevailing throughout the system reproduces itself at the school level. Consistent
with previous research on school management in Egypt (e,g., Abdel-Fattah 1993; Atalla 1994;
Sweilam 2004), the decision-making model in the sample schools reflected a pyramidal
decision-making structure where the head teacher is at the apex of the hierarchy, whereas
young classroom teachers occupy the base. Between the head teacher and young classroom
teachers, there are other members of staff who may play different roles in the decisionmaking process according to their position in the hierarchy. Typically, deputy heads and
heads of departments are often involved in school-wide decisions by virtue of their
membership on the school board. Teachers who are not members on the board may have
opportunities to be involved in narrower scope issues discussed at departmental meetings
with their heads of departments. Responses given by those teachers reflected a general
feeling that head teachers often adopt autocratic decision-making styles as they tend not to
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offer them genuine opportunities for decision-participation. This is apparent from these
teachers' comments:
There are no decisions in our hands. What do you think the decisions that we teachers
can make? None! And if I attempt to voice my opinion, who is going to listen to me? I
have many suggestions to make if someone asks me to do so, but nobody does.
(Teacher)
The problem does not lie with the teachers; teachers really want to express their
opinions but these opinions are not valued. We often hear the frustrating words 'step
aside'. Hence we avoid stress and we prefer to mind only our own business like
planning the lessons and we leave decision-making to our superiors. (Teacher)
What is more illustrative of the head teachers' control over school decision-making is the
way in which school-wide decisions were perceived to be made at formal meetings of school
decision-making bodies, especially the school board and the BOT. Responses of most school
board and BOT members suggested that the purpose of the meetings was predominantly to
dictate instructions rather than to offer opportunities for meaningful participation in making
school decisions. Those members showed a clear understanding of the distinction between
'involvement' and 'influence' in decision-making (Duke et al. 1980; Imber & Duke 1984). They
felt they were being treated by their head teachers unprofessionally, as they perceived the
meetings as a tool used by head teachers to gain their acceptance of decisions that have already
been made. Their perceptions of the role they play at the meetings align what Malen et al. (1990:
32) describe as a 'token' or 'rubber stamp' role. As a school board member commented:
The head teacher is just a conveyor of decisions. When we attempt to dispute with her
at the meetings, she doesn't recognise our argument, simply informing us of the
decisions she has already made. I don't attend these meetings or I attend briefly and
then leave, because when I protest she says that she is not prepared to argue with
those above her. (School board member)
This type of involvement did not meet members' expectations of the role they think they
have to play at formal meetings. Although few of them seemed to be content with being
consulted, many others insisted that they wanted to exert an influence on the decisions
made. It was not therefore unexpected that some members of the school board chose not to
attend the meetings as they felt that their participation was not going to make a difference. A
school board member said:
My attendance at these meetings has little value and I'm not keen to attend because
we are forced to approve decisions which we are unhappy with. (School board
member)
The data indicated a relationship that many participants established between the two
patterns of centralised control. That is, while some participants attributed head teachers'
control over the decision-making process to their autocratic personality, a larger number of
participants regarded this as a normal consequence of centralised control exercised over the
schools by central authorities. Ministerial decrees and central directives dictated by central
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administrators were perceived to be constraints that restrict not only the teachers but the
head teachers as weU. For example, when direcfiy asked what might hinder a head teacher
from involving teachers in decision-making, a senior deputy head said: 'the head teacher
would say that he has regulations and decrees which he must comply with'. A similar
statement was made by a BOT member: 'Teachers don't participate in school decisions
because there is no opportunity to do so. There are ministerial decrees that must be
implemented without any discussion'.
One message that seems to be conveyed by many participants is that head teachers do not
share power simply because they do not have power to share. The scope of decision-making
power that head teachers have was believed to be so limited that it leaves no room for them
to share decisions with other members of staff. Moreover, head teachers were perceived to be
fi-eafing their teachers the same way they are being treated by their superiors. A head of
department illustrated this idea:
People cannot offer what they do not possess themselves. Head teachers are not
aUowed to speak out at official meefings. They must attend just to listen and without
saying a word. How do you expect them to allow others to participate in decisionmaking when they do not enjoy this right themselves? (Head of department)
While the perceived head teachers' propensity to take hold of the decision-making process
cannot be merely attributed to the perceived fight control exercised by central authorifies,
such a propensity may be understandable when we consider school people's concerns over
rigid accountability measures and fears of sancfions resulfing from failure to abide by the
rules. In other words, the data seem to suggest that head teachers' compliance with central
regulations tends to be further reinforced by their concerns about accountability. These
concerns were expressed by many parficipants who reported several incidents in which their
schools were sanctioned when they attempted to take the inifiative and make their own
decisions. Parficipants' responses proposed that such concerns have influenced head
teachers' leadership styles and contributed to increasing their reluctance to broaden the
sharing process. A deputy head put it clearly:
The head teacher does not provide opportunifies for parficipafion to teachers because
she is bound by ministerial decrees. We may make unsound decisions that would
lead to mistakes and then sanctions will apply to the whole administrative staff,
including the head teacher and the deputy heads. Hence sharing does not happen,
simply because everybody is concerned about his own security. (Deputy head)
This is in line with previous research, which suggests that concerns over accountability may
have a powerful impact on head teachers' wülingness to share power. Hoy and Sousa (1984)
point out that sharing is unlikely to take place when head teachers are more concerned about
protecfing their posifions than about involving other members of staff in school decisions.
This is parficularly so when the head teacher is likely to be the sole accountable. Hallinger,
Murphy and Hausman (1993) and Weiss, Cambone and Wyeth (1992) indicate that the idea
of being accountable for decisions made by others may discourage head teachers from
providing genuine opportunities for decision-parficipation to other members of staff.
It is worth noting that while signals of autocratic leadership resonated in all schools.
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complaints were more frequent at two particular schools, namely C and G. Conversely,
fewer complaints were reported at School I, where most participants indicated that the head
teacher gave them a chance to take part in the decision-making process. She was widely
perceived as democratic, willing to consult even on such a minor issue as 'where to fit the
new water cooler', as explained by a head of department from this school. Participants
reported that despite her strict commitment to central instructions, she would open the
decision-making process to the staff and listen to them before making decisions.

Conclusion
The data presented in this article suggest that the way in which the decision-making system
is constructed is not conducive to the development of SDM in the sample schools. As
perceived by research participants, the centralised nature of the system frustrates the
development of SDM in two ways. First, it narrows down the scope of school decisions,
mostly restricting them to issues which are perceived by teachers to be routine and
insignificant. This may have implications for teachers' willingness to take part in the
decision-making process. It may be pointless to encourage teachers' involvement in decisionmaking when they believe that they are actually invited to participate in 'meaningless'
decisions. As suggested by the literature, teachers may be more interested to participate in
decisions which they see as more relevant to them, particularly those directiy related to their
daily work inside the classrooms. Second, it encourages top-down decision-making
approaches in schools, for it minimises opportunities available for head teachers to open up
the decision-making process to members of staff. Heads' obligatory compliance with central
instructions, coupled with their concerns over accountability, would make them reluctant to
expand meaningful involvement in school decision-making processes.
Drawing on these findings, it might be appropriate to conclude that in order for SDM to be
established in Egypt's secondary schools, central authorities, including the MOE, the
directorates (mudiryas) and the district offices (idaras), should reduce their control over
schools in a gradual way and afford stakeholders at the school level enhanced opportunities
to make their own decisions. More particularly, if policy makers really want to see SDM take
root in Egypt's schools, they should start in a phased way to give schools discretion over
decisions that teachers see as significant. As revealed by this study, to the extent that teachers
perceive the decisions in which they are involved to be insignificant, they will be less willing
to participate and the head teachers will find it difficult to encourage them to be involved.
However, it should be noted that changing the formal locus of authority does not on its own
ensure successful implementation of SDM. Conley and Bacharach (1990) caution that simply
devolving authority does not necessarily mean that SDM will happen. They argue that
unless head teachers are willing to share power and provide a safe environment for teachers
to participate, SDM will have fewer chances to succeed. Therefore there must be
fundamental system-wide changes in the culture surrounding decision-making in schools
(Mutchler & Duttweiler 1990). Developing coUegiality and trustful relationships among
members of the school community are essential parts of this cultural shift. Achieving such a
cultural change will not be an easy process, especially in this situation where participation in
decision-making has not been a common practice in Egyptian schools.
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Factors Impacting on the Role of Middlelevel Managers at an Australian University
Larry Smith and Morna Winter-Irving

Abstract: In an environment of pervasive and rapid change, and rapidly increasing competition for
resources and markets, the survival of Australian universities will depend, in large part, on the
business acumen and expertise of their 'front-line' or 'middle-level' leaders and managers - the heads
of schools or departments. Nevertheless, there is a dearth of rigorous research into how the rapid
transition of the Higher Education environment to a more entrepreneurial, commercial and
managerial character has impacted on the role of heads of schools. This paper provides insights into the
factors that promote and inhibit the capacity of heads of university schools to perform their function
effectively and efficiently in the current environment. It is based on case-study research conducted in
a major Australian university.

Introduction
Since the mid-1980s, Australian universities have experienced significant, rapid and
pervasive changes in their economic, social and political environments in response to
marked decreases in government funding and significant increases in competition from
other universities, both nationally and internationaUy. As a consequence, Australia's
universities necessarily have had to make a dramatic transition from 'a traditional style of
management and governance' to a 'more entrepreneurial, commercial and managerial
character' (Harman 2005: 80). By 2005, Commonwealth Government operating grants were
contributing less than half of university income in Australia (Nelson 2005; NTEU 2005). A
key strategy by Australian universities over the last decade to address the escalating shortfall
between government funding and operafing costs has been to expand rapidly into the
international education market. In 2005, Australian universities catered for over 200,000
internafional full-fee paying students, with the overseas Higher Education student market
now worth around $6biUion to AustraUa (DEST 2005).
It would seem reasonable to argue that the survival of Australian universities in an
increasingly business-like environment wiU depend, in large part, on the business acumen
and expertise of their 'front-line' or 'middle-level' leaders and managers, all of whom are
now expected to exhibit high levels of knowledge and expertise in financial and human
resource management, planning, strategy, conflict resolution, change management, and
industrial relations (Harman 2002; Marginson and Considine 2000; Santiago, Carvalho,
Amaral & Meek 2004). Yet, claims Smith (2005a) and Deem (2000), most university middlelevel leaders and managers have little background or training in the important business-
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related dimensions of their roles, and they are struggling. Further, a review of relevant
literature and research relating to the heads of university schools or departments reveals that
little is known about how the rapid transition of the higher education environment to a more
entrepreneurial, commercial and managerial character has impacted on heads of schools (or
departments) in Australia's universities.
Purpose of the Study
The research reported in this paper relates to an exploratory case study conducted at a major
Australian university (Winter-Irving 2007). The primary purposes of the research were to
identify the major current and emerging roles and responsibilities of heads of schools, along
with the key factors that are seen to promote or inhibit their capacity to perform their
function effectively and efficiently. This paper focuses on the second of these two purposes.
The University

Established in 1938, the case study university currently has some 19,000 students enrolled in
four faculties and, in turn, seventeen schools (including a medical school). In 2006, the
Australian Government Learning and Teaching Fund ranked the university seventh in
Australia (of 39) for the quality and impact of its teaching and learning, and the university
also was awarded the maximum five-star rating in the Good Universities Guide for the overall
quality of student experience. There are, however, significant differences in structure,
operation and market-focus among Australia's universities, and the authors caution at any
attempt to generalise the findings of this exploratory study beyond the particular university.
Nevertheless, it is suggested that the issues identified through this study may provide
important insights that may be of relevance to other higher education institutions.
Key Terminology

A school is a teaching delivery unit within a faculty of the university. It generally consists of
only one or a small number of discipline areas. Most academics are allocated to a school for
the purposes of human resource management, and schools are where the teaching generally
occurs in a university. The head of school is the academic and administrative head of a
school.
A Review of the Uterature

A review of the literature reveals little scholarly investigation into the factors that enhance or
inhibit the capacity of heads of schools in universities to successfully undertake their roles.
Nevertheless, a number of factors do emerge from the literature - albeit with limited
elaboration - that would appear to impact on the roles and activities of heads of school.
Several writers have asserted that the effectiveness of heads of schools is significantly
correlated with the level, nature and extent of their previous experience in business and
human resource management, particularly in an educational context (Deem 2000; Hecht,
Higgerson, Gmelch & Tucker 1999; Walvoord, Carey, Smith, Soled, Way & Zorn 2000).
However, as Gmelch and Schuh (2005:1) note, the head of school 'in most cases, has virtually
no preparation for the position and probably did not decide on a career in higher education
with the idea of becoming a [head of school]'. Coaldrake and Stedman (1999) further
highlight the significant role change of head of school from academic manager to manager of
academics, and the necessity for those undertaking the role now to have demonstrable
expertise and experience in areas of 'business management'.
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Conway (1998, cited in Coaldrake & Stedman 1999) and Moses & Roe (1990) contend that in
the rapidly changing landscape of university management, heads of school who do not have
genuinely high levels of commitment are unlikely to achieve a high level of success in the
role. Meek (2003) suggests that the dissonance between expectation and reality is a critical
factor in determining the level of commitment, and in turn effectiveness, of heads of school.
Writers such as Hecht et al. (1999), Deem (2000), Conway (1998, cited in Coaldrake &
Stedman 1999) and DeWitt and Card (2003) highlight the importance of quality initiation and
ongoing professional development as a critical factor in determining the 'success' of a head
of school. Quality induction and professional development programmes not only are seen to
be a way of addressing knowledge and skill 'gaps' among heads of schools, but also a
mechanism for addressing the continuous and pervasive changes in administrative policies,
procedures and strategies within each university. These writers, however, caufion that when
professional development programmes are made available to heads of school through
universities, the content frequently is not contextualised to the particular challenges and
issues of the role.
Coaldrake and Stedman (1999) Gaither (2002) and Holbeche (2004) assert that the personal
attributes of heads of school - their leadership and management 'styles' and their personal
credibility and charisma - represent an essential factor for effectiveness in the role. Further,
Coaldrake and Stedman (1999) and Ramsden (1998) argue that leadership and management
attributes, both critical for a head of school, can not be separated: quality management now
requires strategic leadership through visionary and innovative processes and procedures,
and quality leadership involves careful accommodafion of requisite managerial functions,
particularly in relafion to quality and accountability.
Several authors (Deem 2000; Gmelch & Schuh 2005) have cited a 'lack of fime' to effecfively
address all of the dimensions of the role as a major inhibitor for heads of schools. Smith
(2005a) comments that heads of schools generally 'have insufficient fime to think, to reflect,
to plan, to do', while Wolverton, Gmech, Wolverton & Sarros (1999) and Smith (2005b) focus
on the lack of available fime for 'dealing' with staff, completing the enormous volume of
work (particularly paperwork), and accommodating family needs, all while undertaking the
quantity and quality of research needed for promotion.
The lack of clearly defined expectations regarding the nature and function of the role of head
of school is identified by several writers as a major impediment to the efficient and effective
performance of incumbents. Audits by the Australian Universities Quality Agency, for
example, consistently note the discrepancy between the expectafions of the role of the head
of school by senior managers, by staff and by heads themselves. In this context, Walvoord et
al. (2000) assert that contemporary heads of school must wield ambiguous poXvers to
complete ill-defined tasks while being torn among multiple allegiances in their ascribed
quest to be strategic visionaries and leaders of change.
Benoit, Graham and Heiman (2002) argue that the length of time the incumbent has been in
the position of head is another major determinant of success. They argue strongly against the
practice in some universifies to have a 'rotating head' position, beUeving that the complexity
of the management environment takes time and experience to understand and master.
However, Deem (2000) and Meek (2003) suggest that this view may be influenced, in part at
least, by the traditional association of the role of head of school with 'coUegialism' and a
sense that the head of school is still clearly a member of staff, rather than a member of the
university's management team.

ISEA» Volume37,Number2,2009

Research Design and Process
A modified Delphi design (Smith 1982; Helmer 1983; Gordon 1994; Adler & Ziglio 1996;
Pollard & Pollard 2004) was employed for the collection and analysis of information for the
study. The Delphi method is a structiared process for collecting and synthesising ideas and
opinions using a combination of interviews, discussions and questionnaires, interspersed
with controlled feedback (Smith 1982; Adler & Ziglio 1996),
The modified Delphi model includes five key steps:
a. Conduct a series of face-to-face semi-structured interviews with an appropriate
sample of relevant stakeholders in order to obtain a wide range of views and
suggestions in relation to the research,
b. Review relevant documentation and available literature in order to identify what is
currently known or postulated or believed,
c. Use each unique idea or suggestion identified through steps 1 and 2 above to
construct a questionnaire in which respondents are requested to indicate their 'level
of support' for each questionnaire item using a Likert-type scale.
d. Determine an appropriate sample of relevant stakeholders to complete the
questionnaire, and distribute the questionnaires,
e. Use the combined set of information obtained from interview, document analysis,
literature review and questionnaire for data analysis.
The scope of this study and time constraints associated with the principal researcher's
employment statiis limited the number of face-to-face interviews able to be conducted. As a
consequence, interviews were limited to the existing 17 heads of school, their four immediate
supervisors, and a simple random selection (from staff identification numbers) of six
academic and five administrative staff within schools.
Interviews were of one hour in duration, and were structured around five open-ended
questions:
a. What do heads of school perceive to be their key roles and responsibilities?
b. What are the key factors that assist heads of school to perform their job effectively?
c. What are the key factors that inhibit heads of school from performing their job
effectively?
d. What factors are likely to attract someone to be a head of school?
e. How might the effectiveness of the role of the head of school be improved?
This paper addresses information and issues relating to the second and third of these
questions.
The process of developing items for inclusion in the questionnaire followed procedures
outiined by Adler & Ziglio (1996), and involved:
a, collating and categorising the information gleaned from the literature review and
heads of school interviews; and
b, developing two to four items to address each of the categories identified.
The paper used a thematic approach for the analysis of information collected through the
interviews and literahire review (Leedy 1997; Neuman 2006). Thematic analysis involves
'identifying the common "themes" (sets of related issues, suggestions, perspectives) that
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emerge from an holistic analysis of the set of interview data, rather than a collation of ideas
and issues based on a one-by-one analysis of information from each individual respondent'
(Smith & Clayton 2008:18).
Four major factors were identified as assisting heads of school to perform their role effectively
and efficientiy: clear policy guidelines and procedures; effective and timely supportfi-omall
levels of the university; sti'ong communication networks; and relevant professional h-aining
and development. Five major factors were identified from the interviews and literature
review as impeding the capacity of heads of school to perform their role effectively and
efficiently: excessive workloads; lack of clarity in policies and procedures; inadequate
university processes and infrastructure; unreasonable expectations of the position; and
personal lack of specific skills and experience. Of the 50 items in the questionnaire, 25 were
used to provide insights into these nine factors (see Table 1).
Table 1 : Questionnaire items and median responses

Item
2 Clear policy guidehnes are essential for heads of school to perform
their function effectively.

Median*
4.6

5. Heads of school need strong and timely support from university management.
7. Heads of school are required to attend an excessive number of Faculty
and university meetings.

4.1

8. Heads of school need to meet regularly with each other to ensure
consistency of decisions and actions.

4.2

11. Heads of school receive inadequate positive feedback from university
management about their efforts and achievements.
12. Few heads of school have significant training or prior experience
in financial management.

4.7

3.9
4.6

14. Heads of school are finding it increasingly difficult to access the quality
and quantity of resources required at the school level.
15. It is important for a head of school to communicate all relevant decisions
openly and quickly to staff.

4.4

17. Managing staff workloads is a major ongoing source of tension and conflict
between heads of school and at least some members of the academic
staff of their schools.

4.9

19. Few heads of school have significant training or prior experience in
human resource management.

4.8

4.4

22. Heads of school receive inadequate positive feedback from academic staff
about their efforts and achievements.
25. The role of the head of school is difficult because university processes
generally are imprecise and ambiguous.
29. It IS important for a head of school to have a sti-ongti-ackrecord as an
academic.

4.1

31. Heads of school are able to contribute directly to the development of
university policies and strategic direction.

2.1

4.7
4.3
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Item
33. Few heads of school have significant training or prior experience in general
management.
36. The role of heads of schools is made difficult because university systems
generally are too slow and inflexible.
38. Heads of school generally are highly committed to the role.
39. Heads of school cannot perform their roles effecfively without the
strong and overt support of the staff in their school.
40. In general, the longer a head of school has been in the posifion, the
more effective the person is in the role.
42. Many staff have unreasonable expectafions of their head of school.
43. Heads of school need a strong administrafive support team if they are
to fulfil their role effecfively.
44. It is important for a head of school to have a successful track record as
a manager.
45. Heads of school have adequate professional development opportunifies
to allow them to adjust to the changing nature of their roles.
47. Heads of school carry far too heavy a management and administrafive load
for the fime allocafion made available to them.
49. The differing expectafions of staff and university management is
a major source of tension for heads of school.

Median*
4.2
4.5
2.0
4.8
4.0
4.4
4.6
4.3
1.9
4.9
4.3

* 5-point Likert scale: 5 = strcfrigly agree, 1 = strongly disagree.

Quesfionnaires were distributed to a sample of university staff comprising:
•
•
•
•

all heads of schools;
all deans;
a random sample, strafified on academic 'level', of 60 academic staff; and
a random sample, stratified on area of employment (such as student support or
finance), of 40 administrafive or 'general' staff.
Biographic informafion about the heads of school in the sample that may have influenced the
views they expressed includes:
• 70 per cent are 55 years of age or older, with only one head of school being under 45
years of age;
• all but one of the heads of school in the sample are male;
• all heads of school are experienced academics, with more than ten years' experience
in a university;
• 70 per cent of the heads of school have been at the current university for ten years or
more; and
• median fime as a head of school is four years.
The overall return rate for quesfionnaires was 53.4 per cent, with all groups exceeding a 40
per cent return rate. Table 1 lists the 25 questionnaire items relafing to the focus of this paper,
together with the median response for each item.
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Questionnaire responses were also subjected to a principal components analysis, with the
components then rotated to their simplest structure using a varimax rotation technique (Cattell
1986; De Vellis 1991). The purpose of conducting the principal components analysis was to assist
the researcher to understand 'the "factors" or "variables" that underlie the way in which
respondents have reacted to the statements contained in the questionnaire' (De Vellis 1991: 92).
Using an eigenvalue cut-off of 1.0, eight components (or 'factors') were identified, accoimting
for 68.6 per cent of the variance. The eight factors were interpreted as follows: accountability and
compliance; management of academic staff; staff communication and interaction; business
background; business management skills; clarity of directions, procedures and policies;
leadership and strategic visioning; and collaboration and collegiality.
Respondents were also given the opportunity in the questionnaire to provide open-ended
comments on the major action(s) that they felt could be taken to improve job effectiveness and
satisfaction for heads of school. Of the 65 respondents who returned a completed questiormaire,
24 (74 per cent) made one or more written comments. Table 2 lists the major issues addressed,
together with the number of respondents who made reference to each of the issues.
Table 2: Suggestions for improvement

Suggestion
Increased targeted training for heads of schools
Make head of school a full or three-quarter-time position
Reduce administrative paperwork
Employ additional administrative staff at school level
Improve efficiency of central administration
Greater HR support for dealing with difficult staff
Abolish faculties and devolve functions to schools
Reduce the size of large schools
Clarify the strategic direction of the university
Greater overt support from executive deans for heads of schools
Clearer/more transparent provision of financial data to schools
Greater funding to schools
Increased academic level while in head of school role
Increased allowance for heads of schools
Schools to administer their own courses
Appoint deputy heads of schools
Upgrade levels of administrative staff in schools
Increase leave provisions for heads of schools
Implement succession planning for prospective heads of schools
University to provide stronger support to heads of schools with
difficult staff

Frequency
22
18
16
16
12
12
10
10
8
8
8
6
6
4
4
4
4
3
3
2
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Discussion of the Findings
The study idenfified 11 major factors that appear to impact on the effectiveness of a head of
school, at least at the case study university. In general, these factors either promote or inhibit
the effectiveness of the role based on the extent to which they are present or, conversely,
absent. The order in which the factors are discussed should not be seen to reflect priority of
importance - indeed, the sense gained by the researcher through this study was that all of the
factors are of high importance, not only individually but also in the way they interact to
affect outcomes.
The major factors that were identified through the study are: the level, nature and extent of
previous experience in business and human resource management; the level of commitment
to the role by the incumbent; the nature and quality of initiation to the role, and of ongoing
professional development; the personal credibility, charisma and 'style' of the incumbent;
time available for the role; the extent to which the nature and expectations of the role have
been clearly and comprehensively defined; the length of fime that the incumbent has been in
the position; the availability of finances and other resources; the degree of support from
university management; the degree of support from colleagues, both academic and
administrative; and the capacity of the head of school to influence relevant university
strategies, policies and processes.
The Level, Nature and Extent of Previous Experience in Business
Contemporary management theorists generally support the proposition that the knowledge
and skills necessary for effective management (as distinct from leadership) primarily are
learned competencies (Covey 2004; Peters & Waterman 2004; Luecke 2006). Further, Matta
and Ashkenas (2005) argue that a lack of 'deep knowledge' about the management processes
needed by the organisation can lead to duplication of processes and procedures, suboptimisation of the use of resources, and lost opportunities.
AU of the heads of school interviewed for this study openly acknowledged that their own
lack of knowledge, skills and experience in business and human resource management
creates significant problems for them in performing their role. This is not to argue that a head
of school primarily or exclusively should have a business rather than an academic
background, because a practical understanding of context arguably is just as important as
acquired management knowledge and skills in achieving producfive outcomes (Luecke
2006). The assertion is, however, that among the professional background of a head of school
should be significant exposure to the processes and experiences that build business acumen,
knowledge and skill.
The Level of Commitment to the Role by the Incumbent
The findings from the study suggest that the level of commitment among heads of school
primarily reflects the nofion of 'sense of duty' rather than an enthusiastic commitment to
what the position can achieve and the opportunities it can unveil, both personally and
organisationally. Indeed, for the questionnaire item 'Heads of school generally are highly
committed to the role', the overaU median response was 2.0, indicafing that most people
disagreed with the statement. This has importance for both the role of head of school and the
university, given the findings reported by Covey (2005) that the greater the level of overt
commitment to a role, the harder a person will work to exhibit quaUty performance and to
achieve desired outcomes and goals.
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The Nature and Quality of Initiation to the Role, and of Ongoing
Professional Development
All but two of the heads of school interviewed for this study indicated that they had received
little or no specific training at the time of accepting their initial appointment, and had little or no
management experience or training prior to their current appointment. Nevertheless, they all
expressed a seemingly genuine desire to engage in as much relevant training - formal or
informal - as possible, both at the time of taking up their initial appointment and in an ongoing
mode. As shown in Table 1, the overall median response to the questionnaire item 'Heads of
school have adequate professional development opportunities to allow them to adjust to the
changing nature of their roles' was 1,9, with all groups disagreeing with the statement.
Research reported by Stewart (1997) suggests that developing and managing the 'intellectual
and behavioral assets' of middle managers will not only impact on the capacity of
incumbents to perform their role successfully, but may also have a significant influence on
the capacity of the university itself to perform successfully in an increasingly competitive
educational environment.
The Personal Credibility, Charisma and 'Style' of the Incumbent
A consistent theme to emerge from this study is that of potentially equal importance with
what heads of school actually do may be the notion of how they go about doing it, Bennis &
Thomas (2004: 152) suggest that the impact of the manager's persona - their public image
and approach as they go about their role of managing - significantly explains the question
'Why is it that certain people seem to naturally inspire confidence, loyalty and hard work,
while others (who may have just as much vision and smarts) stumble, again and again?'.
There was strong support from the questionnaire responses (items 15, 29 and 44 - see Table 1)
for the proposition that heads of school need to have a successful track record as both an
academic and a manager, and to have an open and inclusive decision-making style. This
proposition is also strongly supported in the literature (Gaither 2002; Gmelch & Schuh 2005;
Holbeche 2004),
Items 12,19 and 33 of the questionnaire, along with interview comments from the heads of school
themselves, strongly suggest that heads of school generally do not have sufficient prior
experience and training for the role, particularly with respect to successful business management.
Heads of school, however, would appear to be in a 'Catch 22' situation. Very few academics who
are widely acknowledged as leaders in their discipline area have had the opportunity to acquire
high-level business management skills, and conversely, very few highly successful business
managers have been in a position to acquire high-level professional standing in their discipline
area (through, for example, research and publication). As a consequence, it would seem
reasonable to expect a head of school to have acquired significant credibility as either an
academic or a business manager, but not both. This raises the issue of whether the role of head of
school should be packaged into a single appointment, or whether the academic and business
dimensions of the role should be ascribed to different people on the basis of their specific
expertise, as happens in a number of areas of industry (Peters & Waterman 2004),
Time Available for the Role
The most strongly supported questionnaire item for this study, among all stakeholders
sampled, was 'Heads of school carry far too heavy a management and administrative load
for the time allocation made available to them'. Every one of the heads of school interviewed
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Stated, with considerable emphasis, that it is simply impossible for them to address the
requirements of their role within the time allocated to them. Indeed, it was reported that
most heads of school are having to regularly work at night and on weekends to address the
combined managerial and academic components of their role.
Availability of time to undertake the role, however, is far more complex than merely
assigning minutes to tasks - it also includes the notions of priority and importance. When
heads of school allege they do not have sufficient time to undertake particular activities, they
may actually be saying, in part at least, that they have not attributed a sufficiently high
priority to those activities, because they have not been assessed either as being of sufficient
urgency or of sufficient importance in relation to other activities. A confounding notion here
is the issue of whose assessment of urgency and importance determines the prioritisation of
activities. Clearly, the heads of school will have their own concepts of urgency and
importance, but so too will their 'bosses' - the deans.
It would also seem reasonable to assert that the more experience, knowledge and skill
possessed by a head of school, the less time in general that will be needed to complete tasks
and resolve issues. If this is true, then it follows that some of the time concerns expressed by
heads of school may relate, in part at least, to deficiencies in their acquired experience,
knowledge and skill as a manager.
The Extent to which the Nature and Expectations of the Role have been
Clearly and Comprehensively Defmed
All of the heads of school interviewed for this study expressed the view that their capacity to
perform their roles efficiently and effectively is undermined by policy guidelines and
procedures that are ambiguous and lacking in detail. This also was strongly supported by the
questionnaire responses (items 2,25,36 and 49). Heads of school also expressed concern that the
policies and procedures are often difficult to access, and are constantly being changed without
notice or consultation. Certainly, most contemporary management writers would support the
need for expectations of managers to be clear, and the criteria against which performance will be
assessed to be overt (Matta & Ashkenas 2005; Peters & Waterman 2004).
The call by heads of school for clear and comprehensive policies and procedures would
appear to be compatible with a quest for certainty, and perhaps also stability, with respect to
their position. This raises an interesting and potentially important issue about the extent to
which it is possible or even desirable to seek certainty and stability in an organisation
experiencing fundamental, pervasive and continual change. Ambiguous environments
demand flexibility (Peters 2005), and that means policies and procedures that guide practices
rather than stipulate them, and that emancipate decision-making rather than control it.
The Length of Time that the Incumbent has been in the Position
Most management writers argue for a correlation between relevant experience and the
capacity to fulfil the role of manager (Bennis & Thomas 2004; Garvin & Roberto 2001).
Research by Benoit and Heiman (2002) supports the proposition that these arguments also
hold true for university heads of school. Support for this perception came from Item 40 of the
questionnaire ('In general, the longer a head of school has been in the position, the more
effective the person is in the role'), which had an overall median response of 4.0.
Interestingly, the only group not to have a median response to this item greater than 4.0 was
the heads of school themselves, whose median was 3.6.
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The Availability of Finances and Other Resources
Covey (2005) argues that the more difficult it is to access resources (financial, physical,
human and information-based), the more difficult is the task of management, parficularly as
accountability measures to ensure wise allocation and use of those resources increases.
Informafion gleaned from the interviews, supported by the 4.4 median response to item 14 of
the questionnaire ('Heads of school are finding it increasingly difficult to access the quality
and quanfity of resources required at the school level'), strongly suggests that resources are
becoming harder to access at the school level, and this is creafing increased stress and
workload for heads of school.
The Degree of Support from University Management
Several writers have highUghted the importance to heads of school of receiving specific and
ongoing support from senior university management (Deem 2000; DeWitt & Card 2003;
Smith 2005b). This was also a consistent theme to emerge from the interviews conducted for
this study, and was strongly supported by the median of 4.7 given to Item 5 of the
questionnaire ('Heads of school need strong and timely support from university
management').
Amabile (2005: 124) suggests that the most powerful support that senior management can
offer its middle managers is recognifion and rewards, but, she cautions, ' ... not providing
sufficient rewards and recognifion can spawn negative feelings ... People can feel used, or at
least underappreciated. And it is rare to find the energy and passion of intrinsic mofivation
coupled with resentment'. In this context, the 3.9 median response to Item 11 of the
quesfionnaire ('Heads of school receive inadequate positive feedback from university
management about their efforts and achievements') may be a cause of some concern for the
case study university.
The Degree of Support from Colleagues, both Academic and Administrative
A strong message from the interviews with heads of school in this study was that they cannot
perform their role efficienfiy and effectively without the strong and overt support of the
academic and administrafive colleagues in their schools. This was endorsed by the high
median response of 4.8 to Item 39 of the quesfionnaire: 'Heads of school cannot perform their
roles effecfively without the strong and overt support of the staff in their school'.
To a large extent, heads of school indicated that the support they require is task based; that is,
they need colleagues to take at least parfial responsibiUty for complefing the plethora of
administrafive and academic tasks confronfing schools. There also was a strong plea from
heads of school, however, for support in the form of pafience and understanding, both in
that not everything can be done straight away and in that the head of school can not always
meet aU of the requests or expectafions of colleagues. It is not necessarily surprising, then,
that the heads of school also identified non-supporfive colleagues as their single greatest
source of frustration, stress, and time commitment.
Another aspect of collégial support, idenfified both through interviews and Item 8 of the
quesfionnaire, is the very high importance attached to the nature and strength of networks
with other heads of school. The strengths of this peer network are seen to include sharing of
information, ideas, experiences and solufions to problems, as well as providing 'emotional
support' during times of extreme stress and engendering consistency of approach and
decision-making across the university.
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The Capacity of the Head of School to Influence Relevant

University

Strategies, Policies and Processes
Research by Tucker (1994) suggested that the status of the position of head of school in the
university hierarchy, and the status of the individual head of school within the university,
are important determinants of performance because of the attendant 'power' to support
decisions and decision-making. Seagren, Creswell & Wheeler (1993: 2) suggest that this
relates to the capacity of heads of school to 'understand the political forces and processes of
the institution ... and skillfully maneuver groups and coalitions' while Moses and Roe (1990:
214) suggest that it is because heads of school have 'a preference for being in control rather
than being controlled'.
The median response of just 2.1 to Item 31 of the questionnaire, 'Heads of school are able to
contribute directly to the development of university policies and strategic direction',
suggests that heads of school at the case study university are not seen to occupy a
particularly powerful position in relation to the overall direction and processes of the
university, a suggestion often supported through the interviews.

Conclusion
This paper has reported the findings of an exploratory investigation into the factors
impacting on the capacity of heads of school at an Australian university to perform their
roles successfully. It has provided insights into a range of significant challenges for
university middle management at the case study university, and perhaps at other Australian
universities. In so doing, it has directly brought into question aspects of the current decisionmaking paradigm in Australian universities.
The study provided support for the proposition that the head of school essentially must
'bridge the gap' between senior management and the academic staff of the university, and
that this creates a number of 'tensions' with respect to the role. Among these tensions are the
following:
a. The tension between required deliverables and available resources. Sustaining desired
levels of activity and performance is becoming increasingly difficult for heads of
school, who must juggle decreasing budgets, increasing output demands, and everincreasing pressure on staff workloads.
b. The tension between the performance expectations associated with the position and the levels
of management/ leadership expertise and previous experience held by most heads of schools.
Heads of school are expected to be highly effective academic managers, business
managers and educational leaders, even though they generally have littie previous
experience in those areas, and are provided with little preparation for the roles. This
dissonance between performance requirement and performance capacity can create
significant stress for incumbents.
c. The tension between the roles of 'academic leader ¡manager' and 'entrepreneur'. Traditional
university values that centre around the primacy of learning and the discipline often
come into conflict with market forces and the increasing pressure for universities to
be more business-like in their operation. The resolution of this dilemma is difficult if
not impossible, but it is the head of school who is positioned at the nexus with a
primary brief to cope with the resultant tensions.
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The study reported in this paper idenfified that heads of school generally appear to fulfU two
major funcfions: management of business activity and management of learning processes
and outcomes. In a number of areas, these two acfivities seem to overlap and often support
one another, but in other areas it seems that they are in significant conflict. Increasingly, the
business management agendas are being driven by senior university management in
response to financial and compefifive forces. The educafional agendas primarUy are driven
by academic coUeagues, and by the underpinning philosophies and beliefs of the heads of
school themselves. If heads of school are to meet the rapidly changing and escalating
challenges of their posifion, then universities will need to be much more flexible, adaptive
and strategic in their approaches to management and leadership structures and processes,
for as Einstein (cited in Covey 2004:103) quipped: 'The significant challenges we face cannot
be solved at the same level of thinking we were at when we created them'.
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A Study of US Academic Deans'
Involvement in College Students'
Academic Success
Eunsook Hyun

Abstract: The study examined 101 US academic deans' perceptions of their involvement in students'
academic success. Usable responses to a web-based survey totalled 101 of 242 sent, or 42 per cent. Key
findings revealed that most deans associate students' academic success with retention, which they
view as more directly linked to individual learner accountability affected by Prekindergarten (PK)-12
educational experiences than to institutional accountability. Academic deans realise the importance of
working with and building partnerships with PK-12 schools to support students' academic success in
college. The number of years of deanship experience, institutional type (private vs. public), and
Carnegie classification^ (institutional diversity) affect academic deans' perceptions of leadership that
foster students' academic success. One of the most challenging aspects of deans' leadership as it affects
students' academic success is hiring well-qualified faculty and working with faculty and department
chairs to enhance academic advising and an promote innovative, high-quality curriculum for the
global knowledge economy.

Introduction
From a global perspecfive on university leadership, academic deans are meant to facilitate
the effective functioning of the academic unit (the college of education, college of medicine,
and so on); their principal responsibility is for students' academic success. In the context of

' In 1970, the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education classified colleges and universities to support its program of
research and policy analysis. Derived from empirical data on colleges and universities, the Carnegie Classification was
published for use by other researchers in 1973 and updated in 1976,1987,1994,2000, and 2005. For over three decades,
the Carnegie Classification has been the leading framework for describing institutional diversity (i.e., private liberal arts
college, 4-year public baccalaureate college, comprehensive 4-year doctoral research extensive public institution, and
community college) in US higher education. It has been widely used in the study of higher education, both as a way to
represent and control institutional differences and also in the design of research studies to ensure adequate
representation of sampled institutions, students, or faculty (Source:
http: / / www.camegiefoundation.org/classifications/).
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US higher education institutions (HEIs), the leadership role of the academic dean^ comprises
the multiple responsibilities of academic advocate, fiscal expert, fundraiser, politician,
pseudo-parent (not just to the students but to faculty as well as staff), colleague, intellectual
leader, strategic planner, chief mediator and diplomat (Gould 1964; Bright & Richards 2001).
Currently, the US academic deanship is viewed as a legally (Jenkins 2003), politically (Rich
2006) and ideologically (Pence 2003) challenging position. All HEIs require effective
academic deans who are well prepared for and committed to a career in academic leadership
(Pence 2003). By comparison. Lee and Hoyle (2002) examined academic deans (e.g., dean of
college of medicine) in China and the UK and discovered no difference whether the
background of the dean is academic, clinical or administrative; managerial skills are the most
important qualifications necessary to tackle the three-way tension between management,
academic leadership and professional leadership. In the management of contemporary HEIs
in the UK, manager-academics from heads of departments (department chairs) through
deans to pro-vice-chancellors (provosts, chief executive officers of academic affairs) and vicechancellors (university presidents) are subject to rigorous external accountability in which
continuous monitoring and auditing of performance and academic quality dominate. This
particular phenomenon responds primarily to the changing external environment, including
'massification', resource constraint, the audit (UK system) or accreditation (US system)
culture, and globalisation (Altbach 1996; Enders & Teichler 1997; Deem 2007).
Over the last decade across the USA, under the notion of academic leadership and
restructuring of higher education in light of responsive institutional management (Rich
2006), academic deans have increasingly been held responsible for politically charged
'measurable outcomes' of students' academic success (e.g., access, retention rate, graduation
rate, cost containment, learning outcomes and employability): institutional accountability
has emerged as a dominant and significant social and political responsibility, resulting in
dramatic changes in the work of academic deans (Rosser, Johnsrud & Heck 2003).
Purpose of the Study
Institutional accountability should be approached with dual goals in mind (e.g., Wolverton
& Poch 2006): one regards external accountability to deal with political pressures from
outside the academy; the other, internal aspects of institutional improvement that affect
student academic success in a comprehensive manner. What requires further study,
however, is the manner in which academic deans perceive their current involvement in
fostering students' academic success - particularly under political pressure for
accountability from outside the academy (e.g.. Spellings 2005; Commission on the Future of

^ In the context of US colleges and universities, the academic dean is distinctly different from other kinds of deans (e.g.,
dean of student affairs, dean of undergraduate studies). The title of academic dean has been reserved for those
institutional administrative leaders who occupy the top organizational positions at discipline-specific colleges within
universities (e.g., dean of engineering, dean of education, dean of medicine). In the history of US higher education, the
deanship and the title "dean" gained universal acceptance in 1913 (Deferrari 1956). According to Dupont (1968), until the
1960s deans at higher education institutions (HEIs) were unprepared for institutional leadership and administration
because the majority of them had entered deanships directly from senior-level academic faculty positions, where their
main tasks comprised teaching and research; deanships by contrast involved elusive tasks lacking uniformity in content
and function (Wolverton, Gmelch, Montez & Nies 2001).
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Higher Education^ 2006; Deem 2007) - while they simultaneously approach the challenge
internally with institutional improvement. The current study investigated the way US
academic deans in the state of Ohio perceive their involvement in the academic success of the
students enrolled in their institutions.
Perspectives
In the history of higher education in the US, a pattern of political initiatives driven by
nationalism (e.g., the MorrUl Act of 1862, the GI Bill of 1944, and the Higher Educafion Act of
1965) and directly influencing administrative, academic and student affairs at colleges and
universities has been clearly evident (Smith 1983; Özkirimli 2000). Currently, the US
academic dean is expected to be a leader with sociopolitical and economic responsibilities.
The tradifional image of the US academic dean as scholarly leader has changed dramatically,
recast as that of a business executive with political intelligence and economic savvy (Gmelch,
Wolverton, Wolverton & Sarros 1999; Raines & Alberg 2003; Rosser et al. 2003). In
comparison with Australian academic deans, whose scholarly responsibilities are greater
than those of US academic deans, the latter group tends to experience a higher level of stress
resulting from leadership responsibilities (Gmelch et al. 1999).
The traditional role of the academic dean in students' academic success was at one time
simply reactive and celebratory (for example, recognising and rewarding students with high
GPAs at an annual dinner or graduation): the academic dean was basically a hierarchical,
technical, celebratory functionary in the organisational system (Krahenbuhl 2004). Because
of the neoconservafive ideology shaping US education policy (Hyun 2003, 2006) (e.g., US
Department of Education 2001; Spellings 2005; Commission on the Future of Higher
Education 2006) the nature of the involvement of academic deans in the academic success of
students has shifted. Academic deans' responsibilities now include political and economic

^ In September 2005, US Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings spoke at the meeting of the Commission on the
Future of Higher Education in Charlotte, North Carolina. Her speech, entitled 'A National Dialogue: Commission on
the Future of Higher Education" was driven by nationalism and neoconservative ideology, and in it she stated:
In today's global economy, the best jobs go to the most skilled and most motivated workers. Around 80 percent of the
fastest-growing jobs require at least some postsecondary education. That means a college education is more important
than ever
We must develop a comprehensive national strategy for postsecondary education. We need a coordinated
approach to meet rising enrollment numbers and new economic demands. The commission will tackle vital questions,
such as how can we ensure that college is affordable and accessible? And how well are institutions of higher education
preparing our students to compete in the new global economy? (pp. 1-2)
As a result a national commission was formed, charged with developing a comprehensive national strategy for
postsecondary education to meet the demands of the diverse US population and also address the country's future
economic requirements, including staffing the workforce. With a membership troublingly lacking a balance of
academic leaders and business leaders (Jaschik 2007), one year later, in September 2006, the Commission on the Future
of Higher Education released a report entitled A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of US Higher Education (US

Department of Education 2006). The primary challenges identified in the report included the following: (a) expanding
college access particularly to low-income and minority students (access), (b) keeping college affordable (affordability),
(c) improving learning by utilising new knowledge and instructional technology (quality and innovation), (d)
preparing secondary students for higher education (PreKindergarten (PK)-12 relationship-building), (e) increasing
accountability for educational outcomes (accountability), (f) internationalising the student experience
(internationalization), and (g) increasing opportunities for lifelong education and workforce training (lifelong learning
and employability). The seven areas of emphasis are interconnected and interdependent in their potential to impact
students' academic success as it relates with their employability and the comparative global knowledge economy.
Academic success and employment are no longer perceived as the personal affairs of individual students; they are the
collective responsibility of HEIs in collaboration with PK-12 school systems and industry (Hyun 2008).

91

92

ISEA » Volume 37, Number 2,2009

components in order to assure equal access, affordability, quality of technological
innovation, accountability and internationalisation. College students' academic success and
their employability are no longer perceived as the personal affairs of individual students;
they are the collective responsibility of HEIs in collaboration with Prekindergarten (PK)-12
school systems and industry.
On one hand HEIs must comply with emerging political demands; on the other hand, over
the long term, the only meaningful bottom line for universities is promoting academic
success (Rich 2006), The fundamental and primary measure of HEIs' academic success is the
success of its students; all other measures of success are plagiaristic (Rich 2006: 41),
Academic deans' essential responsibility for students' success lies in the four prime areas
that provide the rationale for HE organisations as academic institutions: curriculum,
advising, quality of teaching, and technology for innovation (Bright & Richards 2001).
Students' academic success coincident with institutional academic success depends on the
following: top-level leadership of the academic unit (i.e,, academic deans); quality of faculty
scholarship, productivity and teaching effectiveness; level of students' academic preparation
from PK-12 education; rigour of academic programmes; diversified up-to-date curriculum of
high quality; public service and engagement; an infrastructure supporting teaching, learning
and research (e,g,, libraries, laboratories, classrooms, instructional technology, academic
supporting centres); and highly qualified and diverse students, faculty, staff and
administrators.
Research Questions
A good deal of the literature on academic deans has focused on their personal experiences
(e.g,, Morris 1981; Rosovsky 1990; Fenstermacher 1995; Austin, Ahearn & English 1997; Fagin
1997; Bright & Richards 2001); administrative behavior (Favero 2006); dilemmas (Cleveland
1960; Pence 2003; Harris 2006); conflicts (Feltner & Goodsell 1972); governance, management
and decision-making skills (Baldridge 1971; Sagaria 1988); what they 'ought to do' (e,g..
Tucker & Bryan 1988; Creswell & England 1994; Thiessen & Howey 1998; Wolverton,
Gmelch, Montez & Nies 2001; Krahenbuhl 2004); and the effectivness of their leadership as
perceived by faculty, staff and other administrators (e,g., Matczynski, Lasley & Haberman
1989; Fincher 1996; Rosser et al, 2003). A few international comparisons of academic deans
have dealt with stress (e,g,, US vs, Australia [Lee & Hoyle 2002]); backgrounds (e.g,, UK vs.
China, deans of college of medicine [Gmelch et al, 1999]); dealing with external constituents
(e,g,, US vs, Europe, deans of business schools [Bolton 1996]); and management of academic
quality for globalisation and the global knowledge economy (e,g,, UK universities [Deem
2007], Finnish universities [Anyamele 2007]),
As a normative assumption, fundamental to this study, facilitating students' academic
success lies at the forefront of academic deans' consciousness and efforts. At this point,
however, few empirical researchers have investigated academic deans' perceptions,
concerns, difficulties and dilemmas in fostering the academic success of the students in their
units. Because the roles and responsibilities of academic deans continuously evolve,
particularly under the current politically charged notion of accountability in light of college
students' academic success, this study investigated the following questions:
• Question 1: What particular issues or influences do academic deans most closely
associate with their own definition and understanding of college students' academic
success?
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• Question 2: What particular aspect of academic deans' leadership practice do they
perceive as important in fostering students' academic success?
• Question 3: In what particular leadership practices do academic deans most
frequenfly engage during the regular academic year to foster students' academic
success?
• Question 4: What concerns, difficulties or dilemmas do academic deans inherently
face with regard to proactive and strategic methods to enhance students' academic
success?

Methodology
As a participant in a statewide higher-education administration-executive leadership
academy in Ohio, USA, the author examined various aspects of Ohio academic deans'
facilitating the academic success of college students in HEls of different types (private vs.
public) and classifications (private liberal arts college, four-year public baccalaureate college,
comprehensive four-year doctoral research extensive public institution, and community
college). Generally reflecting the composition of deanships in the US HEls, Ohio deans from
various college/university types and classifications participated in this study.
Research Design and Instrument
A web-based survey was used to reach out to academic deans at public and private
universities in Ohio, USA. The survey comprised two parts: Part 1 concerned demographic
information about the academic deans, and Part 2 included three sets of quantitative
questions to be answered with a five-point Likert scale (0 - not important, 1 - least important,
2 - somewhat important, 3 - important, 4 - most important; or 0 - have not done yet, 1 - only
if it is needed, 2 - at least annually, 3 - at least per semester, 4 - very frequently). The purpose
of the first set of questions was to identify what academic deans regarded as the most
important matters in their own definition of college students' academic success - quality of
high school education, affordability, retention, timely graduation, grade point average,
breadth of liberal arts education, depth of vocational education, employability, and students'
pass rates on the discipline-related state- and/or national-level professional exams. These
items were identified by the Commission on the Future of Higher Education and presented
in the report entitled A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of US Higher Education (US

Department of Education 2006). Participants were also encouraged to contribute their own
definition of college students' academic success. The second set of questions asked deans
about their perceptions of their practice with regard to students' academic success ('How
important is the dean's leadership in ensuring the following [23 items were listed] for
students' academic success?'). The third set of questions asked academic deans to self-report
on practices in which they currently engaged ('I have engaged in the following practices
[coinciding with the 23 items noted above] to enhance students' academic success during the
regular academic year'). Following each set of questions, participants were offered the option
of writing additional thoughts or comments. Some of the verbatim responses to the openended items were used to support quantitative results in the findings section of this paper.
In addition, an open-ended qualitative question at the end of survey asked, 'In terms of
students' academic success, what concerns, difficulties, or dilemmas do you face as an
academic dean?' These particular qualitative data were collected to uncover in the academic
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deans' own voices their perceptions of students' academic success and their own
engagement in deanship.
In a pilot study for the survey instrument, three academic deans (a dean of education, a dean
of arts and science, a dean of business) and one vice-provost of academic affairs from
different types and categories of Carnegie-classified institutions (private liberal arts college,
four-year public baccalaureate coUege, comprehensive four-year doctoral research extensive
public institufion, and community college) reviewed and provided suggestions to the
researcher to make the survey tool user-friendly and content congruent.
Definitions
Academic Deans

Academic deans are institutional administrative leaders, unit-level head-leaders, who
occupy the top organisafional posifions at discipline-specific colleges within universifies
(e.g., dean of arts and sciences, dean of business, dean of education, dean of engineering,
dean of nursing, dean of medicine).
Retention

In the US HE context, college student retention involves the way students enrol, stay
enrolled, complete their degrees, or drop out. Retention refers to the flow of students through
college over a discrete period of time and is usually described in two different ways: (a) as
degree complefion vs. noncomplefion, and (b) as dropping out vs. not dropping out.
Participants
The survey was distributed to academic deans in Ohio's pubUc and private HEIs via email.
Academic deans' email addresses were idenfified and gathered through the Ohio InterUniversity Council (IUC). From September 2006 until 31 January 2007, the survey was
avaUable online through Kent State University's online survey system. After the first survey
announcement was sent out to the deans, a reminder email followed every three weeks to
increase the participants' response rate. The reminder email was sent only to individuals
who had not yet responded to the survey. This particular technique was effective in
increasing response rate.
Of the 242 academic deans solicited to parficipate in the study, 121 returned the survey,
yielding a response rate of 50 per cent. Among the surveys returned, 101 (48 per cent) data
sets were usable for analysis. Forty-two (34.7 per cent) academic deans from private
institutions, 59 (48.8 per cent) from public institutions, and 20 (16.5 per cent) from
unidentified sectors participated in this study. The parficipating deans identified the
Carnegie classificafion of their insfitufions as foUows: Baccalaureate - Associate, 15 (12.4 per
cent); Baccalaureate - General, 9 (7.4 per cent); Baccalaureate - Liberal Arts, 7 (5.8 per cent);
Master's, 23 (19.0 per cent); Doctoral/Research - Extensive, 20 (16.5 per cent);
Doctoral/Research - Intensive, 27 (27.3 per cent); and unidenfified, 20 (16.5 per cent). Those
who completed the 101 usable surveys averaged seven years of deanship experience, ranging
from 0 to 30 years, and 19 years of faculty experience, ranging from 0 to 41 years.
Among the 101 academic deans, five had no faculty experience prior to their current
deanship. At the fime the survey was conducted, experience of first-time deans ranged from
12 years to less than one year. Over 54 per cent of academic deans participating in this study
had 0-5 years of deanship experience. Over 50 per cent of academic deans in this study were
in their second deanship position with fewer than five years total deanship experience.
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Prior to the deanship, about 36 per cent (37) of the deans served as department chair, 23 per
cent (23) as assistant or associate dean, and 13 per cent (13) as programme coordinator. Five
percent (5) came from industry, and 2 per cent (2) from the military; 21 per cent (20) did not
identify their previous position or came from other professional backgrounds.
Data Analysis
Quantitative Data Analysis

All statistics were computed using the software Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS, version 13.0). Quantitative data multivariable analysis (ANOVA) was used to analyse
the data. For the statistical data analysis, the data were weighted by institutional type
(private or public), Carnegie classification, years of deanship experience, and years of faculty
experience; and these categories were used as independent variables for data analyses.
Qualitative Data Analysis

To interpret the data emanating from the qualitative open-ended questions, Strauss and
Corbin's (1990) three coding systems (open, axial, and selective coding) were used. In total,
111 qualitative written comments totalling 5,744 words were collected. The aim of the
qualitative data analysis was to identify emerging patterns in the participants' written
comments as they related to the research questions. Multiple readings of the written
comments were completed in the initial stage of open coding, which involved breaking
down, examining, comparing, conceptualising and categorising the data to capture patterns
in the deans' perspectives on students' academic success.
Open coding produced seven categories, listed here with sample comments:
a. student accountability (e.g., 'student apathy', 'students' lack of commitment',
'students' personal lives');
b. faculty accountability (e.g., 'holding faculty accountable', 'understanding that
academic success is everyone's business');
c. challenging issues deriving from internal or institutional policy (e.g., 'the quality of
admitted student has much to do with student academic success'; 'with the open
admission university policy, we have no options');
d. challenging issues deriving from external forces (e.g., 'poor high school
preparation');
e. budget and resource issues (e.g., 'budget cutting and resource reallocation');
f. effective strategies for unit accountability as it relates to students' academic success
(e.g., 'apart from the university policy, we have developed our own retention plan
for students' academic success'); and
g. the participating deans' sense-making of the benefit of the survey (e.g., 'This
survey has caused me to consider additional forums and strategies for student
retention and thus academic success').
To analyse the data further in light of the research question, the researcher used the second
stage of analysis, axial coding, which entails a set of procedures whereby the seven categories
from the open coding were resorted based on the research question to determine elements of
the academic deans' challenges (e.g., 'retention issues', 'working with faculty on a unionised
campus'), concerns (e.g., 'students are working too many hours to pay attention to their own

95

96

ISEA « Volume 37, Number 2,2009

academic accountabiUty'), or dilemmas (e.g., 'lack of [deans'] personal connecfion with most
students').
In the final stage of data analysis, selective coding yielded the foUowing core categories:
a. challenges, concerns, and dilemmas associated with student and faculty
accountabiUty;
b. curriculum matters;
c. internal institutional factors; and
d. external (social and poUtical) influences.
These categories, systematicaUy related to existing categories, were triangulated, and the
relafionships were validated. Categories were filled in where needed, and further refinement
coincided with the quanfitative findings. Finding 4 in the foUowing section presents five
asserfions resulting from the selective coding.

Findings
Finding I
In response to Research Quesfion 1 (What parficular issues/influences do academic deans
most associate with their own definifion and understanding of coUege students' academic
success?), retention (M=3.33) was the factor most frequently cited. Academic deans at public
institufions tended to emphasise retenfion more strongly in their definifion of students'
academic success than did academic deans at private insfitutions (M=3.49 public/3.10
private; p=.OOl, see Table 1). In many cases retenfion was defined as a process depending on
individual students' motivated learner behaviours in conjuncfion with learner accountability
and interaction with faculty and professionals within the discipline: 'In my definition,
student motivation, student desire to complete a programme for a livelihood, student
acfivities for a well-rounded experience, student class parficipation, student accountability,
student and faculty interaction, student making connection to someone within the
professional field of choice - those are the things that determine the academic success of a
student.'"

'Master's/Private Institution, 1st year of deanship and 34 years of faculty experiences, pass to deanship-Department
Chair.

ISEA » Volume 37, Number 2,2009

Table 1 : Issues or influences most frequently associated with coiiege students' academic
success
Qla-Qli

Private (n=42)
M

Public (n=59)

SD

M

SD

F

P

a. The quality of high school
education

2,79

.925

3.07

,848

2,517

,116

b. Affordability (e.g,, tuition,
financial aid)

1,88

1.017

2,25

1,092

3,033

.085

c. Retention

3,10

.656

3,49

,537

11,100

,001*

d. Timely graduation

2,95

,661

2.88

.873

.197

,658

e. Grade point average

2,67

,874

2,75

,575

.301

,585

f. Breadth of liberal arts
education

3,02

,643

2.73

,887

3.375

,069

g. Depth of vocational
education (the basic skills)

2,12

1,234

1,80

1,111

1,885

,173

h. Employability

2,88

,803

3.00

.871

,489

,486

i. Students' pass rates on
the discipline-related stateand/or national-level
professional exams

2,74

1.127

3,02

.974

1.763

,187

Note: Based on the scale of 0 (not important) to 4 (most important), *p < 0,05

Finding 2
In response to Research Question 2 (What particular aspect of leadership practice do
academic deans perceive as important in fostering students' academic success?), responding
deans identified the following factors as important in fostering students' academic success:
quality of faculty hiring (M=3.79), maintaining and promoting innovative and high-quality
academic curriculum (M=3,63), deans' effective relationships with the faculty to promote the
high-quality curriculum development and innovative teaching necessary to underscore
programme accountability (M=3.60), level of faculty support (M=3.48), quaUty of advising
(M=3,46), extent of student connection with faculty (M=3,41), and effective relationships
with institutional constituents (e.g., the university president, provost, other academic deans)
(M=3,04),
Academic deans at public institutions rated the following more highly than those at private
institutions: quality of faculty hiring (M=3.88 public/3.67 private, p=.O31), the quality of
chair's leadership (M=3.42 public/3,14 private, p=,038), the amount of institutional
scholarship funds available (M=2,95 public/2,48 private, p=,014), partnership building with
PK-12 school systems (M=2,44 public/1,88 private, p=.008), and effective relationship with
state- and/or federal-level political officeholders (M=2,47 public/2.00 private, p=0.24) (See
Table 2),
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Table 2: Deans' perceived leadership role by type

Q2a-Q2t

g. The quality of faculty
hiring
i. The quality of chairs'
leadership
k. The amount of institutional
scholarship funds available
m Partnership building
with PK-12 school systems
q. Effective relationships
with state- and federal-level
political officeholders

Private
(n=42)
M
SD

Public
(n=59)
M
SD

F

P

3.67

.650

3.88

.326

4.763

.031*

3.14

.683

3.42

.649

4.400

.038»

2.48

.917

2.95

.955

6.222

.014»

1.88

1.041

2.44

1.005

7.392

.008»

2.00

1.036

2.47

.977

5.256

.024»

Note: Based on the scale of O (not important) to 4 (most important). *p < 0.05

Years of deanship experience significantly influenced the deans' views on fostering students'
academic success through flexible academic programmes (p=.O22) and faculty support
(p=.O22). Deans with 11-15 years of experience perceived (M=3.20) flexibility of academic
programmes as more important than those with deanship experience of other duration.
Deans with 0-5 years of deanship experience rated the level of faculty support more highly
(M=3.58) than those with deanship experience of other duration (see Table 3). First-time
deans at public institutions with fewer than 5 years' deanship experience and whose
backgrounds were in the nonacademic sector frequently commented on their new realisation
of the importance of partnership-building with PK-12 educational systems to college
students' academic success: 'In my own development as a dean, I have only recently realised
the extent of importance of partnership with PK-12 as we have struggled with the poor
preparation of students for college-level work.'^ It is evident that deans' years of deanship
experience and their work prior to the deanship (e.g., academic or nonacademic) may affect
their views on unit leadership as it impacts students' academic success.

^ Doctoral/Research-Extensive, public institution, 7 years of deanship, and no faculty experience, pass to
deanship-industry.
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Table 3: Deans' perceived leadership role by the total years of academic deanship

Q2c and Q2h
c. Flexibility of
academic
programmes
h. The level
of faculty
support

0-5 years
n=55
M
SD

6-10 years 11-15 years 16-20 + years
n=22
n=10
n=14
M
SD
M
SD
M SD
F

P

2.84

.788 2.86

.560 3.20

.632 2.29

.825

3.360 .022»

3.58

.534 3.45

.510 3.50

.707 3.07

.475

3.344 .022»

Note: Based on the scale of 0 (not important) to 4 (most important). *p < 0.05

Matczynski et al. (1989) asserted that academic deans should be held accountable for
recruiting qualified faculty to ensure high academic standards in the classroom, a notion
supported particularly by academic deans at institutions classified as Doctoral/Research Intensive: this particular group of deans significantly rated the hiring of high-quality faculty
more highly (M=3.96, p=.O23) than other deans. By contrast, academic deans from
institutions classified as Baccalaureate/Associate's Colleges rated the quality of available
remedial programmes more highly (M=3.00, p=.O31) than deans from other Carnegieclassified institutions (see Table 4). Clearly, the rate of nature of the degrees granted at an
institution as well as its mission affected the surveyed academic deans' perception of their
leadership role in fostering students' academic success.
Table 4: Deans' perceived leadership by Carnegie ciassification
Q2. How important is the dean's leadership in ensuring the following for students' academic success?
Q2g. The quality of faculty hiring; Q21. The quality of remedial programmes available
Baccalaureate
(Associate)

n=9

n=7

n=23

M=3.33

M=3.57

M=3.78

M=3.80

M=3.96

SD=.352

SD=1.000

SD=.787

SD=.422

SD=.41O

SD=.192

M=3.00

M=2.44

M=2.43

M=2.35

M=2.50

M=1.89

SD= 926

SD=.726

SD=.976

SD=.982

SD=1.051

SD=1.050

n=15

Baccalaureate
(Liberal Arts)

Master's

Doctoral
Intensive
/Research n=27

Doctoral
Extensive
/Research n=20

Q2g. M=3.87

Q21.

Baccalaureate
(General)

F

P

2.745

.023*

2.584

.031*

Note: Based on the scale of 0 (not important) to 4 (most important). *p < 0.05

Finding 3
In response to Research Question 3 (In what particular leadership practice do academic
deans most frequently engage during the regular academic year to foster students' academic
success?), three semester-based leadership practices were most frequently cited:
a. communicating (or negotiating with) insfitutional constituents (e.g., the university
president, provost, other academic deans) (M=3.51);
b. communicating (or brainstorming) with faculty to encourage high-quality
curriculum development and innovative teaching to assure programme
accountability (M=3.28); and
c. promoting students' connection with faculty (M=3.09).
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This research revealed significant differences between the responses of deans at public
institutions and those at private institutions: the former significantly practice, at least
annually, the following:
a. assessing the quality of student affairs services (M=2.03 public/1.40 private,
p=.009);
b. assessing and increasing the amount of institutional scholarship funds available
(M=2.17 public/1.31 private, p=.OOl); and
c. initiating and enhancing partnerships with PK-12 school systems (M=1.85
public/1.12 private, p=.Oll).
By contrast the latter significantly practise, at least per semester, the following:
a. communicating (and/or brainstorming) with the faculty for high-quality
curriculum development and innovative teaching to assure programme
accountability (M=3.57 private/3.12 public, p=.O25); and
b. communicating with students about their personal academic accountability
(M=2.64 private/2.07 public, p=.Oll) (see Table 5).
These findings indicate that academic deans at public HEIs tend to perceive the importance of
the infrastructure for student affairs, scholarship/resource availability {organisational and
internal aspects), and PK-12 partnership-building {external factor) more than deans from private
institutions; deans surveyed at private institutions tend to value more highly direct interaction
with faculty and students {internal factor) in their leadership practices designed to assure the
academic success of the students in their units than deans from public institutions do.
Table 5: Academic deans' ieadersiiip practices by type
Private (n=42)

Public (n=59)

M

SD

M

SD

F

P

1.40

1.170

2.03

1.159

7.172

.009*

1.31

1.115

2.17

1.262

12.537

.001*

1.12

1.292

1.85

1.460

6.711

.011*

r. Communicating (and/or
brainstorming) with the
faculty for high-quality
curriculum development
and innovative teaching
reinforcing programme
accountability

3.57

.770

3.12

1.115

5.163

.025*

t. Communicating with
students about their
personal academic
accountability

2.64

1.284

2.07

1.230

5.170

.025*

Q4a-Q4t
j. Assessing the quality of
student affairs services
k. Assessing and increasing
the amount of institutional
scholarship funds available
m. Initiating and enhancing
partnerships with PK-12
school systems

Note: Based on the scale of 0-4: O (have not done yet), 1 (if it is needed), 2 (at least annually), 3 (at least per
semester), and 4 (very frequently). *p < 0.05
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Deans with 11-15 years of deanship experience significantly (M=2.70) visit communities and
schools to increase high-quality students' access and recruitment to the academic
programmes (p=.O14) (see Table 6). Similar to Finding 2, deans with 11-15 years' experience
seem to have distincfive leadership characteristics compared with deans whose deanships
spanned other lengths of fime.
Table 6: Academic deans' leadership practices by total years of academic deanship
Total years of
deanship

Q4a

0-5 years
n=55

6-10 years
n=22

M

SD

M

1.24

1.247

1.55

SD

11-15 years
n=10
M

1.101 2.70a

16-20 + years
n=14

SaD

M

1.494

1.79

SD

P

F

1.718 3.728

.014»

Note: Based on the scale of 0 ^ : O (have not done yet), 1 (if it is needed), 2 (at least annually), 3 (at least per
semester), and 4 (very frequently). *p < 0.05

Among the academic deans surveyed, those from Doctoral/Research - Extensive insfitufions
visit communifies and schools to increase high-quality sfiidents' access and recruitment to the
academic programmes (M=2.35, p=.Oll) and assess the quality of student affairs services
(M=2.30, p=.Oll) more frequently than deans from other Carnegie-classified institutions.
Academic deans from Doctoral/Research - Intensive insfifiifions assess and increase the amount
of insfitufional scholarship hinds avaUable (M=2.48, p=.OOO) more frequently than deans fi-om
ofiier Camegie-classified insfifiifions. Academic deans fi-om Baccalaureate/Associate's degree
insfifiifions inifiate and enhance partnerships with PK-12 school systems (M=2.60, p=.O43) more
frequently than deans from other Carnegie-classified insfitutions. Academic deans from
Baccalaureate/Liberal Arts insfitufions more frequenfiy conunurucate with students about their
personal academic accountability (M=3.58, p=.O39) (see Table 7).
Table 7: Academic deans' leadership practices by Carnegie classification
Baccalaureate
(Associate)

Baccalaureate
(General)

Baccalaureate
(Liberal Arts)

Master's

Doctoral
Research Extensive

Doctoral
Research Intensive

n=15
M=2.13

n=9
M=i.n

n=7
M=.71

n=23
M=1.35

n=20
M=2.25

n=27
M=1.15

SD=1.187
M=1.87

SD-1.167
M=1.33

SD=1.113
M=1.14

SD=1.301
M=1.22

SD=1.482
M=2.30

SD=1.292
M=2.11

SD-.990
M=1.13

SD=1.414
M=1.33

SD=1.069
M=1.29

SD=.951
M=1.35

SD=1.302
M=2.35

SD=1.155
M=2.48

SD-.834
Q4m M=2.60

SD-1.414
M=1.44

SD=1.113
M=.71

SD=1.265
M=1.43

SD=1.089
M=1.35

SD=1.189
M=1.44

SD=1.130
M=2.00
SD=1.000

SD=.756
M=3.57
SD=.535

SD=1.590
M=2.22
SD=1.347

SD=1.348
M=2.70
SD=1.302

SD=1.393
M=2.00
SD=1.144

Q4a

Q4j

Q4k

Q4t

SD-1.404
M=2.07
SD-1.438

F

P

3.170

.011*

3.141

.011*

5.024

.000*

2.392

.043*

2.45
8

.039

Note: Based on the scale of 0-4: 0 (have not done yet), 1 (if it is needed), 2 (at least annually), 3 (at least per
semester), and 4 (very frequently). *p < 0.05
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Finding 4
With regard to Research Question 4 (What concerns, difficulties, or dilemmas do academic
deans inherenfly face with regard to proactive and sti-ategic methods to enhance students'
academic success?), the deans voiced conflicting realities.
Assert/on /

The high cost of a college education and the complexity of individual students' lifestyles,
responsibilities and situations, cause most academic deans concern about college students
working too many hours to pay their academic and personal expenses and, therefore, unease
about retention and individual students' academic accountabihty:
Cost of education requires students to work more hours. This greatly influences their
success,*
They work too many hours outside of school,''
Many of our students have personal problems and work and family responsibilities,*
Too many work too many hours. Some to pay bills but many, many others to
maintain a lifestyle (cars, electronics, entertainment), many of the things they don't
NEED, The focus on schoolwork and campus hfe suffers,'
Student apathy, lack of commitment by students, their personal lives (sick children,
part-time employment, personal issues) taking precedence over education, and lack
of local jobs leads to students feeling that higher education is not important,'"
Assertion 2

Over 87 per cent of academic deans expressed a concern about students' lack of academic
success particularly rooted in inadequate preparation at the PK-12 level. Consequenfly, their
college students often lack motivation, decreasing retention and accountability for their own
academic success. Thus, many academic deans in this study perceive a fundamental
dilemma in helping college students to take responsibility for their own academic success:
they feel powerless to ameliorate the situation at the college level until and unless changes
occur in PK-12 education. As a result, many of the academic deans reaffirm their belief in the
need to build partnerships with PK-12 schools as part of their leadership responsibility and
engagement. Some representative comments include the following:
Students frequently arrive at college with weak understanding of their personal
accountability for performance - poor organisation skills and poor anticipation of the
' Baccalaureate/Associate, private institution, 5 years of deanship, and 5 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-department chair,
' Doctoral/Research-Intensive, public institution, 4 years of deanship, and 27 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-department chair,
* Baccalaureate/Associate, public institution, 4 years of deanship and 22 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-program coordinator,
' Doctoral/Research-Extensive, public institution, 18 years of deanship and 31 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-industry employee, deanship twice,
'" Baccalaureate/Associate, public institution, 5 years of deanship and 2 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-program director.
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consequences of their decisions. Makes one wonder what they get away with in high
school."
My fundamental difficulty is dealing with students' inadequate preparation for
higher education.'^
Students are not prepared for college-level behaviors. They do not know how, or
think they need, to read a text, study, do critical thinking, engage in discussion, listen
.... It seems that the new testing procedures in PK-12 have taught them that the only
point to education is studying test questions so they can pass. They cannot or do not
want to figure anything out, make connections, use logic, solve problems, etc. ...
Unfortunately, in the last few years, these behaviors more and more characterize the
majority of our students."
Based on my concerns re. lack of PK-12 education matters, as a academic dean
helping students take responsibility for their own academic success is my dilemma. It
is too late to fix their PK-12 education now. Can you? That's why nowadays I pay
more attention to work with PK-12 school system."
Assertion 3

One of the most challenging aspects of academic deans' leadership engagement is working
with faculty and department chairs to improve quality and innovation of curriculum and
academic advising aimed at students' academic success. Across all types and Carnegieclassifications, academic deans feel that they have very little control over faculty
accountability and performance, especially on unionised campuses and in the self-serving
parochial faculty culture. Comments included the following:
Most challenging aspect - Training and motivating faculty to be involved with
stiidents, especially in advising but also in identifying and helping stiidents who are
having difficulty in their classes.'^
Encouraging faculty to develop ways to differentiate the curriculum for students of
varying academic backgrounds.^*
Building a curriculum menu of opportunities to meet the needs and interests of
students; maintaining a vibrant and relevant curriculum; defining and assessing
learning objectives.'^

" Doctoral/Research-Extensive, public institution, 7 years of deanship and 0 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-industry.
'^Doctoral/Research-Intensive, public institution, 4 years of deanship and 14 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-associate dean.
" Baccalaureate/Associate, public institution, 4 years of deanship and 22 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-program coordinator.
" Doctoral/Research-Intensive, public institution, 4 years of deanship and 0 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-industry.
"Baccalaureate/Liberal Arts, private institution, 8 years of deanship and 41 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-department chair.
" Master's, private institution, 6 years of deanship and 10 years of faculty experience, pass to deanship-faculty.
"Baccalaureate/Liberal Arts, private institution, 3 years of deanship and 6 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-associate dean.
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Many faculty have taken on an urban campus mentality: Teach and go home - is not
my job to be accessible or spend fime outside of class with students or take a real
interest in them . . . . The connection between deans and student success at a
unionized insfitution with 90% tenured faculty? What relafionship is there? I don't
think there is
h^*
Working with faculty and chairs resistant to change and growth, working with
departments whose internal culture is negative and not student-nurturing.''
The academic deans clearly contest the responsibility of faculty and department chairs as
part of insfitufional accountabiUty for students' success.
Assertion 4

Academic deans face a conflict between external (state level) and internal (insfitufional)
policies in the arfificial measuring of accountabiUty for retenfion of students and thus their
academic success. Typical comments included the following:
Many of our students take FOREVER to graduate. They may be successful,
eventually, but take 7 or more years to earn a 2-year degree. They seem unconcerned.
The state policy counts as successful graduates only those who graduate within 3
years. This makes the division and insfitution look bad and unfair.^"
The quality of admitted student has much to do with student academic success. In
open admission universities by the university policy, we work very hard to enhance
student academic success from diverse levels of preparafion. To avoid unintended
consequences, success measures need to take into account starfing points, and be
tailored to the type of college within the university.^'
It is very important to estabUsh a state-level policy and support system to measure students'
sustainability consistent with the insfitufion's type, Carnegie classificafion, and unit-level
academic success as well as to assess how the institution provides developmentally
meaningful (i.e., in line with adult learning theory) and culturally congruent support
systems (e.g., academic advising, support system within students affairs) to improve diverse
students' graduafion rates and employabiUty.
Assertion 5

Retenfion of polifically, culturally and economically disadvantaged minority and
nontradifional students requires more state- and federal-level funding and institutional

'« Doctoral/Research-Extensive, public institution, 18 years of deanship and 31 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-industry employee, deanship twice.
" Doctoral/Research-Intensive, public institution, 1 year of deanship and 33 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-department chair.
^^ Baccalaureate/Associate, public institution, 4 years of deanship and 20 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-department chair.
^' Doctoral/Research-Extensive, public institution, 7 years of deanship and 0 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship—industry.
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resources. With respect to budget pressures, academic deans face the challenge of recruiting
and retaining those students as well as fundraising to increase the unit-level resources, both
of which present troubling accountability issues for academic deans:
Recruitment and retention of divers and minority students is always an issue,
particularly for our college, where the majority of students are nontraditional. The
other key issue is lack of funding and resources, and budget cutting, despite our
program being the largest on campus. I am continually advocating and negotiating
with college administration for more faculty and more resources for the coUege.^^
More and more pressures for students' academic success under unit-level
accountability, economically and acadeniically poor minority and nontraditional
students require more support (more remedial courses, more advising staff needed),
more resources, and more funding. But the central office keeps cutting my budget. It
is a real difficult time to be an academic dean keeping leadership accountability.^^
Having the funds to promote initiatives that will help with recruitment and retention.
Having the freedom to do fundraising without the university central office
development people getting involved and making things go wrong - these are all
challenging issues for me as an academic dean.^*

Discussion and Implications
Based on Finding 1, even though the retention problem has been a politically charged
institutional issue in US higher education, most deans link it to individual students' own
learner accountability for their academic success. This is a traditional view of students'
academic success, and those who maintain such a position may not easily accept learner
accountability as an organisational responsibility (e.g., Bauman 2005; Bensimon 2005; Kezar
2005; Smith & Parker 2005; Siegel 2006). Globally, as administrators of contemporary HEIs
strive to be socially responsible for diverse students' equal access, retention, degree
completion and successful employability in the complex knowledge economy, academic
deans must understand that learner accountability cannot be simply achieved through
individual students' self-motivated learner behaviours; it requires transformative leadership
of the academic leader as well as organisational change in the institution itself (e.g., de Wit
2002; Altbach & Umakoshi 2004; Pope, Reynolds & Mueller 2004; Guiffrida 2005; Chang,
Denson, Saenz & Misa 2006). The academic success of contemporary and diverse HE
students depends upon supportive institutional infrastructures, proper financial aids, and
developmentally meaningful and culturally responsive environment along with a strong
foundation derived from the quality of PK-12 education. Further research is needed to

^^ Baccalaureate/Liberal Arts, private institution, 2 years of deanship and 12 years of faculty experience, pass to
deanship-program coordinator
"Master's, public institution, 11 years of deanship and 32 years of faculty experience, pass to deanship-department
chair.
'•* Master's, private institution, 4 years of deanship and 12 years of faculty experience, pass to deanship-department
chair.
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investigate how academic administrative leaders currently serving HEIs (i.e., academic
deans) around the world realise and thus engage in a collaborative partnership-building
with PK-12 school system to assure systematic academic success for future college students.
Institutional type and degree-granting status along with insfitutional mission affect the
manner in which academic deans perceive their leadership role in fostering students'
academic success. Finding 3 shows that academic deans at public HEIs tend to foster the
infrastructure in student affairs, scholarship/resource availability (organisational and
internal aspects), and PK-12 partnership-buUding (external aspect) more than deans from
private institutions; by contrast, deans at private institufions tend to place more emphasis on
their direct interacfion with faculty and students to foster academic success (internal aspects)
than deans from public institutions. Academic deans from Baccalaureate/Associate's
Colleges more frequently initiate and enhance partnerships with PK-12 school systems, and
academic deans from Baccalaureate/Liberal Arts Colleges more frequently communicate
with students about personal academic accountabiUty. AU of these findings indicate that
academic deans' leadership practice is a complex matter influenced by the institutional
sector, classificafion, and organisafional and internal aspects of the insfitution. Further study
is needed to determine how academic deans make sense of their insfitufional identity as they
arficulate leadership approaches to students' academic success within the institution that are
institutionally appropriate and simultaneously responsive to the students' needs. The
findings of this study also show the need for further articulation of professional training
programmes that would benefit academic deans as they strive to develop effective strategies
for the success of students in their academic units.
In addition, 54 per cent of the academic deans participating in this study have been in their
deanship fewer than five years, hence their valuing the importance of providing professional
development opportunities to improve deans' knowledge of ways to enhance students'
academic success seems very relevant (e.g., Raines & Alberg 2003). Furthermore, if over half
the academic deans in a particular state/country are novices and little evidence suggests that
deans' previous years of faculty experience affects the quality of their deanship pracfice,
state-level higher education administrators should seriously consider providing professional
development programmes for academic deans.
Findings 2 and 3 reveal that deans' years of deanship experience (e.g., 0-5 or 11-15 years, and
their experience prior to the deanship) affect their perceptions and practices with regard to
students' academic success. In particular, deans with 11-15 years of deanship experience
tend to pay more attention to the flexibility of the academic programme and engage in
community-based outreach acfivities to increase student access and recruitment. By contrast,
deans' years of faculty experience was not a significant factor in their perception or practice
with regard to students' academic success. An international comparative study is needed to
investigate the evolution of the academic deanship and leadership practices vis-à-vis deans'
previous faculty experience/idenfity, parficularly because of global demands for a rigorous
regime of external accountabUity among academic leaders that is very different from the
professional life of being faculty in HEIs (e.g.. Power 1997; Deem 2007).

Conclusion
Globally, academic deans are continually challenged by organisational, internal, external
and political pressures in their leadership practices that differ from what they experienced as
faculty members. As discussed in Finding 4, even though academic deans in this study had
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an average of seven years of faculty experience and the most common pass to the deanship
was a department chair, they are always challenged by working with faculty and department
chairs who do not accept collective institutional responsibility for students' academic
success, A fundamental difference between faculty and administrators in HEI is that when
you are a faculty member it is all about you, what you can do for yourself in order to be
rewarded (tenure and promotion), but when you are an administrator it is all about what
you can do for others: faculty members are of necessity self-oriented, concerned primarily
with tenure and promotion; but administrators must be other-oriented, concerned about
what they can do for students, faculty, staff and the institution itself. As administrators,
academic deans must deliberately transform themselves from individualist to collectivists
(Bugeja 2001). As those who work in HEIs continuously attempt to understand the
evolutionary changes in academic deans' institutional roles and responsibilities, additional
study is needed to uncover academic deans' meaning-making of the transformational
changes in their professional identities as well as how they strive to work with faculty and
department chairs towards collective institutional goals for the academic success of students
in the complex global knowledge economy.
As a global leadership perspective in educational administration, those who view HEIs as
responsive social institutions should be able to articulate and practise meaningful
assessment and reward systems for academic deans: these academic deans must not be
scrutinised by a political agenda but instead encouraged to reflect upon the noble aspects of
their roles as academic leaders In addition, academic success is no longer the sole
responsibility of the individual student, learner accountability; the academic success of
students is a collective institutional and social responsibility that lies at the centre of HEIs,
thus institutional accountability.
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Financial Management in Greek State
Schools
Eleftheria Argyropoulou

Abstract: The management of the financial affairs of Greek state schools has never been considered as
a separate and distinct managerial activity and has not been researched as such. The purpose of this
study is to present the role of school headteachers in the funding process of Greek state schools, as well
as to discuss heads' perceptions of the financial management of their schools. This study highlights the
need for training for headship, to provide a solid theoretical foundation for planning and budget
programming.

Introduction
Financial management (FM) in Greek education has been run solely by the state and has not
been open to discussion; therefore, it has not been explored in detail. To date, finance within
the educafional framework has been concerned with the percentage allocated to educafion
from the gross national product. In other words, the central issue has been the amount of
money spent, or to be spent, on education as a whole.
The Greek educational system is heavily centralised: funding and general management are
the responsibility of the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs (MiNERA) and its
services.
Discussion of the financing of educafion has arisen as the result of increasingly complicated
procedures in managing state schools and has been influenced by the relevant literature in
other countries, such as the UK and the USA. In these countries parents participate in the
governing body of the school and they demand high educational standards. Moreover,
schools wish to attract more students, as they are aUocated more money in relafion to the
number of students so headteachers can earn higher salaries in very large schools.
The management of the financial affairs of a Greek state school has never been considered as
a separate and distinct managerial activity and has not been the subject of research. Also,
very rarely has it been regarded as part of the managerial duties of the headteacher.
However, there is a bulk of legislative regulations arranging and/or designating school
financial management which the headteacher should know or have access to. Despite this,
MiNERA has never issued a handbook or a guide to the law to facilitate the head's work. As
the legislation is more or less normative, FM is considered a rather burdensome duty.
Financial management in Greek education tends to follow the rational model, as the whole
state administrative system is centralised and bureaucratic. The rational model normatively
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assumes that resource allocation decisions are based on specific goals. Thus, the means and
activities to attain them should be explicit. Careful monitoring and/or flexible
implementation is necessary in order to meet specific goals. Evaluation is a key element to
ascertain how closely objectives are met and whether action should be taken to improve
performance. It is characteristic that in this type of financial management there is detailed
hierarchical control of subordinates.
The degree of burueacracy as been a concern for educationahsts since 1980 (Andreou &
Papakonstantinou 1994; Allamanis 1997),
Purpose and Rationale of the Study
The purpose of this study is:
• to describe the funding process of state schools, the school financial management cycle
and the role of head teachers; and
• to present perceptions held by the heads of secondary state schools in Greece about the
financial management of schools
The article is divided into two parts. The first describes how financial management is
approached in Greek state schools; it serves as background information to analysing
critically the problematic areas of financial management, as well as a basis for understanding
the perceptions of the heads gathered in the second part of the study. The second part relates
the statutory framework to everyday practical realities (that is, the problems or situations
arising from the implementation of centralised regulations) and seeks to examine the heads'
perceptions of FM in practice and their consequent managerial role.
This study aims to show that financial management in Greek state schools should be seen not
only as a series of static bureaucratic procedures but as a positive and dynamic aspect of the
head's managerial skills. It therefore aims to provide a perspective on financial management
and to offer implications for further study and discussion on this issue. It addresses the
following key questions:
A
• How are schools funded in Greece?
• What are the financial roles and responsibilities of the head?
• Are they clearly defined and understood?
• Are the heads trained to undertake the defined responsibilities?
• To what extent can a head make financial decisions in his or her school?
B
• Are there sufficient resources?
• How do resource levels compare with those of other similar schools?
• Are the resources available at the right time in order to meet priorities?
C
• Is a budget prepared? Is it prepared before or after the acquisition of resources?
• Does the head review and evaluate the outcomes of the annual expenditure?
• Is there efficient financial control within the school as well as external auditing?
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D
• Are there any channels for communication and decision-making between the head and
the teachers and/or parents concerning priorities in expenditure?
• Is there a school plan establishing priorities? Are priorities always met?

Methodology
In response to the key questions relevant information has been selected from various
sources:
a. The statutory framework of state school financial management and the heads'
roles and responsibilities are designated by law. Relevant information has been
drawn from legal documents (laws, decrees, circulars, parliament minutes,
parliamentary committees' decisions, ministerial decisions, etc.). Document or
content analysis has been implemented as indicated by Krippendorff (1980). Legal
documents have been gathered and ordered in categories and subcategories of
analysis:
i. those regarding the central funding processes and the financial responsibilities of
the Local Educational Authorities (LEAs);
ii. those concerning the structure and function of the School Committee, including
the allocation of funds and the areas of expenditure in each school; and
iii. those designating the heads' roles and responsibilities in the financial
management cycle of state schools.
b. Small-scale research was designed to explore heads' views on financial
management and the actions taken to achieve it. In this research, the collection of
data was achieved by using a questionnaire. Collection of data was followed by
numeric analysis. Findings from this analysis were grouped in categories and
discussed.
c. Finally, conclusions were drawn from both legal document analysis and research
findings in order to provide answers to the key questions.
State Head Teachers in Greece
Any state school teacher can be appointed as head provided he or she has completed a
certain number of years of teaching. No previous experience or training is needed. The
positions are advertised throughout the LEA area (this applies to all LEAs). Successful
candidates are approved by the LEA Committee of In-service Teachers Affairs.
Heads combine two distinct roles:
a. Academic: to be responsible for the implementation of the curriculum, the
students' progress, the guidance to the teaching staff, etc.
b. Managerial: to ensure the efficient operation of the school, the effective management
of resources and expenditure, and care for the school maintenance, etc.
When someone is appointed as head teacher, his or her teaching hours per week are reduced
to a minimum of four hours for secondary teachers and six hours for primary teachers. This
alleviation of the teaching schedule aims to provide heads with enough time to perform their
managerial duties. However, heads have a rather heavy daily schedule trying to perform all
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the various types of dufies and imdertaking onerous responsibilifies. Moreover, teachers in
Greece are low paid (Greek teachers are the least paid among their coUeagues of 15 EU member
states (OLME 2007)) and the fact that earnings for the head teacher post do not exceed about
400 euros per month does not mofivate and encourage teachers to apply for headships.
Heads' Roles and Responsibilities within the Financial Management Cycle
Financial management in Greek state schools is approached in four stages:
a. centralisation of resources;
b. allocafion of resources;
c. implementation of resources; and
d. common school expenses.
Centralisation of Resources

The general resource aUocafion for state schools is centralised. This applies to both financial
and human resources. MiNERA receives almost 3.5 per cent of the national budget.
Apart from the centralised allocated resources, every school receives a limited capitation
allowance by the local authorities. The amount of money given to each school is estimated on
the number of students calculated by a formula-based system.
In order to get this per capita allowance every school should be a member of the Local School
Committee. The School Committee constitutes a joint organisation with the participation of
Municipal CouncU members, the school head(s) and a parent union representafive (as well as
a secondary school student representafive, where appropriate). The School Committee
serves as a liaison between the delegated funding source (the Local Authority) and the
school itself.
Generation: Acquisition of Resources

The most important state school resources are:
• allowances from the local authorities. The LEA is responsible for gathering information
about the number of students in each school in order to generate the per capita allowances
for each school. These allowances are transferred in four three-month instalments
throughout the school year; and
• funds coming from other sources, such as letting of school property or donations.
Each school has a savings or current bank account. Only the headteacher is eligible to carry
out bank transactions (that is, withdrawing or depositing money, signing cheques, etc.). For
everyday expenses (current expenses) the head can use small amounts of cash.
Allocation of Resources; Implementation of Possible Plans; Common School Expenses

The generated income is used for various expenses, often termed 'running or fixed costs' or
'supplies and services'. These terms usually cover a multitude of headings including:
• repair of premises and maintenance costs;
• energy costs (heating, electricity, water supply bills, etc.);
• office costs (telephone bills, stationery, apparatus and equipment, etc.); and
• school cleaning.
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Teacher salaries are paid centrally through a computerised accounting system, holding
information about each teacher's profile (years of service, type of payment, salary rises,
allowances, etc.).
As far as repair and maintenance costs are concerned, the head alone can decide what repairs
could be carried out and by whom, up to the amount of 3,000 euros. It is the responsibility of
the School Committee to decide on expenditure in excess of this amount.
Cleaners are ancillary staff and are subject to compulsory insurance with the country's social
security system.
Evaluation

Evaluation of the implementation of possible plans and of allocation of resources is not a
compulsory activity for heads. As long as planning and budget programming remain at the
head's discretion, evaluation is also an individual capacity depending on the head's
leadership qualities. Evaluation as a process is conceived only in terms of fiscal control, not
as a feedback activity measuring the efficiency and effectiveness of planning.
Financial Management Functional Areas
Management Accounting

Apart from income and expenditure, there is also a number of other administrative/
accounting-related arrangements in the school for which the head is also responsible:
• income and expenditure book-keeping;
• income tax payment (to the tax office);
• social security contribution payments for category B and C teachers and the ancillary staff;
and
• accounting work regarding cleaners and category C teachers' monthly payments (wages
dockets, payrolls, etc.).
Management Control: Audit

Two types of audit take place, internal and external. Internal audit is undretaken by the head
in the school, while external - being more formal - is undertaken by a State Audit Council
officer. When the fiscal year is completed, the head holds an internal (in-school) audit,
mainly checking all financial actions taken throughout the school year (book-keeping,
receipts collected for work done or labour offered, social security contributions, tax
payments, etc.). Then, he or she prepares a detailed annual report to be submitted to the
School Committee. Taking into account the annual report and the school bank account
balances along with the enclosures, the School Committee approves and signs the annual
report, which is then sent to the Local Authority (LA) for the external audit procedure.
The Heads' Perceptions
The purpose of this part of the article is to present the study to ascertain how heads perceive
their roles and feel about their financial management duties, how they perform, and whether
they are satisfied with the way the state supports their efforts to perform their duties.
Information on how financial management is implemented in practical terms in schools is
considered essential and aims at providing greater objectivity in the discussion of financial
management in Greek state schools. Thus, small-scale research was carried out during May
2006. Data collected were analysed numerically.
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The Small-scale Research Profile
The Instrument

The instrument was a researcher-designed 15-item quesfionnaire. Eleven of the items were
forced choice, one open-ended question was included and demographic questions were
asked. A short pilot study took place using five subjects: two of them were heads at the fime
of the pUot study and three of them had completed a headship period of more than five years
but did not hold a headship post at the time of the pilot study. The pUot study aimed mainly
at investigating whether the questions were clearly understood, realistic and quick to
answer, as subjects often seem reluctant to respond to questionnaires.
The Sample

Sixty subjects who were heads and ex-heads of secondary schools took part in this smallscale research:. This is a smaU sample compared to the total populafion of state school heads
in the country (about 4,300). The sample size itself consfitutes an important constraint if
generalisafion of research results is attempted. However, the sample can be regarded as vaUd
and reUable, as aU of the subjects belong to the same job category and what matters most is
their atfitude towards the issues under discussion.
Convenience sampling was used. AU subjects had posts in five different municipalifies, in
urban areas, close to the municipality of central Athens. The municipalities were chosen for
two main reasons:
a. they are densely populated; consequently, there is a large number of schools
(except in one case); and
b. they include all possible types of secondary schools (junior high schools, senior
high schools, senior technical-vocational high schools.
The municipalities are among the largest - in terms of population - in the country, in
comparison to semi-urban and rural areas. It is characterisfic that in a number of rural or
semi-urban prefectures of the country there are only two to three secondary schools, all of
them state schools, while in the majority of the sample municipalifies the number of the
secondary schools varies from 10 to 25.
Distribution and Return

Subjects were generally contacted directly and quesfionnaires were distributed by hand, in
order to avoid waste of time and to minimise reluctance to complete them.
Etí)ics

Anonymity was a condition of the investigation, and it was scrupulously preserved
throughout the research and editing of the material. Thus, idenfification of individuals or
insfitufions was made as difficult as possible. Personal quesfions (regarding studies, type of
school where the subject is appointed as head, etc.) were avoided, not only for the sake of
anonymity but because they were found unnecessary. This is because every teacher, after a
certain number of years of service, is eligible to be a candidate for headship.
Anonymity was also kept in regard to municipaUty names. The latter were coded in a simple
way: instead of using the full name of the municipality, the initial letter was used.
Data Analysis

There was no extended statistical analysis, as this is a small-size sample. Instead, frequency
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distribution is preferable because 'it provides a basic means for ordering data, enabling the
spread of the sample across the categories to be seen at a glance' (Hardman 1994: 335),
Moreover, data can be presented as either a table or a chart. Firstiy, questions were grouped
according to topics. Four main groups were formed: training, experience and management
style; planning; job satisfaction; and attihides towards (their own) school funding. Secondly,
questions in each group were examined. Thirdly, a bivariate analysis was attempted not by
means of cross-tabulation techniques but in a merely qualitative way: wherever we are
concerned with identifying relationships between variables we simply comment on these
possible relationships without using detailed numerical data.
Commentary
Demographics

The number of male heads is higher than female (83 per cent male, 27 per cent female). The
overwhelming majority of female heads manage junior high schools. The respondents have
an average 23,5 years of service as teachers and an average 16 years as heads. In all cases, the
subjects state that now they are well acquainted with school management.
Training, Experience and Management Style

None of the subjects has ever participated in a training course on school management in
general or school financial management (SFM), However, they believe that what they really
need is training on all aspects of school management. This may imply that they consider SFM
as part of their managerial duties as heads. They state that they have learnt SFM from their
predecessors.
Heads seem to 'confuse' mentoring (even if it takes place unofficially) with training in an
organised management course, or perhaps they feel that both (mentoring and training)
should be done.
Data indicate various management styles, A significant number of heads delegate some of
the SFM tasks to members of the teaching staff. This may not show a general managerial
intention to delegate but a means to alleviate the burden of everyday routine. It is
characteristic that almost half of the subjects admit they do not have enough time to carry out
all their routine managerial duties and all of them wish to stop teaching while they are heads.
Planning

A number of questions aimed at investigating whether planning is implemented as part of
the financial management cycle. Most of the heads do not make a plan of needs and priorities
before or after they ask LAs for funding, or they do not make a plan at all. Only a few heads
work on a plan, while others are less regular: sometimes they make plans, sometimes they do
not. However, heads state that they review the coverage of needs and priorities at the end of
the school year. This seems somehow contradictory as reviewing refers to a set plan, which
according to heads' statement does not exist. This conti'adiction might imply either that they
did not clearly understand the question or that end-of-year auditing is what they mean by
reviewing. Planning in our case means not only prioritising the school needs but also
estimating the cost of the work to be done. Lack of planning implies possible misuse of the
allocated funds as well as confusion and lack of organising the head's workload properly.
Heads, on the contrary, show great care in hiring or contracting personnel for maintenance
or cleaning needs. Although there is no justification given for their answer, there might be
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implications for considering the best people available to meet needs and to achieve safety for
students and teachers.
Job Satisfaction

Head teachers are not satisfied with their earnings. Greek teachers' salaries are very low and
the same applies to head teachers. Moreover, teaching adds more work and time to their
management duties. Thus, workload is disproportionate to their salaries and constitutes the
main reason for their repeated strikes and syndicate complaints.
Attitudes Towards (their own) School Funding

Neither the generated funds nor the timing of funds acquisition seem to meet heads'
expectations. Additionally, the majority tend to find the formula funding system (funds
generation) quite fair. The relevant question was answered positively by 13 per cent, who
didn't justify their answers or explain on what grounds they made this comparison.
Open-ended Question

The puipose of administering this particular question was to gain heads' own explanations
for and justifications of the answers they provided to the forced choice questions. However,
37 per cent decided not to answer this question. The content of the open-ended question had
to do with the ranking of needs in their school.
Answers were gathered and grouped into four categories indicating the rank of priority. Lack of
secretarial support is considered top priority. It may not be directly connected with financial
management but, as a lot of financial work is managing accounting activities, secretarial work
provided would be of great help. Insufficient funding, lack of cooperation among School
Committee members, and delays in fund acquisition are also significant problems.
Correlation
Management Style

Delegation is rare. This does not imply that delegation is not appreciated as a leadership
quality, but the financial management of the school by law is the fiill responsibility of the
head. In practice, whenever heads delegate certain FM activities (either to the deputy or to
another member of staff), this is done unofficially. Question four asked about managerial
style - that is, communication and exchanging ideas with teaching staff and/or parents
about prioritising the financial needs of the school. Responses show that an important
percentage of the subjects do discuss school problems with interested parties. It is evident
that an open and more collégial type of management is used in these cases.
Planning and job Satisfaction

There are three major areas, which should be considered in relation to each other: lack of FM
ti-aining, lack of planning and inability to control time. If there were FM training, then the
need for planning would have been emphasised.
Also, planning and reviewing plans, not only in terms of general management but also in terms
of programme budgeting, would affect the quality of deployment of the resources available.
Heads are often more interested in channelling resources in a way to solve pressing problems.
The need for secretarial support is not directiy related to the FM 'burden', unless it is seen in
terms of typing accounting reports. Actiially, secretarial work would alleviate the general
workload of preparing documents in a school.
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It appears that the three correlated areas either create or increase heads' job stress. Various
studies have shown that workload (Cooper and Kelly 1993), maintaining standards and
budgets (Chaplain 2001), taking on too much responsibility (Englezakis 2002; Tsiakkiros and
Pashiardis 2002), as well as the variety of roles heads are expected to undertake, are among
the most common factors causing stress (Tsiakkiros & Pashiardis 2006).
Finally, the correlafion of responses provided implicafions of rigidity in the acquisifion of
allocated funds. This rigidity had also been emphasised in a previous study (Saifis 2000) and
opens up an area of further enquiry. The issue may not always be lack of funds but is often
lack of administrafive flexibility in the manner in which the School Committee functions.
Tsiakkiros and Pashiardis (2006) have included bureaucracy in their list of factors causing
stress to headteachers.
Considering all the stressful parameters of FM implementafion heads' discontent with their
earnings seems justifiable.

Discussion
Resource Generation!Acquisition Procedures and the Role of the Head
It has been a common belief that centralised resource allocation provides a fair funding
system for schools all over the country. In parallel, the decentralised minor resources
management, at the LA level, makes it possible for the LA to deploy resources more flexibly
in order to achieve better results on their own areas.
In the case of school budget allocafion, the rational model of financial management is
followed; formula budgefing has been implemented as a more objective approach to school
funding. Formula budgeting, obviously, is an attempt to relate resource allocafions to some
quanfified assessment of need (defined - in our case - by the number of students in each
school). According to Simkins 'their [i.e. formulas'] use seems to increase as one moves up
the resource aUocafion hierarchy or as one moves from small organisations to large ones. The
reason for this is that the use of formulae becomes more remote from the acfivities to be
funded and hence less able to marshal the informafion necessary to make judgements among
a wide variety of competing aims' (1994:164).
On the other hand, a 'collégial approach' to school funding has been promoted in Greece by
the introduction of committee structures (School Committee), as a more democrafic and cooperative method of decision-making. CoUegiality, in this case, is believed to defer onesided, subjecfive decisions in relation to who exactly receives the funding, when they receive
it and the amount they receive. There is also a belief that the School Committee serves as a
facilitator between schools and the LA. But, is this true? Is this double system - rational
financial management model and collégial School Committee funcfion - viable? Is the School
Committee a facilitator? As Saifis (2000) pointed out, school funding via the School
Committee is complicated, time-consuming, costly and ineffective. It is complicated, as it
involves so many partners (MiNERA, LEAs, Home Office via Local Authorifies /
Municipalifies, schools, etc.); time-consuming, as fund approval goes through many control
stages; costly, as there is a bulk of administrative/bureaucrafic procedures and a subsequent
involvement of a great number of officials; and ineffective, as it is not actuaUy able to manage
in-school cost-related activifies. Heads in our research tend to agree with these views. There
is a common beUef among heads, however not clearly stated in this research, that only the
head knows the actual financial situafion of his or her school, so he or she can make
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decisions. A small percentage of heads question the role of the LA representatives in the
School Committee.
Another interesting point is the procedure of resource allocation to each school. Typically, this
complicated minor funding allocation system leaves no space for individual decision-making
or budgetary negotiations. The Head seems to be involved in the financial process in a rather
compulsory way: he or she is designated secretary or bursar of the School Committee but
never presides over it. Since the head's performance as the financial manager of the school is
regulated by the law, he or she is not permitted to negotiate the school budget.
But heads usually take advantage of gaps in the law to increase funding for their schools;
thus, some schools actually get larger amounts than others with similar needs. This, of
course, does not mean that heads can make decisions or negotiate budgets. They simply get
round externally imposed limitations.
Deployment of Resources
The second issue of our discussion concerns the way financial management takes place in
state schools in relation to leadership qualities for an efficient deployment of resources.
It is often argued that financial management is the job of accountants, and heads should be
freed from financial management duties. However, headship involves a lot of challenges.
Heads - viewed as organisational leaders - clearly play a central role in establishing an
institution's managing style and, in doing this, they must take into account a complex set of
external and internal responsibilities and the pressures these responsibilities entail.
Theoretically, formula-based funding minimises the external pressures. But conflicts can
often exist within School Committee boundaries, and the resource generation process is thus
obstructed and sometimes disrupted and delayed.
Additionally, the internal micropolitics of an organisation, although sometimes critical, do
not seem to affect financial management. The head is solely responsible for in-school
expenditure decisions and internal audit. He or she often discusses needs and priorities with
others (deputy, teachers, parents) and exchanges ideas. Heads usually appreciate teamwork
as it is a way to avoid internal conflicts. Moreover, they do not complain about financial
management responsibilities. What seems to annoy them is the enormity of the financial
management workload and the absence of secretarial staff.
Heads tend to ignore the benefits of using a clear-cut plan of financial management, though.
Answers to relevant questions reveal that planning is not considered important
(consequently, rnany deployment decisions may be made at random or as 'things come') and,
in cases where it is implemented, it is rudimentary and piecemeal. Demands for increasing
funds might arise from lack of knowledge about planning and cost-related decisions.
Another issue is the delegation of tasks. From this point of view, delegation cannot be seen as
a leadership quality, as it mainly concerns performing bureaucratic or secretarial tasks
(preparing payrolls or lists for the Social Security Service, etc.).
Moreover, actual FM evaluation does not exist. Assessment of how FM worked or how resources
were deployed is achieved indirectly when internal audit takes place. Under no circumstances is
this an organised evaluation activity or does it provide feedback for further development.
Professional Development
As already stated, previous experience or training is not necessary in order for someone to be
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appointed as head. Actually, Head Appointment Regulations were introduced immediately
after the dictatorship period (1967-74) and attempts were then made to make the regulations
democrafic, equalitarian and non-discriminatory. They are sfiU considered as such, despite
their defects.
In modern schools heads often encounter challenges or demands they cannot carry out based
only on their empirical background. In order to cover these shortcomings of the heads'
managerial experience, the MiNERA issues a mulfitude of legislative regulations (decrees or
circulars) which specify the roles and responsibilities of heads in every step they take
managing their schools.
It would appear that these strict designafions of the heads' administrafive profile Umit any
initiative they would take in terms of decision-making in the long run. But heads state
frankly that what they really need is training. It is true that in-service training is absent, or in
cases where it exists it is not sufficiently provided for all teachers. Headship training -even
after the appointment to the head post - is totally non-existent. Due to this lack of training
plus the underpayment for their heavy duties, heads cannot cope with the demands of the
post: they feel discouraged and dissatisfied.

Conclusions
Legal document analysis answered the first set of key questions (A). The small-scale research
data analysis provided answers to key question sets B, C and D. These answers reflect heads'
percepfions of financial management. Discussion of the findings of both parts of the study
indicate four problematic areas of school financial management:
a. complicated resource acquisition procedures;
b. absence of planning process and implementation;
c. difficulfies in headship time allocation; and
d. lack of training for headship (and leadership, in general).

Suggestions for Heads' Professional Development
The four problematic areas identified above need clear and immediate remedy. It may be
argued that this remedy should be provided by the state not by the individuals. This is true
up to a point. Certainly, the state (via the MiNERA) is responsible for the amendment of the.
law, for the support of heads or for the provision of larger funds to the schools. But all these
activities need long-term planning and implementation. The vital question is: what can a
head do in order to move into a dynamic way of management and to achieve the best
outcomes possible for his or her school in the present statutory framework?
This study has no intention to provide 'gold standards' or tips for financial management in
state schools; there are concise practical guides in the market to do so. It is desirable, though,
to provide a conceptual breakthrough to fresh educational thinking in terms of a theoretical
approach to financial management pracfice. The idea we propo'se is the necessity of planning
in financial management. Planning can save time, effort and money and can lead to
effectiveness.
Planning can be seen from two sides: that of programming short-term tasks depending on
deadlines and that of a yearlong planning process.
Short-term tasks depending on deadlines are usually those that are more like clerical or
accounting tasks, such as the submission of social security contribution lists, payrolls or
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revenue payments. Today, only a small percentage of schools enjoy the 'luxury' of a secretary.
For the majority of them, either the head or a member of the teaching staff undertakes this task.
This is 'the easy part', as there are deadlines to catch, and simple programming of how or when
the task is done can provide effective management. A 'rational' approach is preferred in this
case: to focus on a small but realistic number of achievable goals - that is, tasks to be
accomplished, which are well understood by everyone. This type of planning or programming
is generally not affected by the reality of school life: every step is defined in the reasonably
predictable demands of the Social Security Service or the Inland Revenue Office, In addition, the
cost of such tasks is covered by the LEAs, not by the school budget. The school serves as a
facilitator by completing the clerical tasks for these expenses. Consequently, this is a series of
tasks that can be carried out by anyone, possibly outside school, and does not influence the
school microcommunity. This rational approach to programming the short-term tasks is logical
and best used in straightforward and practical situations, as the ones mentioned in this category.
However, the yearlong planning process deals - almost entirely - with the school itself: it
strives to meet the school's requirements whether they are maintenance or academic, such as
improving its library, the computer pool or the science laboratories. One would argue that
part of these tasks can be predictable and rational (cleaning or maintenance costs, for
example). Actually, these tasks are changeable and they build on existing strengths: cleaning
and maintenance - apart from the daily, weekly or monthly routine- depend on other
unpredictable factors (such as workload after a school event or following damage). The same
idea of unpredictability underpins other plans the Head might have made for his or her
school. Various forms of 'turbulence' in the school environment are very common and action
should be taken immediately. It can also be argued that this 'turbulence' is also short term
and can be handled accordingly. This is partially true, due to the constantly changing
internal school environment. But how can the head cope with the unexpected if there is no
provision in the budget? Improvisation is the key to such a situation. In fact, forecasting the
unexpected is a long-term activity, as it implies previous budgeting arrangements. For some
researchers responding to unexpected situations involves a 'pragmatic approach' and
presupposes a deep understanding of the importance of the evolutionary process in
educational organisations.
On the other hand, forecasting a potential change requires a strong underlying sense of
direction. Thus, yearlong planning becomes the most difficult and complex process as it does
not entail simple tasks at certain deadlines but it combines a set of premeditated actions with
possible unexpected change of plans. In other words, it depends on the head's leadership
qualities:
• to identify yearlong needs and objectives;
• to work in small steps towards each of them;
• to forecast 'turbulence' - that is, unexpected changes (as far as this can be possible);
• to be 'ready' to respond to these sudden or sweeping changes, whether they are
opportunities for a better deployment of resources or impediments to the premeditated
process (as far as this can be possible);
• not to be 'afraid to improvise' - that is, to take initiatives (within the boundaries of
educational law, when this is possible); and finally
• to make yearlong planning an evolutionary and rewarding process for the school and the
head him- or herself.
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In fact, implementing yearlong planning based on these qualities involves a good 'mix' of
rational and pragmatic principles and, according to Knight this is the 'hallmark of the
entrepreneur' (1995: 17). Without minimising the importance of a long-term plan for the
school, the head manages change in a quick and effective way as he or she is already
prepared for that. Although this may sound a simple procedure, it involves a coherent
philosophy and a set of values, so that the planned route is kept in mind and, at the same time,
unexpected opportunities can be readily identified and included in or excluded from the
initial plan.
This 'philosophy' highlights, once again, the issue of training in management in education.
None of the above suggestions can be implemented whilst there is no management and
leadership training. No matter how hard heads try to be effective in performing their
managerial and leading duties, this will remain unfeasible.
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Glossary
Catchment area:
Local Authority:
Local Educational Authority:
Junior high school:
Primary school:
Secondary high school:
Senior high school:
Senior technical vocational school:
State teachers:

A defined geographical area from which a school takes its pupils.
Municipality/borough officials.
Decentralised educational department of MiNERA.
Type of school (compulsory education) for 13-15-year-old
students.
Type of school (compulsory education) for 6-12-year-old students.
Either a junior high school or a senior high (or tech-voc.) school.
School for 16-18-year-old students (non-compulsory education).
School for 16-18-year-old students (non-compulsory education).
At present they are appointed after succeeding in a nationwide
exam conducted by the National Exam Board, called ASEP. In the
past, there was a year list from which a certain number (defined by
MiNERA) of teachers was appointed every year. In all cases of
appointment, teachers are four-year University graduates. As the
introduction of the nationwide exam is quite recent, remnants of
the previous system stíU exist.
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