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ABSTRACT
RESPONSE OF K-12 DISTRICTS TO
POLICY MANDATES INTRODUCED THROUGH
FEDERAL AND STATE LEGISLATION
By
Kellie Terry

The purpose of this study was to describe and explain the response by K-12
districts to policy mandates introduced through federal and state legislation. To inform
the study, I reviewed the literature regarding educational purposes in the United States;
relationships between the economic, political and educational systems and their influence
on the educational system; society’s attempts to resolve perceived social and economic
problems in its schools; and theoretical concepts that predict how K-12 districts might
respond to legislative mandates. This literature provided the foundation for a conceptual
framework, exploratory questions, and the methodology guiding this study. In addition,
information on the two legislative mandates included in this study, the federal No Child
Left Behind Act of 2002, and Michigan’s Compiled Laws 165-166 on Human
Immunodeficiency Virus and Sexually Transmitted Diseases and sex education, was
outlined.

Interview data and documents from each category of the conceptual framework,
including External Partners from the Michigan Department of Education and two
Intermediate School Districts; and two K-12 districts were analyzed. Research in the K-
12 districts was conducted through pilot and case studies. Following within-case and
cross-case analyses of the data, I developed conclusions to describe and explain how K-

12 districts respond to legislative mandates.






Study evidence and arguments were presented to support the conclusions, based
on the underlying thesis, which is that legislative policy mandates pose K-12 districts
with an interesting paradox: while the educational bureaucracy appears to be well-
equipped to satisfy concrete compliance requirements, bureaucratic action does not
appear sufficient to produce the deeper changes in practice needed to fulfill the spirit of
the law. Thus, districts appear to be struggling to apply bureaucratic solutions to change
that may require a response outside the realm of bureaucratic control. Further
explication of K-12 districts’ responses to legislative policy mandates resulted in an
abstract model entitled, “Stages of K-12 Districts’ Compliance with Legislative
Mandate.”

Thus, this study contributes to the discourse regarding the connections between
policy, practice, and organizational change. Additional research was suggested to
elaborate greater understanding of the conditions and actions in districts that are

successful in realizing deep changes in educational practice.
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CHAPTER I

THE PROBLEM

Introduction and Purpose of the Study

Public schools in the United States are riddled with mandated changes in
curriculum, instruction, and assessment spawned by federal and state legislation. While
reform demands are not new, as many researchers have noted, they have increased in
number and power over the last several decades starting with the National Defense
Education Act of 1957 and culminating in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 and
beyond. This is a significant concern for educators nationwide, as reform mandates and
pressures at the federal, state, and local levels increase demands on districts to improve
and produce evidence of change through external accountability measures. The purpose
of this study was to describe and explain the response by K-12 districts to policy
mandates introduced through federal and state legislation.

Much public attention has focused on mandate requirements. District
performance expectations are outlined in detail, disseminated by state educational
agencies, and reported in the mass media. This has led to equally public reports, boiling
down complicated questions of school and district performance to a nearly singular focus
on whether or not districts “make the grade.” However, in this accountability-driven
system, it is far less clear what districts do in response to mandates. Do districts respond
to a given mandate in similar ways, or is there significant variation? Do different

mandates provoke the same response by a district? What contributes to differing
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responses within and across districts? What are the implications for district organization
and performance?

External demands for change induce uncertainty and conflict within districts.
Hence, the purpose of this study was to find out how K-12 districts respond to policy
mandates introduced through federal and state legislation. In articulating the initial logic
underpinning the study, I began with a literature review and developed related

exploratory questions.
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction

This review describes the relationship between economic and political forces and
the educational system in the United States, outlining the evolving purposes of education
over time and their reflection in external mandates. It is important to recognize that
external mandates are not new, nor are organizational challenges. Indeed, Ogawa,
Crowson, and Goldring identified ongoing challenges inherent in school organizations,
including “dilemmas of external relations” between schools and their environments
(1999, p. 285). These dilemmas center on issues of “persistence” of educational
purposes, structures, and reforms, “organizational boundaries,” or the relationship
between organizations and their environments, and “compliance,” or adaptation of
organizations to environmental demands (1999, pp. 285-290). While external mandates
pose challenges for K-12 districts, they also offer a litmus test for prevailing
organizational theory by measuring how well it predicts the response of K-12 districts.
This review explores organizational theories for their contributions and limitations in
predicting the organizational responses of K-12 districts.

In building the rationale for further research on the response of K-12 districts to
external mandates, the following issues will be examined for their contributions to this
topic: 1) The history of educational purpose and values in the United States, particularly

as it has informed development of external imperatives and mandates for K-12 districts;
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2) The relationship between the economic, political, and educational systems,
highlighting the influence of capitalism and democracy on schools and the intended
outcomes for educating our youth; 3) The increasing public demands for K-12 education
in response to perceived social and economic problems; 4) The purpose and nature of
external mandates in curriculum, instruction, and assessment in response to these
perceived problems; and 5) Theoretical explanations for K-12 districts’ responses to
mandates, exposing shortcomings of existing organizational theory to explain how
schools respond to mandates. Insights and deficits revealed through the literature review
are then utilized to pose exploratory research questions.

History of Educational Purpose and Values

Public debate and action regarding the purposes and quality of education is not
new. Tyack and Cuban (1995) documented the evolution of schooling in the United
States from Horace Mann in the 1840s, who preached social salvation via the common
school, to the presidential commission responsible for A Nation at Risk, noting, “For over
a century and a half, Americans have translated their cultural anxieties and hopes into
dramatic demands for educational reform” (p. 1).

Even as early twentieth century educators disagreed about the optimal focus,
content, and outcomes of a high school education, the nation scrambled to create a mass
system to educate its youth in response to rapidly rising enrollments (Cohen, 1985). In
the first several decades of the century, the government’s commitment to education was
thus to ensure that all students had an opportunity to fulfill their differing abilities and
interests in life (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). However, Sputnik (1957) and the publication of

A Nation at Risk (1983) raised concerns about the quality of the American educational






system relative to other nations, particularly in the areas of math and science education,
which in turn made U.S. citizens uneasy about the specter of economic decline. In
response, over the last two decades of the twentieth century, federal and state educational
policies implemented standards-based assessments to increase accountability for schools.
The No Child Left Behind legislation solidified the federal policy shift from provision of
educational opportunities for all students, to ensuring that all students achieve minimum
proficiency standards. NCLB and other federal and state policies represent the
government’s attempt to communicate, legislate, and enact its purpose and vision for the
educational system, and to manifest its promises to the American public.

Therefore, the implicit and explicit promises made to the American public
through the educational system have evolved. The basic value set of universal education
and egalitarianism highlighted by Cusick in 1992 has expanded to include the value of
universal proficiency. Thus, it is essential to note that the basic value set has not been
trimmed or necessarily even prioritized, but has been added to, a distinction that reflects
the system’s unwillingness to reject any perceived legitimate purpose in educating its
youth (Cohen, 1985).

Relationship between the Educational System and Economic and Political Forces

Educational purpose and values stem from the infrastructure of our society. The
United States’ educational system has not developed in isolation, but has been
fundamentally shaped by the economic and political forces that form the fabric of our
daily lives. Thus, the educational system is intertwined with these systems, which are in
turn based on capitalism and democratic values and practices. Needless to say, these

institutions have significant implications for the educational system; an exploration of






how our economic and political forces contribute to the structure and function of our
educational system is critical to understanding both how educational systems have
evolved, as well as how they respond to external mandates.
Weber and His Economic Theory of Bureaucracy

As Weber’s economic theory of bureaucracy (1947) helps to illustrate, the
educational system is itself an economic structure. Following Weber’s reasoning, the
financial needs of the educational system are primarily met through taxation, and schools
are accountable to their communities for spending tax dollars wisely. In order to meet the
diverse needs of students and programs, schools organize themselves according to
bureaucratic principles.’ In return, taxpayers feel justified in making demands on the
educational system to make good on its promises of educational equity and universal
proficiency, and frequently seek special treatment for their children or pet interests.

While Weber’s ideas are complex, careful analysis reveals the impact of
economic forces on the educational system, which leads to further understanding of how
K-12 districts respond to external mandates. Given his systematic treatment of social
phenomena and his abstraction of generalized theoretical categories of economic action,
organizations, and leadership, it may be said that Weber’s conceptualizations follow
tenets of the structural-functional approach. This consideration of Weber’s work will

examine his ideas about the nature of economic action, its relationship to bureaucratic

' In Michigan and other key states, school bureaucracies attempt to squeeze the most out of
funding funneled to districts from the state’s tax coffers, especially as state legislation such as
Michigan’s Proposal A has resulted in slowed growth of total available revenues to the public
schools, with two years of actual decline in the real value of the foundation allowance. In
addition, Proposal A removed the ability of local districts to generate additional revenue beyond
the foundation allowance by passing school millages via the election process. Districts with
declining enroliments have experienced particular financial strains, as district budgets are based
on total student enrollment (Arsen and Plank, 2003).
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organizations, the role of rational-legal authority within the organization, and the problem
of change within bureaucratic organizations.
The Nature of Economic Action

Weber (1947) was careful to insist that he was not positing an economic theory
per se, but instead dedicated himself to describing the social and institutional structure of
economic activity and its variations. His typology of four types of social action began
with a consideration of whether the action was rational or oriented toward a clear goal,
with the means chosen to ensure goal attainment. The two “rational-ideal types” of
action that he described included Wertrationalitit, where “the choice of means is oriented
to the realization of a single absolute value without reference to considerations of cost,”
and Zweckrationalitdt, which is “oriented to a plurality of values in such a way that
devotion to any one is limited by the possibility of entailing excessive cost in the form of
sacrifice to others” (Parsons, p. 14). The latter type describes the action most common in
a capitalist, democratic society with a plurality of values. Additionally, Weber believed
“the spirit of capitalism” underlying modern social and economic structures placed equal
value on rationality, via a clearcut path from means to ends, as well as “acquisitiveness”
(Parsons, p. 33).

The application of the concepts of Zweckrationalitdt and the spirit of capitalism
and acquisitiveness to educational organizations illustrates a couple of critical points that
explain why schools function as they do. First, Weber stressed that rational organizations
are oriented toward maximizing their economic advantages in a system of market
relationships. Thus, some Michigan districts seek economic “booty” (Parsons, p. 51) by

acquiring increasing numbers of students and their corresponding foundation allowances.






Rational action dedicated toward this goal includes advertising for students by
emphasizing desirable facilities and successful programs with demonstrable results (i.e.,
strong MEAP scores). Further, districts aim to retain students through customer service
designed to satisfy the needs and whims of parents and students. In addition,
acquisitiveness of school districts also pertains to amassing booty through heightened
reputation and prestige. Therefore, districts seek recognition in the educational
marketplace for highly competitive rankings on standardized tests, garnering and
publicizing prestigious honors and awards for its faculty, students, and programs. In
Michigan, schools can earn public recognition by simply earning an “A” grade from
Education Yes!, the state’s accreditation system based on MEAP scores and school
improvement data.

Secondly, Weber noted that market relations in a capitalist economy are primarily
open. Thus, public school districts have been increasingly forced through the choice and
charter movement to compete for students. Consequently, they are compelled to respond
to reformers, special interest groups, and parental demands. And in addition, reform
pressures exerted by external mandates cannot simply be ignored. As explained by
Mommsen, Weber’s view is that social processes of change are ruled by unbending
institutional structures; thus, school districts have “their life conduct largely determined
by them, if only because their economic interests point towards adaptation and
conformity with the given social order” (1989, p. 151). An extrapolation of Weber’s
ideas to the current context of increasing external mandates would indicate that K-12
districts would be forced to adapt and comply with new regulations through increased

bureaucratization.
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Relationship between Economic Action and Bureaucracy

The need to compete in a market system and respond to diverse demands has
implications for educational organizations. According to Weber, formation of
bureaucratic organizations is a nearly inescapable response to the demands of modern,
complex economic and political structures. Diverse demands impinging on the
organization call for specialization of departments, task functions, and lines of authority.
Weber viewed bureaucratic structures and responses in an organization devoted to
rational goals as inevitable, such that “When those subject to bureaucratic control seek to
escape the influence of the existing bureaucratic apparatus, this is normally possible only
by creating an organization of their own which is equally subject to the process of
bureaucratization” (p. 338). And increased bureaucratization has implications for
organizational leadership.
Bureaucratic Leadership

Applied to management of schools, his concept of individuals occupying roles to
fulfill a “combination of functions . . . which are qualitatively different, and thus
specialized” (Weber, p. 226) explains the complexity of public schools with people
performing functions related to finance, transportation, food service, human resources,
curriculum, etc. In modern societies that have moved away from traditional forms of
leadership to “rational-legal” authority, those holding offices have specifically delimited
areas of responsibility, subject to bureaucratic regulations. This explains the role of
district administrators, each of whom possesses technical competence particular to his/her
role, and who are responsible for enacting bureaucratic mandates and regulations.

Bureaucratic administration means fundamentally the exercise of control
on the basis of knowledge. This is the feature of it which makes it

9
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specifically rational. This consists on the one hand in technical

knowledge, which, by itself, is sufficient to ensure it a position of

extraordinary power. But in addition to this, bureaucratic organizations,

or the holders of power who make use of them, have the tendency to

increase their power still further by the knowledge growing out of

experience in the service. For they acquire through the conduct of office a

special knowledge of facts and have available a store of documentary

material peculiar to themselves. (Weber, p. 339)
Hence, in Weber’s view, societies based on a capitalist economic structure create an
“urgent need for stable, strict, intensive, and calculable administration” (p. 338) which is
fulfilled through bureaucratic functions and leadership. Public school administrators
provide stability within a changing educational system by using acquired knowledge to
coordinate organizational responses to policy mandates.
The Problem of Change

Unfortunately, the very characteristics of bureaucracies that serve organizations
well can constrain effective operations. A common limitation ascribed to school
bureaucracies is their resistance to change. New demands introduced through legislative
mandates pose challenges to bureaucratic organizations; their rules-based orientation
makes change difficult, as the organization attempts to modify and regulate its functions
to adapt to mandates. This helps to explain why schools have been so resistant to deep
change (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Overall, bureaucratic structures are set up to promote
stability rather than innovation.

Complicating the implementation of change is the relationship between the
external environment and the organization itself. As observed by Parsons, one of the
fundamental assumptions underlying Weber’s thinking is the “inherent instability of

social structures. . . . The situation of human action and the character of humanly possible

responses to that situation, are shot through with deep-seated tensions which make the
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maintenance of any given state of affairs precarious” (p. 32). Weber’s exposition of open
and closed relationships helps to explain how participants in a bureaucracy make
decisions about responding to demands for change. If participants within the
organization “expect that the admission of others will lead to an improvement of their
situation . . . their interest will be in keeping the relationship open” (p. 140). Ina
competitive system, relationships are usually at least partially open to allow for improved
outcomes, not the least of which is increased economic advantage. However, as will be
demonstrated later in this review, Weber’s ideas fall short of explaining the full range of
organizational responses of K-12 districts to policy mandates in the current educational
context.

Democratic Political Structures and Their Influence on the Educational System

The purpose of this review is to explore how K-12 districts to policy mandates
introduced through federal and state legislation. Our democratic political structure also
influences districts’ responses. As noted earlier, our educational system reflects
democratic principles such as freedom of speech, equality, respect for diversity, and civic
participation.

Cusick (1992) uses the concepts of the formal organization and the educational
system to illustrate the ways in which individuals and groups in our democratic society
participate and gain access to schools. The formal organization is composed of groups
within the organization, including students, teachers, administrators, school board
members, and government officials. The educational system includes the aforementioned
groups, plus those outside the organization who participate in the workings of the school,

including parents and community members, legislators, unions, and various interest

11



ST
3 -
- YO
W mar,
ol

Y T
ST

alyr
Sme
-




groups, thus making the educational system extremely large and complex. Cusick
employs sociological and organizational theory to describe and explain why people in
formal organizations and within the educational system behave as they do, asserting his
thesis that “public education has a stable but dynamic system that makes predictable
adaptations to variations on recurring themes” (p. 9). His concepts illustrate the response
of K-12 districts to policy mandates as he describes the workings of the educational
system through collective action, illuminates tensions between the educational system
and the formal organization, explains adaptive changes in the organization to
accommodate diverse needs, and clarifies district administrators’ responsibilities relative
to mandated change.

Collective Action within the Educational System

Cusick’s ideas demonstrate the predictability of organizational responses to
external mandates. He asserts, “The actual business of education is carried on by small,
more or less cooperative associations of people who.arrange themselves around roles and
issues” (p. 4). Thus, the predictability of the system derives from the democratic actions
and interactions of people within groups.

The importance of the action of small groups within the system is highlighted by
Simmel (in Wolff, 1950). Simmel’s ideas help to explain why collective action tends to
take place in small rather than large groups. He observed that “large masses can always
be animated or guided only by simple ideas [because] what is common to many must be
accessible even to the lowest and most primitive among them” (p. 93). Thus, in
Simmel’s view, broad values such as equality and universal proficiency would motivate

large groups of people because few would argue with or fail to understand these ideals.
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This helps to clarify why the educational system has tasked schools with fulfilling broad
civic goals such as improving the economic and social welfare of its citizens. And it
further explains the origin of broad mandates such as No Child Left Behind.

In contrast, small groups are ripe for diverging from centralized goals and
authority, providing fertile ground for the cultivation and promotion of special interests.
Hence, smaller groups find it easier to preserve their identity and ideas, demonstrate
cohesiveness and devotion to their aims, and harness the resources of their members. The
cohesiveness of the small group is a lever for action, while the large group “creates
organs which channel and mediate the interactions of its members and thus operate as the
vehicles of a societal unity which no longer results from the direct relations among its
elements” (Simmel, 1950, in Wolff, p. 96). Thus, large groups promote broad social
goals, while smaller groups tend to advocate for specific, often private interests. This
helps to provide context for an educational system characterized by broad, ambitious
reforms, as well as those promoted by special interest groups. Hence, external mandates
stem from the large, diverse educational system, while the formal organization of schools
is in the position of responding both to mandates and special interests. This often creates
discontinuity between the educational system and the formal organization.

Tensions between the Educational System and the Formal Organization

The differences between large and small groups thus generates a fundamental
tension within the educational system, as described by Cusick: special interest groups in
the educational system advocate for their members, and the formal organization, which is
charged with enacting broad social goals, protects the interests of the least advantaged

students. Therefore, while the purpose of the formal organization is to address the
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problems of educating and controlling large groups of students, the system appears to
focus on accommodating the values, needs, and wishes of small interest groups. As
Cusick observes, this tension is never fully resolved. Small groups promote their
ideologies and solutions to perceived problems, and then another group comes along with
different views and priorities. The task of the formal organization is to make sense of the
storm of external mandates and to respond to them while attempting to preserve its
integrity.
Adaptive Changes in the Organization

Along with other proponents of the political-conflict school of thought, Cusick
does not locate the primary impetus for change within the formal organization, but
describes the reform efforts as stemming from federal and state policies and special
interest groups. Reforms may bring new energy to the formal organization, but can pose
problems for it as well. However, the formal organization is not without power; reform
efforts are often modified as they are passed down the vertical channels of the system to
local districts and players. In addition, special interest groups are another way that
change may be introduced, exerting pressure on schools to reflect their values, needs, and
wishes. This can create conflict between special interest groups advocating for change,
and the bureaucracy, which tries to institutionalize egalitarian ideals and promote
rationality through consistent practices.

Cusick asserts that the conservative means of dealing with change at the
organizational level is through specialization. Create a position or department to handle
the change, and the bureaucracy achieves a secondary gain by focusing attention on the

organization rather than the classroom, thus buffering the soft technology of instructional
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practice from outside influences. However, in the current context in Michigan and other
states where the growth of real revenues has slowed (Odden and Picus, 2004),
specialization of positions or departments may be difficult to achieve.

Economic and Political Structures’ Influence on Educational Mandates

The educational system is influenced by our economic and political forces, which
in turn are reflected in K-12 schools. Labaree (1997) has written of the competing
demands on schools arising “from a fundamental source of strain at the core of any
liberal democratic society, the tension between democratic politics (public rights) and
capitalist markets (private rights), between majority control and individual liberty,
between political equality and social inequality” (p. 41).

The end result of economic and political factors on the educational system is that
individuals and groups expect to have a say in school matters. Given the multitude of
access points to the system and the diverse needs, values, and beliefs of its participants,
the proliferation of federal and state mandates is not surprising. Individuals and groups
introduce ideas into the educational system, which overlap, accelerate, and gain in power
over time. Combined with other policy mandates and ideas swirling around, the pressure
for reform fulminates and spirals throughout the system.

Historical evidence demonstrates that one way schools have responded to the
pressures of special interest groups and policy mandates alike is to spin off new curricula
and programs for students and assign staff to special projects. This is amply illustrated in
The Shopping Mall High School: Winners and Losers in the Educational Marketplace
(Powell, Farrar, & Cohen, 1985), which explores the accommodations that high schools

make as they attempt to fulfill the educational mission of public high schools while
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addressing diverse student needs. However, under school finance legislation in states
such as Michigan, in which some districts’ budgets undergo significant, repeated cuts on
an annual basis, it is unclear whether the historical pattern of specialization continues to
be a widespread response to change.
Contributions of Other Positivists

The purpose of this study is to describe and explain the response by K-12 districts
to policy mandates introduced through federal and state legislation. While an explicit
analysis of the social structures of a capitalist economy and democratic politics provides
a foundation, it is important to consider contributions of other positivist theorists in
explaining the relationship between organizations and their environments. In particular,
Thompson (1967) and Meyer and Rowan (1977, 1978), and Rowan and Miskel (1999),
add new insights to explain how K-12 districts respond to external mandates.

Thompson and Behavior of Complex Organizations

In many ways, Thompson (1967) picked up where Weber left off in his
description of general “ideal types” of organization and administration. Thompson’s goal
as a theorist was to explain the variability of organizations based on their technology and
environments. In exploring his theoretical contributions, it is important to consider the
nature of organizations and their adherence to norms of rationality, the organizational
rationality of schools and its impact on structure and function, the effect of a
heterogeneous, dynamic “task environment” on organizations, and the role of
administrators in providing coordination and enacting responses to changes in the task

environment.
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The Nature of Organizations under Norms of Rationality

Thompson unified rational and natural system concepts in his theory, positing that
organizations are both “rational” in their attempts to meet predetermined goals, and open
to their environment as they evolve to meet changing demands. The chief task of the
organization is thus to reduce uncertainty in achieving its goals, specifically “by creating
certain parts . . . to deal with it [while] specializing other parts in operating under
conditions of certainty or near certainty” (p. 13). And according to his framework, the
tighter the norms of rationality (i.e., the more certainty is desired in achieving its goals),
the more energy the organization will devote to ensuring certainty. In K-12 education, it
appears that norms of rationality may have tightened through the standards movement
and external mandates. In response, it has been widely observed that K-12 districts, as
open systems that respond to their environment, focus increasing energy and resources to
meet proficiency goals; in addition, schools have created a variety of specialized
structures to ensure goals are met.
The Organizational Rationality of Schools

Thompson further posited that organizational rationality is derived from its inputs,
technical activities, and outputs. Given the instructional domain, students are the inputs,
teachers’ implementation of curricula to facilitate learning and students’ efforts to learn
constitutes the technical activities, and the outputs are the students themselves, along with
indicators of their achievement and readiness for life after graduation. Thus, the
instrumental rationality of an organization is judged by the extent to which technical
activities produce the desired outcomes. It is apparent that there is greater uncertainty in

schools given “softer” inputs (diversity of students’ experiences prior to entering the
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system, for example) and a “soft” technology (stemming from quality of educational
materials used, differences between teachers, etc.).

This complicates the task of explaining how K-12 districts respond to external
mandates. Thompson proposed that the technology utilized by an organization shaped its
organizational structure and actions. Schools are complex organizations because their
structures create all three possible types of interdependence between its parts: pooled
interdependence, in which each part of the organization contributes to and is supported by
the whole (i.e. all third grades, which affect school and district annual yearly progress, or
AYP, all fourth grades, all fifth grades, and so on); sequential interdependence (i.e.,
success of each grade level is dependent on appropriate instruction and learning in earlier
grades); and reciprocal interdependence, in which the output of a given department
becomes the input for another and vice versa. The interaction of organizational
technology, structure, and administrative coordination is critically important. Thompson
posited that the more complex the interdependencies within the organization, the higher
demand it poses on administrators for coordination. With each step higher in the type of
interdependence, the heavier the burden becomes for communication and
decisionmaking. When all three types of interdependence are present in an organization,
or within the purview of an administrator, the costs of coordination increase.
Furthermore, the nature and location of the various types of interdependency influence
the groupings within the organization. Finally, it may be said that there are
interdependencies that exist external to school districts, through partnerships,

professional associations that disseminate information, etc. These interdependencies
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have an inevitable impact as K-12 districts attempt to respond to external mandates
stemming from the environment.
Effects of a Heterogeneous, Dynamic Task Environment on the Organization

Thompson meticulously outlined possible responses of the organization to its
environment. He started with Dill’s definition of the task environment, which denotes
“those parts of the environment which are ‘relevant or potentially relevant to goal setting
and goal attainment’” (1967, p. 27). Schools have a wide-ranging task environment,
including community members, professional associations, federal and state agencies, etc.

As described by Thompson, the task environment poses both constraints and
contingencies for schools. He classified task environments based on their placement on
the “homogeneous-heterogeneous continuum,” which refers to the degree of diversity in
the task environment, and the “stable-shifting continuum” (p. 72), which describes the
amount of change in the task environment. He asserted, “The more heterogeneous the
task environment, the greater the constraints presented to the organization” (p. 73). Thus,
the pressure from a variety of special interest groups introduced through various channels
limits the freedom of schools to decide how to use its resources. Money spent on new
band uniforms may limit transportation for athletic teams. Similarly, “The more dynamic
the task environment, the greater the contingencies presented to the organization” (p. 73).
Increasing mandates from the task environment may require districts to gain additional
knowledge, prepare for more possibilities, and expend greater efforts to coordinate the

organizational response.
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Role of Administrators in Providing Coordination and Enacting Change

In Thompson’s view, administrators coordinate the organizational response to
change. As discussed earlier, norms of rationality, as well as technology, structures, and
interdependencies, affect organizational communication and coordination. In addition,
Thompson describes discretionary judgment exercised by administrators, illustrating
actions dependent on the individual’s knowledge base, relative position of power, and
uncertainty in the task environment. Of particular significance, he proposes the
following:

The more sources of uncertainty or contingency for the organization, the

more bases there are for power and the larger the number of political

positions in the organization. . . . [And] the more dynamic the technology

and task environment, the more rapid the political processes in the

organization and the more frequent the changes in organizational goals.

(p- 129)
Thompson’s theory predicts organizational coordination of change requires
administrators to form effective coalitions with other people in power, monitor the task
environment relative to mandates, and participate in developing and communicating
goals. Given the number of complex mandates and initiatives in a heterogeneous,
dynamic task environment, district administrators may spend a significant amount of time
devoted to meeting with others. This is where they gather knowledge and information
relative to new demands, monitor contingencies, work out conflicts between competing
interests, identify tasks for the organization and its constituent parts, and solicit practical
and political support.

While Thompson’s theory is helpful in many ways, his conceptualization of the

organization as an open system leaves unresolved issues. He indicates that organizational

action is aimed at reducing uncertainties, in large part by buffering and sealing off the
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organization’s core technologies and operations from the task environment. However, in
its strict analysis of the intersection between open systems and rational actions, it fails to
recognize that organizations may at times subvert rational goals to survive in a highly
demanding task environment. As such, it does not fully explain how complex
organizations respond to external mandates.
Meyer and Rowan: Institutional Theory

Meyer and Rowan (1977, 1978) and Rowan (1982) venture beyond Thompson
(1967) by demonstrating how organizations sacrifice norms of rationality in response to
external mandates. Their work focuses on ways organizations incorporate new structures
as reflections of rules (mandates) originating from the institutional environment. They
define these institutional rules as “myths which organizations incorporate, gaining
legitimacy, resources, stability, and enhanced survival prospects” (1977, p. 340). While
adoption of institutional myths as formal organizational structures may conflict with the
efficiency of the organization, institutional theory posits that efficient coordination and
control of organizations does not provide assurance of their survival. Strictly speaking,
adherence to rational outcomes based on high technical rationality may narrowly
prescribe organizational action and does not consider important institutional rules
pertaining to professions, programs, technology, and policy. As new institutional myths
are promulgated, “formal organizations form and expand by incorporating these rules as
structural elements” (1977, p. 345). Hence, more advanced societies elaborate
institutionalized myths in a variety of domains.

Meyer and Rowan note that “organizations are structured by phenomena in their

environments and tend to become isomorphic with them” (1977, p. 346). This lends
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greater legitimacy to the organization that incorporates elements deemed appropriate and
valued. Thus, the organization is buffered from failure by adopting structures that are
externally validated. According to Meyer and Rowan, schools “survive precisely because
they are matched with—and almost absorbed by—their institutional environments”
(1977, p. 352). To innovate in ways that depart from institutionalized myths is to risk
loss of legitimacy and ultimately, failure.

Certainly, tenets of institutional theory help to explain how districts respond to
external mandates by demonstrating conformity to institutional “myths” (i.e., by assuring
that all teachers meet “highly qualified” requirements). However, there are also apparent
conflicts. Institutional theory (Meyer and Rowan, 1977, 1978; Rowan and Miskel, 1999)
posits that isomorphism with the institutionalized environment allows for decoupling of
structural subunits from one another as they become separated by constraints of daily
work and the need for efficient operations. Thus, ritual conformity with institutionalized
myths and projections of confidence and legitimacy outside of the organization demand
higher levels of effort, while daily coordination and maintenance of internal relationships
are sacrificed.

However, Meyer and Rowan assert that while highly institutionalized
organizations maintain legitimacy through displays of competency and good faith, they
tend to resist internal and external inspection and evaluation. This is in contrast to
current educational policy mandates such as NCLB, which demand both internal and
external assessment, paired with public reports of organizational performance, an
apparent discrepancy with the goals of both the organization and its institutional

environment.
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Furthermore, research completed by Rowan in 1982 presents another paradox for
districts responding to recent mandates for improved student achievement. In a study of
thirty school districts in California spanning the years from 1930 to 1970, Rowan
investigated the differentiation of administrative positions. As a frame for the study, he
cited research findings indicating “increased levels of state and federal funding that
follow from regulation promote local administrative expansion” (p. 45). In an analysis of
job titles of district administrators published annually by the state, Rowan discovered that
administrative positions in curriculum and instruction were differentiated far less
frequently than those “managing non-instructional functions such as personnel and
business or child services. In addition, the ability of districts to sustain these positions,
once differentiated, was very low. Instruction and curriculum [positions] had the lowest
rates of survival” (p. 56). He explained the findings based on the tenets of institutional
theory, noting increased state regulations in the areas of educational finance, personnel,
and student services during this time period. He also posited possible reluctance of
districts to add administrative positions in curriculum and instruction given that
“instruction is a highly uncertain technology. . . . and [there was] a decreased emphasis
on instructional management as a result of the position of schools in society” during the
study period (p. 44). While there has been an increased emphasis on instructional
leadership since the completion of this study, state and federal funding has not increased
significantly to implement new mandates.

Increased Public Demands for K-12 Education
Despite the educational system’s efforts to respond to changing educational

purposes and a variety of reforms, public demands have escalated over the past twenty
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years. In part, it appears that schools have staggered under the burden of meeting broader
social goals, including correcting racial prejudices and inequities, providing a safe haven
from community violence, building students’ characters and enhancing their ability to
work cooperatively with others, preventing teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted
diseases, etc. And over time, society has also looked to schools to prepare students for
the workforce, respond to changes in the marketplace, and compete in the global
economy. Both of these factors have fomented additional pressures for K-12 schools and
have been used as a rationale for sweeping reforms. Given the purpose of this review,
understanding the evolution of social and economic pressures provides essential context
for the origin of external educational mandates, as well as the response of K-12 districts
to these mandates.
Schools as a Panacea for Social Problems

External mandates often have their origin in perceived social problems. In their
painstaking documentation of educational reform over the past century, Tyack and Cuban
(1995) demonstrate a pervasive tendency in the United States for reformers to construct
educational solutions to both social and economic problems. This phenomenon follows a
typical pattern of labeling a problem, devising a course to educate students about it, and
expecting that education alone can provide the solution. However, using schools to
address social problems has created new conflicts.

Overpromising has often led to disillusionment and to blaming the schools

for not solving problems beyond their reach. More important, the utopian

tradition of social reform through schooling has often diverted attention
from more costly, politically controversial, and difficult societal reforms.

®-3)
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Furthermore, reforms aimed at curing social ills often take a generation or more to
produce significant results. When the public becomes impatient with the slow pace of
change, “Schools can easily shift from panacea to scapegoat” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p.
14).

In addition, social purposes for schooling have changed. Cohen (1985) traced the
history of public education over a century and a half, separating historical periods in the
United States from the late nineteenth century to the 1980s. Several of these historical
periods produced new purposes for education in response to pressures and changes in the
social order. Burgeoning high school enrollments in the early 1900s reflected the
public’s belief that advanced education would improve one’s social standing. And by the
onset of World War 11, with increased economic prosperity and expansion of the welfare
system, jobs were often not available to adolescents. Hollingshead’s classic study of high
school youth (in Cohen, 1985), revealed that outside of school, there were few agencies
to socialize adolescents, thus making schools increasingly important as “social centers for
otherwise unoccupied adolescents” (p. 237). Furthermore, Hollingshead’s findings
demonstrated that schools replicated the social order while training youth for
opportunities deemed suitable given their social standing. Thus, as asserted by Cohen, by
1940, schools strived to meet a panoply of needs, from ensuring students’ psychic well-
being, addressing an array of educational goals from the practical to the academic, as well
as the social demands of adolescence. In the 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement created a
groundswell of support for equal opportunity for diverse students, including racial
minorities and students with disabilities. Cohen noted that while the 1950s reforms

focused on improving academics, in the 1960s, “Legislation aimed at ending racial
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discrimination in public life and eradicating its accumulated effects through massive
federal education and training programs had set new national priorities,” thus turning
attention away from improving educational quality (p. 292).

However, the pendulum has swung back to examining educational quality, and
significantly, the educational outcomes of majority and minority students. In a recent
analysis of the “black-white achievement gap,” now widely recognized as a pressing
social problem, Rothstein (2004) thoroughly probes findings of schools and instructional
practices that have reportedly succeeded in reducing achievement gaps. His meticulous
scrutiny of the findings reveals flawed methodology either because of selective sampling,
misinterpreted test scores, or confounding variables, thus debunking the validity of the
findings. While Rothstein is a passionate advocate for educational equity, he wryly
notes, “In seeking to close the achievement gap for low-income and minority students,
policy makers focus inordinate attention on the improvement of instruction because they
apparently believe that social class differences are immutable and that only schools can
improve the destinies of lower-class children” (2004, p. 9). He contends that remedying
the achievement gap, which he traces to deep social and economic inequalities, requires
integrated reform efforts in multiple systems including health care, early childhood
education, and stable housing, in addition to K-12 reform. He believes placing the
burden for resolving the achievement gap solely on schools confounds the work that
schools can reasonably accomplish.

The Economic Narrative of Schools
External mandates have also been rooted in the economic narrative of our society,

reflected in shifts of educational purpose over time. Borrowing from Weber’s economic
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theory of sociology (1947), individuals seek every opportunity to improve their
competitive advantage in the marketplace. Americans have long nourished the belief that
short-term sacrifices to keep youth in school will net long-term gains for both individuals
and society as they realize the goals of economic advancement (Cohen, 1985).

Labaree advanced three conflicting purposes for education, including “democratic
equality, social efficiency, and social mobility” (1997, p. 41). His review clearly
illustrates the conflicts between democratic equality, reflected in an educational goal of
preparing good citizens, and the economic goals of efficiency (ensuring that students are
trained to be competent and productive workers) and mobility (ensuring opportunities for
advancement in a competitive market). These competing values and beliefs have often
resulted in a strain for primacy between social and economic ends for education, as noted
by Tyack and Cuban (1995):

Cycles of reform talk and action result . . . from the conflicts of values and

interests that are intrinsic to public schooling. The rhetoric of reform has

reflected the tensions between democratic politics, with its insistence on

access and equality, and the structuring of opportunity in a competitive

market economy. (p. 59)

While the overarching economic purpose for education has been economic
survival and advancement, the seesaw of tension between social and economic goals has
been played out in various ways. By 1940, when jobs formerly filled by youth were
occupied by adults, schools provided a safe place for youth with little else to do. Thus,
schools were restructured to shift their educational purpose away from academic rigor to
accommodate increasing enrollments of students not previously served in secondary

schools. Schools became places to “train students for the right jobs, [placing] school

leaders . . . at the heart of the industrial enterprise, making key decision about who would
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work where, and how well” (Cohen, 1985). However, with the advent of the 1957 Soviet
Sputnik, perceptions of America’s national defense, declining scientific world
supremacy, and economic fitness for global competition, led to a new economic purpose
for education in the United States: to improve educational rigor in math, science, and
languages. As noted, the renewed academic focus did not last long, as the Civil Rights
Movement shifted attention from improved quality of education to increasing equality of
educational opportunities (Cohen, 1985). And in recent times, cultural awareness of the
poor achievement of minority groups, heightened by NCLB, has erupted into growing
anxiety about general educational outcomes of American students. This view that has
been widely promulgated by writers such as Friedman (2005), whose bestseller The
World is Flat trumpeted alarm over the outsourcing of American engineering and
technology jobs to other countries.

The underlying economic narrative of education has been attacked by critical
theorists, including Foster (1986, 1989). Foster suggests that the shortcomings of many
reforms is that “they neglect the moral dimensions of the endeavors—moral not in the
sense of being moralistic but in the sense of accounting for the deeper cultural and social
aspects of individuals placed together in some sort of social structure” (1986, p. 118).
His belief is that district administrators should promote democratic values and social
justice and be responsive to the people served by the organization. In his view, the
organization should “elevate [leaders] to new levels of morality. . . . and raise the level of
followers’ moral consciousness regarding their received situation” (1989, p. 55). Using
Foster’s conceptual criteria for critical leadership, educators would practice critical

assessment of social conditions, act to transform these conditions, educate others through
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shared analysis and envisionment, and demonstrate ethical commitment (1989, pp. 50-
55).

Given the diverse beliefs and values reflected in public criticism of K-12
education, it is no wonder that reforms become “swamped by contrary waves of
criticism” (Cohen, 1985, p. 280). Reflecting on failed secondary education reforms as a
case in point, Cohen notes

American schoolpeople have been singularly unable to think of an

educational purpose that they should not embrace. As a result, they never

have made much effort to figure out what high schools could do well,

what high schools should do, and how they could best do it. Secondary

educators have tried to solve the problem of competing purposes by

accepting all of them, and by building an institution that would

accommodate the result. Unfortunately, the flip side of the belief that all

directions are correct is the belief that no direction is incorrect—which is a

sort of intellectual bankruptcy. (1985, pp. 305-306)

In Cohen’s view, this leads to certain failure. As stated by Labaree, “Grounded in this
contradictory social context, the history of American education has been a tale of
ambivalent goals and muddled outcomes” (1997, p. 41). Hence<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>