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RENN, MICHAEL T., Ed.D. An Analyis of Board of Education/
Superintendent Relationships in the Area of Public School
Finance. (1986) Directed by Dr. E. Lee Bernick. 139 pp.

It was the purpose of this study to examine the rela-
tionships between members of boards of education and public
school superintendents in the area of school finance. It is
our contention that these two sets of actors are at the
heart of American public education and that an illumination
of the interrelationships surrounding them is significant.

Relationships between boards of education and superin-
tendents were examined in only one area of interest, school
finance. This area is identified in the literature and
recognized through experience as a facilitator of other
educational endeavors.

The basis for the study was data collected through the
administration of a questionnaire to all local district school
superintendents in the state of North Carolina. The gues-
tionnaire involved respondents ranking levels of involvement
on 29 areas of financial responsibility. The response rate
was in excess of 90%.

We found that superintendents have a different percep-
tion of their own responsibility in school finance as
opposed to the responsibility of board members. They see
themselves as being more actively involved in a broader
range of financial areas than board members. Superinten-

dents also delineated multiple areas of responsibility in



school finance rather than creating a simple dichotomous
division. 1In addition, they perceived their own performance
as being closer to what it "ought to be" than that of their
board members. There were no differences in the perceptions
of superintendents in financial matters when considering
three selected demographic differences.

Replication of the study in differing geographic areas
as well as from different perspectives was suggested for

further study.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Throughout history, America's public schools have been
seen as her strength. While the most recent years have
brought criticism of public education and even an occasional
suggestion that a system of privately funded institutions
could better and more efficiently educate America's youth,
there is little doubt that the educational system has per-
formed well. However, this is not to imply that there are
no weaknesses. It would be reasonable to imagine that even
those who level criticism at the schools understand what the
"noble experiment" is all about. No other nation has
attempted, on such a grand scale, to educate the masses.
America is a nation where not just those who were blessed
with being financially well-born, not simply those who had
elevated intellectual ability and intended to pursue uni-
versity study, and not just those who, by accident of birth,
came to our shores with the "proper" skin color or religious
convictions but every child is endowed with the right to a
proper education. This goal of creating a literate citizenry
was not just a whim or "luck of the draw" but rather an idea
straight out of a larger political philosophy and tradition.
Schools in America were not founded on a basis that was

confined only to intellectual development for development's



sake; they were created with purpose, purpose larger than

the schools themselves. That purpose, of course, was focused
on what we have come to call a "way of life" but which is,
more technically, a political philosophy and system:
democracy. The founding fathers were cognizant of the fact
that if individual citizens were to express their desires

and if these grass root commands were to be used to guide the
republic, then the common man must be prepared for such
responsibility. America's public schools were created in
this democratic tradition and, through a set of goals that
were centered on the realization of national literacy, were
to perpetuate that tradition.

With this national democratic ideal as a backdrop, the
governance of America's schools has often begged the atten-
tion of the general public as well as of the country's educa-
tional professionals. That "free public schools" are essen-
tial to the existence of American democracy has been a given
as schools were, and continue to be, used to assimilate and
to transfer socializing knowledge to young citzens. However,
equally of interest to us and to scholars in many disciplines,
is the way that America has chosen to govern the schools
themselves and whether the institution that has been given
the task of transfering the democratic ideal is actually
utilizing that ideal in practice.

The historical fact is clear, America has chosen a

cooperative, two-pronged system of school governance.



Interestingly enough, this same idea is akin to that found
in the larger governmental arena as one branch of government
is asked to "check and balance" another. One "branch" of
this dual governance system in schools is the "lay" control
provided by boards of education. Such boards were, at the
outset of American public education, the only governing
bodies, and these boards specified to teachers what they
expected in their schools. The whole idea of governance
being "close to the people"_was realized when the representa-
tives of the people were in direct control of schools. The
democratic ideal was totally achieved with popularly elected
boards of education. If, on the other hand, boards of
education were appointed by other elected officials, then
something less than pure representative government resulted.
But, as the schools and the nation grew, the operation of

the educational process became more complex and time-consuming.

Lay boards, whether elected or appointed, were no longer
willing or able to be in direct control and felt a need to

hire a "professional” to aid in the governance of their
schools. The entrance of the professional administrator did
relieve boards of the day-to-day operation of schools but it
also had a real effect on the "ownership" of those schools.
This shared ownership led to the aforementioned second "branch"
of the dual governance system. The appearance of the super-

intendency added an element of governance that was one more



step removed from direct popular control and, as a result,
the lay/professional dichotomy that presently draws great
attention was established. Superintendents and boards of
education were now in positions to compete for influence in
educational governance.

Democratic influence does not end with the nature of
those who make decisions about the governance of schools;
it extends to how those decisions are made. 1In addition to
the electoral process often being used to select those who
provide lay control of education, there are those issues that
are put directly to the people. Bond issues, referenda,
and, in the most extreme examples, even direct approval of
school district budgets are a part of school governance.
Democratic ideals are evident throughout the processes used
in the governance of America's schools; and although partisan
politics are largely avoided, the process is a profoundly
political one.

Within the political arena surrounding the school gov-
ernance function, a stumbling block has emerged--one that
has its beginnings at the creation of the dual governance
system mentioned above. American school districts are
governed in concert by lay boards of education that are, in
varying degrees, responsible to the people and professional
superintendents who depend on their theoretical understand-

ing of what should be done in schools. The potential for



conflict is clear as both struggle to determine their proper
roles in the concerted effort. The professional has at the
center of his/her interest what he/she sees as what “"ought"
to be happening in schools and yet is responsible to the
board of education as an employee to his/her employer. The
lay board member may have a personal opinion on an issue,
but--possibly more importantly--he/she has at the center of
his/her interest what his/her constituents think "ought" to
be happening in schools. Tension between these sometimes
competing interests, and therefore between roles, is a
reality in most cases and certainly a surprise in none. The
political process which involves a contest of interests is
the result and is often accompanied by discomfort and insecur-
ity for board members and superintendents alike.

The governance of schools, therefore, is clearly a
political undertaking, with conflicting roles existing among
those who are to govern as well as among those who are to be
governed. However, while the nation has traditionally been
willing to admit, has even been boastful of, its national
political traditions, it has not been willing to admit the
political reality of school governance. Schools have been
seen as institutions that need to be "above politics" yet
the reality has always been that they are rooted in the
democratic/political tradition and, most likely, will

remain so.



The role conflict that arises between lay boards and
professional administrators has, most often, been denied
and replaced instead by a false sense of security based only
on a desire to avoid conflict and the creative tensions that
it can yield. Avoidance behavior and denial have been the
rule as "playing politics" with our children has become a
pox to be avoided. It would seem strange that a process
revered in the governance of a nation would be so despised
and suspect as a process of public school governance.

This study is focused on the political interaction that
transpires between the superintendent and the board of
education. The relationship between lay boards and their
professional administrators is a fragile one that receives a
great deal of public and media interest. Board meetings often
provide publicized examples of the difficulty of these rela-
tionships and the public nature of these meetings adds the
tension that comes with the concern of being observed.

There is no single relationship between boards and
superintendents; rather, a series of relationships is formed
in regard to a great number of issues and interests. While
an attempt could be made to study all of the various rela-
tionships that exist, we felt that a single area of interest,
public school finance, best captures many of the conflicts
that surround board/superintendent relationships. School

finance is profoundly pervasive in the operation of schools.



Little else seems to yield more vivid opinions than how we
distribute scarce financial resources to serve the needs of
students. 1In addition, school finance can be seen as a
catalyst for other decision areas such as curriculum, per-
sonnel, and administrative organization. Without the channel-
ing of appropriate funds into these other areas, they remain
thoughts and ideas unfulfilled, waiting to be activated by

dollars spent.

Significance of the Present Study

There is little doubt that boards of education and
superintendents are the two key actors in governance and
control of public schools. While there is a significant
amount of literature in the field of education that comments
on board/superintendent relations, it tends to be anecdotal.
Moreover, there has been little theoretical analysis or
comparison with models of democratic control from outside
the field of education. A combination of a lack of creation
of models for the board/superintendent relationship within
education and the lack of comparison with models from without,
leaves the interaction between these key actors to chance.
Research that seeks to use proven models in other fields to
determine if they apply to education may provide valuable
insight into our understanding of board/superintendent
relations. We feel that the significance of this relationship
deserves additional analysis that can lead to improving the

understanding of the interaction that is to serve students.



The use of school finance as an area of focus for the
study of board/superintendent relations has been commented
on earlier. Although the distribution of scarce financial
resource shapes the educational system, there is virtually
no literature that examines the board/superintendent relation-
ship in this profoundly important area. This study will
provide some basis for beginning to analyze this important

element of school operation.

Organization of the Study

Chapter I of the study introduces the topic under con-
sideration providing both purpose and what we see as the
significance of the undertaking. Some historical background
is also provided.

Chapter 11 is a review of the related literature on board
of education/superintendent relations. An effort is made to
summarize what others have said and to relate this to our
specific concerns. Although little is available on board/
superintendent relationships in the area of school finance,
the general area of board/superintendent relations is a fer-
tile one. Effort will be made to critique the literature as
it is reviewed. In addition, parallels will be drawn between
and among varying positions within the literature and com-
parisons with models of interaction outside education will

be made.



In Chapter III our methodology will be discussed. A
definition of critical terms will be offered as well as an
examination of research methods. We will discuss how we
intend to examine the areas in question and the statistical
measures to be employed. Hypotheses will be cast that will
be tested as the research methodology is utilized to examine
the data gathered.

Analysis of data will be discussed in Chapter IV. Our
findings will be outlined in addition to an explanation of
how we arrived at those findings. Comparative references
will be made to the work of others.

Chapter V will contain summary, conclusions, and recom-

mendations for further study.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

As we begin this study of the relationship between public
school superintendents and members of boards of education,
it is important that we understand that our examination is
one of roles and players and not one of specific persons.
Rather, as in all conceptual studies, conclusions reached
may be of consequence in developing a general understanding
of the interaction between the key actors in America's public
schools. Before we begin talking specifically about either
of the key actors, it may serve us to examine the theoretical
constructs that form the framework for the social interaction
between them. These constructs, and the constraints they
impose, must be understood in order that the relationships
under study can be properly analyzed. In examining social
constructs for interaction, we will be drawing on two general
areas of sociological research, one is what has been termed
"role theory" and the other is the specific work of Erving

Goffman in a book entitled The Presentation of Self in

Everyday Life. Each has the capacity for increasing our
ability to take both superintendents and boards out of a
theoretical context and place them, as Goffman might say

it, "on life's stage."
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Central to the understanding of "role theory" is, of
course, some agreement on the definition of the term "role."
The term has at its base a theatrical origin and was not
commonly used to describe a sociologically technical concept
until the 1930's. The concept of "role" is one developed
in sociological analysis and has been central in linking the
functioning of elements of the social order with the charac-
teristics and behavior of those who make it up. 1In the
1900's in his work Behind Qur Masks, Robert Ezra Park noted
that "everyone is always and everywhere more or less con-
sciously playing a role. . . . It is in these roles that we
know each other; it is in these roles that we know ourselves"
(Park, 1926, p. 58). Our definition of role is, then, a
relatively simple one: "a role is those behaviors charac-
teristic of one or more persons in a context" (Biddle, 1979,
p. 4 . Roles, then, dictate what we are in the eyes of
others; they look at us and they see our roles. The Chinese
philosopher Confucius may have sad it more clearly: "the
ruler rules, the minister ministers, the father fathers,
and the son sons." Given this definition, it is easy enough
to at least begin to imagine what is denoted with regard
to roles by the terms "superintendent" and "board member."

As sociologists began looking at the methods used by
individual members of society to gather clues as to how to

behave in varying interactive situations, they also began
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developing the concept of role theory. There were three
significant theorists who provided the lion's share of the
early thought and research in this area: George Herbert
Mead, Jacob Moreno, and Ralph Linton. Mead was the real
forerunner as he wrote and taught at the University of Chicago
from 1911 to 1925. His work, Mind, Self, and Society (1934),
was visionary in observing "that in mature social behavior
the individual works out his role by imaginatively taking
the role of the other" (Encyclopedia of Social Research,
pP. 552). This idea led to the contention that "articulation
between the roles played by partners in interaction deter-
mines whether interaction is harmonious and productive"
(Encycloped ia of Social Research, p. 552). 1In the late
1930's Moreno utilized Mead's ideas and became best known
for his work in the area of behavior change, speaking often
of the differentiation betwen "role-playing" and "role-
taking." "Role playing may be considered as an experimental
procedure, a method of learning to perform roles more ade-
quately. In contrast with role-playing, role-taking is an
attitude already frozen in the behavior of a person" (Biddle
& Edwin, 1966, p. 7) Two years later Linton proposd a classic
distinction between "status" and "role."

A status (position) as distinct from the person who

may occupy it, is simply a collection of rights and

duties . . . a role represents the dynamic aspect

of a status. The individual is socially assigned a

status and occupies it with relation to other statuses.

When he puts the rights and responsibilities which

constitute the status into effect, he is performing
a role. (Biddle & Edwin, 1966, p. 7)
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Clearly, the positions of board member and superintendent
carry with them the weight of role expectation, there being
generally accepted, although sometimes conflicting, sets of
behaviors recognized for each. It is of consequence that we
study the relationship between the roles of these key actors
by utilizing what began with Mead, Moreno, and Linton and

what has, more recently, been called "role theory."

Role Theory

Role theory "is a science concerned with the study of
behaviors that are characteristic of persons within contexts
and with various processes that presumably produce, explain,
or are affected by those behaviors" (Biddle, 1979, p. 4).
It is this capacity for affecting behaviors that makes role
theory of interest in the study of board of education/super-
intendent relations. The role and the perception of the
role held by others develop simultaneously and, for all
practical purposes, reality is re-created. The understanding
{or misunderstanding) of role by all of the appropriate orga-
nizational actors plays a very real part in that organiza-
tion's future. "Many organizational studies have demonstrated
that lack of clarity and consensus in role conceptions is a
factor in reducing organizational effectiveness and morale"
(Encyclopedia of Social Research, p. 553).

There are several other concepts within the general

area of role theory that have appropriate application to
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board of education/superintendent relations. The first of
these concepts is termed "role persistence." This is the
general tendency of roles to be described as staying the same
regardless of changes in actors.

First, when an actor leaves the group and is replaced

by another, there is the tendency to allocate to the

new member the role played by the one who leaves.

Second, if one actor changes roles, there is a ten-

dency for another actor to make a compensatory change

of roles in order to maintain the original role

structure. (Encyclopedia of Social Research, p. 554)
Thus roles persist, even though board members and superin-
tendents come and go, and there is much research that docu-
ments that this penchant towards mobility creates tendencies
that have a powerful effect on those who govern schools. The
phenomenon militates against real change in governance in an
area of endeavor that is markedly changing. As education
has rushed to maintain pace with societal change, role per-
sistence has been a real complicator to the establishment of
stable board/superintendent relations and to good governance,
if stability is required for that condition.

Role persistence is complicated by a concept called
"legitimate expectation."” "There is a tendency for stabilized
roles to be assigned the character of legitimate expectations,
implying that deviation from expectation is a breach of rules
or violation of trust" (Encyclopedia of Social Research,

p. 554). Enormous bad feeling can arise from such a viola-

tion in that all of the actors involved feel that they "know"
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what the other is to do. Legitimate expectation can be
built by what has come to be a "customary" pattern and yet
it can be overturned as this position is denied by other
actors. Once a pattern is established, whether positive
or negative, the expectation arises and future behavior
toward that person will be jaundiced by past behaviors. As
is obvious, working to improve negative feelings persisted
as the dominant expectation for present and future behaviors.
As if thé difficulties that can arise from the concepts
already mentioned were not enough, there are other confound-
ing factors. Roles, as we have already seen, do not exist
in a vacuum; they exist with regard to other roles. However,
the reality of role interaction and of board/superintendent
relations goes even further. A third determinant of action
is that of the organizational setting. Organizational set-
tings supply both direction and constraint to all of the
processes mentioned previously and therefore these processes
are brought into even more complex interrelationships. The
organization's goals can| tend to determine the criteria for
role differentiation, legitimacy of expectation, and the
like. Concepts such as "status" of roles emerge as the
organization assigns "worth" to roles and "to the extent to
which roles are incorporated into an organizational setting,
their persistence is intensified through tradition and for-

malization" (Encyclopedia of Social Research, p. 555). The
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result is a conflict between informal role expectations and
those that have been made formal by the organization's edict.
A third party in the person of the organization itself has
been established and achieving role congruence is now even
more difficult to accomplish.

While it is evident that the processes governing
schools are made more difficult by the role expectations and
the various conflicts surrounding the theory, it should not

. be forgotten that the individuals, in playing out their roles,
may also suffer. Not unlike the physical desire to survive,
sociological actors also strive to avoid personal damage.
Alleviation of what is usually called "role strain" is a
significant motivation of all social players. "Role strain
comes largely from failure of many sociological processes to
function adequately, so as to leave unclear, incomplete, and
contradictory elements in a role" (Encyclopedia of Social
Research, p. 556). Those who experience such strain make
alterations in their behaviors so as to lessen or cope with
the negative effects that can result. Again, the board member
and/or superintendent are prime candidates for the phenom-
enon,and relations between them can be significantly colored

by the strain.

Variation on Role Theory

Sociologist Erving Goffman has provided a variation on

role theory that can lend a helping hand as we study
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relationships between boards of education and their super-

intendents. In his book The Presentation of Self in Everyday

Life he utilizes a perspective that parallels a theatrical
performance as he considers
the way in which the individual in ordinary work
situations presents himself and his activity to others,
the ways in which he guides and controls the impression
they form of him, and the kinds of things he may or
may not do while sustaining his performance before
them. (Goffman, 1959, p. xi)
Goffman stays away from socio-technical description and
explanation and utilizes a more simplistic less jargon-prone
(less discipline-centered) analysis. His point is relatively
simple: that contextual situations can be more readily
controlled if an individual is aware of the social environment
and able to present him/herself in the intended light. The
idea clarifies and extends that of role theory and suggests
that while role is not unimportant, that what is perceived
of those in the role is equally as viable as a vehicle for
control. Goffman says that "when an individual appears in
the presence of others, there will usually be some reason for
him to mobilize his activity so that it will convey the
impression to others which it is in his interest to convey"
(p. 4). Therefore, interactions that take place between
board members and superintendents can be defined in part
by the way an individual appears during the situation. These
situational, contextual clues can convey any number of

messages and there are those who seem virtually unable to
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lessen their own "presence." These individuals may not be
aware of their capacity in creating context but, more likely,
they have become expert at calculated unintentionality
thereby increasing their ability to manipulate the behavior
of others and, therefore, of appropriate situations. These
ideas are especially powerful in an interactive situation
such as board of education/superintendent relations.

When we allow that the individual projects a defini-

tion of the situation when he appears before others,

we must also see that the others, however passive

their role may seem to be, will themselves eff-

ciently project a definition of the situation by virtue

of any lines of action they initiate to him. (Goffman,

1959, p. 9)
This type of interaction is a variation on give and take
where each "actor" is expected to suppress his/her immediate
heartfelt feelings, attempting to convey a view of the
situation that the other authors will be, at least, temporarily
able to accept. Goffman refers to this tendency as "working
consensus" and, as we shall demonstrate later in the study,
it has direct parallels to what political scientists have
termed the "harmony model"'of board/superintendent relations.
The acceptance of the establishment of a "working consensus"
by accepting the definitional claims of others is important
in that this initial information is the basis on which the
situation is defined and lines of responsive action are

first created. Obviously, Goffman's ideas would presuppose

that "first impressions" are important, yet they go far
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deeper. They imply that seizing and holding the initiative
are important and therein lies the competitive struggle
between board members and superintendents who often, simul-
taneously, are attempting to do just that.

Continuing the dramatalurgical parallel, Goffman speaks
of additional theatrical elements. He states that "a perform-
ance may be defined as all the activity of a given partici-
pant on a given occasion which serves to influence, in any
way, any of the other participants" (Goffman, 1959, p. 15).
"pParts," "routines," "settings," and other stage-related
terms are coined as he asks the reader to buy into his
analogy. However, he does make clear a point that would
not necessarily follow the dramatic route. There might be
confusion regarding motivation; an assumption that all per-
formances are cynical and are out for self-interest could
be made, but Goffman does not believe that this is true.

While the "acting" is most often purposeful, the motivation
can be altruistic, like physicians giving placebos to patients
who "need" them. So, a player can be "out for himself" but
can also gravitate towards being totally taken in by his/her
own performance, really believing it as reality.

It is at this point that the connection between Goffman's
work and other sociologists such as Park can be detected.

Park establishes the connection as he says,
It is probably no mere historical accident that the

word person, in its first meaning, is a mask. . .
In a sense, and in so far as this mask represents the
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conception we have formed of ourselves--the role that

we are striving to live up to--this mask is our truer

self, the self that we would like to be. 1In the end

our conception of our role becomes second nature and

an integral part of our personality. We come into the

world as individuals, achieve character, and become

persons. (Park, 1950, p. 249)

If we are to place any faith in sociological analysis,
we can assume that the dynamics of interaction outlined by
Park,Mead, Goffman, and others would be active with regard
to the board/superintendent relationship. While this type
of analysis has, to this point, assumed a somewhat egocentric
stance between actors, in our case board members and super-
intendents, Goffman does offer another insight into the rela-
tionship. He uses the term "performance team" to refer to
"any set of individuals who cooperate in staging a single
routine" (Goffman, 1959, p. 79). Therefore, there is a pos-
sibility that, at least publicly, boards and superintendents
could act as a team to come to grips with decisions that are
to be made. This "professional" stance is one often espoused
by superintendents and will be spoken to later in this
study.

Boards and superintendents are actors in a social dynamic
and sociological analysis can help to examine that dynamic.
Using the sociologists' framework can help to establish the
basis for discussion of board/superintendent relations in

the process of governing American education.
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Historical Context of Board/Superintendent Relations

As our examination of role and role theory has shown
us, an individual's position in society is determined, at
least in part, by others. The roles one plays are socially
defined as one's friends and acquaintances participate in the
development of the broad range of social roles, and as those
roles change with regard to status and impression. Thus,
the definitions of the roles that a superintendent or a board
member is to play change as time and public opinion change;
in fact, there is significant historical documentation of
this expectation. In the area of school board history,
significant work has been done by three indivdiuals: Harmon
L. Zeigler, Harvey J. Tucker, and Raymond E. Callahan. Zeig-
ler and Tucker, working together, sketch out several "phases"
of school board role within the history of American education.

Phase 1in Zeigler's scheme has the control of nineteenth
century American education in the hands of the people with
large urban districts having as many as 40 subdistricts.
"Each (subdistrict) board possessed authority to levy taxes
and to appoint administrative and teaching personnel" (Zeigler,
Tucker, & Wilson, 1977, p. 555). While there was an overall
"central board," this board was almost without power or
impact as all meaningful decisions were made by the subdis-
trict boards. The democratic ideal was paramount as socio-
economic status of the boards was roughly congruent with the

general population of the subdistrict. This, of course,
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was a result of the fairly compact area covered by the sub-
district itself, and there was little opportunity for direct
control by an "anomaly" district from across town. Domination
by a district of a more powerful economic status or ethnic
make-up was not likely. Personal attention to problems was
possible as these subdistricts were manageable with regard
to size and as those citizens within the subdistricts were
more directly represented by their elected board members.

In turn, the elected official was more directly responsible
to the local constituents, sometimes only being located,
physically and psychologically, a "block away." The system
was pure “"community control" with a lay board giving very
localized, nearly individualized, attention to public educa-
tion.

But, as might be guessed, such localized control was not
altogether without difficulties. Local control had been
democratic enough but also shared all the disadvantages that
come with the fact that the citizenry could put their hands
more directly on school affairs. While the system, in and
of itself, was not corrupt, people sometimes are; and, with
the opportunity to have direct input with their hands on the
strings of the education "puppet," there were those who used
the system to personal advantage. "Urban machines, in func-
tioning to integrate millions of immigrants into political

life, rewarded votes with jobs. . . . The currency of political
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machines was patronage" (Zeigler et al., 1977, p. 555).
"Boss Tweed" type machinery was common in the cities while
rural equivalents reigned supreme in the countryside. School
district affairs were often "tainted" by illicit business
dealings where building contracts were "bought" as were jobs
and textbook sales opportunities. Teachers' academic and
pedagogic qualifications were of little significance as
bribes and nepotism were the top qualifiers for future per-
formance.

A superintendent in one of the Eastern states writes,

"nearly all the teachers in our schools get their

positions by political pull. If they secure a place

and are not backed by political influence, they are

likely to be turned out." (Kinst, 1984, p. 31)
Thus, in some communities, machine politics was clearly in
control of school operations as buildings, materials, and
teachers were selected without regard to students' interests
or needs. It is this phase of public education that has
helped to lead to a dim view that "politics" be left out of
education. School boards may well have deserved the lumps
attributed to them upon close examination in this era; many,
though not all, were in reality and figuratively, "caught
with their fingers in the till."

Even during Phase 1, there were many cries that educa-
tion begin to divorce itself of politics. As early as 1851,
the city of Boston had hired a full-time superintendent to
help isolate the board from "the evils of the political arena"

and by 1859 19 other cities had followed their lead.
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The trend toward the creation of superintendencies

was furthered not only by the cries of reformers who

wanted to divorce boards from partisan politics but also

by the growing realization that the school board members

could not keep up with their jobs. (ERIC Brief, 1981)
The highly politicized governance system of ‘Phase 1 had now
been injected with what would later be called the "profes-
sional" position. The impetus for the reform movement had
begun and the movement would become overt at the turn of the
century.

Zeigler pulls no punches in describing what he sees as
the reasoning behind the reform movement. He feels that the
movement

can be accurately described as a Wasp elite response

to lay control. By fostering major changes in the

governing structure of education, the movement

consciously reduced lay responsibility for education.

It was clearly a class-based movement to shift the

response of schools from laymen to experts. (Zeigler

et al., 1977, p. 555)

Zeigler's Phase 2 had begun and educational professionalism
was coming to the fore. By the end of the first 20 years

of the twentieth century the "professionalization" of educa-
tion was in place and, as Zeigler laments, the accompanying
loss of parental control was the rule. As is easily surmised,
these basic changes were deep-seated and the roles of boards
of education and superintendents began an evolutionary
direction that was different from before. Whereas boards had

been virtually omnipotent in Phase 1, the "professional"

superintendent was gathering influence in Phase 2. These
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developments in the early twentieth century were giving rise
to the very issues that are the subject of this study as the
politicizing of the governance system of schools was changing.

Zeigler lists the major structural modifications of

Phase 2 as follows:

1. The centralization of school administration, to be
accomplished both by the destruction of the author-
ity of community boards and by the merger of small
districts into large ones.

2. The substitution of a smaller central board, elected
at large, for a large ward-based central board.

3. The election of board members by non-partisan
ballots.

4. The separation of board elections from other

municipal and state elections. (Zeigler et al.,

1977, p. 555)
There was little doubt that there were those who were giving
strong consideration to utilizing the then popular "scien-
tific management" techniques as an element of educational
governance as they de-emphasized the political aspects of the
endeavor. The professional superintendent was on the road
to becoming the "expert" and the nature of the roles of both
superintendent and members of the board of education were
changing. Politically, a transfer of power took place with
the more advantaged taking control. As the composition of
boards of education shifted with the structural modifications
identified by Zeigler, role change was evident, both in what
the "actors" perceived with regard to themselves and with

regard to what they were perceived as doing by others. Board
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membership drifted away from being available to "the people"
as, in 1927, upper class domination of school board membership
meant that 90% were male, 96% were white, 70% were college
graduates, 36% earned incomes in excess of $30,000.00,

66% were from business and the professions, and 85% were
Protestant" (Zeigler et al., 1977, p. 556). "Success" became
a prerequisite for board service.

Phase 2 not only changed the direction of school gov-
ernance in America, it also led to more real role change for
board members and superintendents. This was truly the
"professionalization" of schools as superintendents rose to
a level of dominance in educational decision-making. Phase 2
board members reflected the social biases of the social
reformers and adopted the business mentality of the upper
classes. This was congruent with the scientific management
philosophy of the day and boards of education began leaving
governance to the "experts." A new role was defined in public
education, professional administrator, and colleges rushed to
graduate persons who had specialized in the area. School
board/superintendent relations had changed with the changes
in role. The superintendent was looked to for direction and
the board was most likely to follow the "professional."

While real learning in the area of pedagogy may well have made
the professionals' opinions of more worth by this time, the

process of governance had been altered and the result was
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far-reaching. Staffs increased as the "expert" employed
more professionals and school superintendents took on a
greater significance in their respective communities. Board
members, on the other hand, "do not view their role as repre-
senting, or speaking for, 'the public'; rather, they view it
as speaking for the administration to 'the public'" (Zeigler
et al., 1977, p. 556). The process for recruitment of board
members changed dramatically as there was no longer a
partisan political constituency. Recruitment came through
business contacts, and the democratic processes that had
forged educational governance at its founding were replaced
with social status and a network of business and professional
cronyism. Boards, therefore, typically enacted professionally
recommended policy and with such action, the goal of educa-
tional policy during Phase 2 was stability with an accompany-
ing tendency to withdraw from change. The more conservative
political philosophy was at the fore and social change was
not a high national priprity for those in seats of power.

Zeigler describes Phase 2 as continuing from the 1920's
to the early 1950's and what were seen as the new national
demands for social change. The nation balked at a conserva-
tive acceptance of the status quo with regard to civil

rights and, in 1954, Brown vs. Board of Education shook

the conservative view at its foundation. Brown was the

forerunner of a new era in American domestic policy, in
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American educational philosophy, and in Zeigler's scheme
for educational governance. Minority populations began
demanding "their fair share" of America's bounty and, inad-
vertently, were requesting that schools be returned to
"local control" by the people. As Phase 2 had drawn to a
close

two irreconcilable sets of demands were being placed

upon schools: 1) that they serve as agents of social

change and 2) that they return the schools to the
people. To meet the latter was to deny the former.

. . . In both sets of demands, however, the superinten-

dent was threatened. (Zeigler et al., 1977, p. 556)
Again, the pattern of authority over America's schools was
changing as were the attendant roles and relationships between
boards of education and superintendents.

Zeigler's Phase 3 tells of a totally different pattern
of authority in the realm of school governance. 1In this era
the federal government had decided to utilize schools as a
vehicle for espousing and implementing a national social
policy. Phase 2 had seen people lose control to a profes-
sional administrator and Phase 3 saw that administrator lose
control to a non-local governmental entity. There was a
proliferation of interventions by the federal government as
federally-funded programs were created to re-distribute
wealth, ameliorate poverty, and guarantee rights to America's
minorities. Entitlement programs and court action were the
order of the day as neither superintendents nor local boards

of education were able to stem the growing tide of federal
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intervention. A growing body of educational research and
studies such as the first Coleman Report led to the identi-
fication of the single most important factor affecting
student achievement: family (socioeconomic) background of
the learner and his fellow learners. This, in short and in
turn, led to federally proposed busing for racial balance
and the emotional furor that accompanied it. The result of
the federal intrusion has been simple, the superintendent
and the local board of education have experienced a loss in
authority. 1In fact, so many areas of interest are decided
at the federal or state level, that the range of issues avail-
able for discussion by the board and the superintendent has
been greatly diminished.

The pattern in Zeigler's analysis is clear; as educational
goals have broadened, basis for control has done likewise.
In Phase 1 the local community was focusing on locally deter-
mined goals for its children; by Phase 3 the schools are
somehow being held responsible for a national economic
policy and its attendant problems and complications. As
this happened, the national legion of educational profes-
sionals has grown in size and authority yet the schools have
not yet been able to accomplish the Phase 3 goal of equalized
economic opportunity (Zeigler maintains that this will never
come to pass). The increased centralization of school gov-

ernance that has resulted has drawn away from local control



30

as a national emphasis was substituted. Zeigler says that
we must return to Phase 1 or Phase 2 or go to an "individual
control" that would come with a voucher system or the like.
For Zeigler, any other alternative is simply to accept and
continue the failure of Phase 3 where stated governmental
goals will never be met.

While Zeigler's interpretive analysis is not perfect
(when reading Zeigler, one gets the feeling that he has a
point to prove), his historical journey is substantiated by
Kirst, Callahan, and others. His conclusions, however, are
not the same as other authors, especially educational his-
torial Raymond Callahan. As Zeigler sees a consistent rise
of the superintendent's dominance and power, Callahan sees
an evolution of a system where the superintendent and the
board are mediated by "checks and balances" and where the
citizen still retains a voice in school governance. Turner
and Zeigler, of course, would take serious issue with such a
"liberal” view and it is clear that someone must be mistaken

in what was, and is, reality.

Analysis of School Board/Superintendent Relations

Zeigler and his co-author M. Kent Jennings, in the

book Governing America's Schools, set out to provide sub-

stantiation for what they feel has become of American public
school governance. Zeigler states with regard to his hope

for the book that
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Agreement on dominance by the superintendent may be
high among scholars, but the bases upon which the con-
clusions are drawn suffer from a lack of systematic
observation. One of our objectives, therefore, is to
assess the extent to which school boards are dominated
by their superintendents and to explore the factors
which lead to variations. (Zeigler & Jennings, 1974,
p. 14)

In this study, Zeigler and Jennings surveyed school board
members and superintendents in 82 urban and rural school
districts. "Democratic theory" was the test used to assess
school governance as board responsiveness to the public's
desires was measured. The standard of how democratic the
school governance system is was based on two indicators:
how partisan were the board elections and how much opposition
was provided the superintendent by the board. William L.
Boyd (1976), an educational researcher, challenges Zeigler's
and Jennings' interpretation of data and maintains that there
is an
Interplay of a welter of fators that include the degree
of urbaneness of the district, the district's size, the
heterogeneity or homogeneity of the district's popula-
tion, the socioeconomic status of the district, and
the nature of the particular issue in question.
(Boyd, 1976, p. 539)
Boyd sees Zeigler and Jennings' analysis as too simplistic
and maintains that there is a "situational theory" of conflict
between superintendents and boards of education.
1 have proposed that while educators tend to dominate
local educational policy making, they usually operate
within significant and generally neglected or under-

estimated constraints imposed by the local community
and the school board. (Boyd, 1976, p. 53
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Varying factors that are situationally present then, deter-
mine, in Boyd's analysis, the temporary dominance of the
actors involved. "Boyd argues that if most of the time the
superintendents seem to be running the schools, it is because
they have the consent of the board and the public (ERIC
Action Brief, 1981). While the classic statement made by
Zeigler and Jennings, "school boards should govern or be
abolished," is an indicator of a powerful case resting within
their analysis, there is also a substantial degree of doubt
cast by the interpretations offered by other scholars includ-
ing Callahan and Boyd.

These varying analyses by Zeigler, Callahan, Boyd, Kirst,
and others focus on a gencralized question that is a vital
part of our own study: in the examination of board/superin-
tendent relations, how is it that each is really "supposed"
to behave? Just as we have already seen that there are many
who are offering opinions and analysis of the positions of
superintendent, there are also those who are offering generic
models of the responsibilities of boards of education.

James A. Mecklenberger (1977) feels that there are two views
about the role of boards of education widely shared by board
members and superintendents alke. One says that a school

board should operate like a corporation's board of directors;
the other says that a school board should operate as a legis-

lative body. The distinction of the two types of boards is
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important because it implies corresponding behavior from
superintendents. These are generally termed "corporate
boards" and "legislative boards."

In beginning to look at these models, it is of conse-
quence that we return to some previously mentioned under-
standings and terminology. Role theory can be of assistance
as we examine how boards behave.

Better than any alternative concept in social science,

the notion of role yields a model of the legislator

as an acting human individual which is consistent

with the basic understandings of individual and group

psychology. . . . Role, for any individual legislator,

refers to a coherent set of "norms" of behavior which
are thought by those involved in the interactions being
viewed, to apply to all persons who occupy the position

of legislator. (Wahlke, 1962, p. 61)

Mecklenberger sees a clear delineation between the legisla-
tive role and the corporate role and offers that

a school board that operates in the manner of a legis-

lative body behaves more aggressively than its corporate

model counterpart-~it creates policy through open debate,
watches vigorously| the progress of its policies, and
each of its members regards himself as a representative
or "ombudsman" for| a constituency. (Mecklenberger,

1977, p. 39)

The general role of the corporate board is viewed differently
with that board setting only general goals, holding periodic
reviews of the status of goal achievement, and working as a
team to provide institutional support. Much to Mecklen-
berger's lament, he states that in the 1970's at a National
School Boards Association convention, just under 50% of the

members felt that they should function as a corporate board
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rather than a legislative one and a full two-thirds of the
superintendents felt the same way.

But now, that model may well be changing. A majority

of the school board members and a full third of the

superintendents interviewed no longer value the model

of the corporation type board in public education.

Instead, they see the school board members' task akin

to that of a legislator. (Mecklenberger, 1977, p. 39)

Another parallel exists in a model that has received
considerable treatment in the literature. This model is
termed the "harmony model" and in many ways parallels the cor-
porate model discussed earlier. The harmony model is, as
Schmidt and Voss (1976) put it, "based upon the conventional
wisdom and reformist rhetoric common to writings in political
science and public administration of nearly 50 years ago"
(p. 517). The model suggests that while the board has the
policy-making prerogative, the origination and preparation of
policy should come from the superintendent and his/her staff.
The only major responsibility granted the board in the model
is the selection of the superintendent. The superintendent
is to be sure that the board retains its "proper place" and
its members are continuously reminded that there is great
danger in "meddling" in administrative matters. Many writers
in the area of administrative theory encourage superinten-
dents to "properly educate" their boards and to advise board
members to see that the schools are properly administered
but not to administer them. Some authors such as Archie R.

Dykes actually encourage changes in the legal authority
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granted boards and superintendents, lessening the former
and increasing the latter. School board manuals throughout
the country encourage the essentially passive harmony model
advocating total acquiescence rather than any hint of con-
flict. The policy vs. administration governance dichotomy
grew out of this phenomenon.

Many authors chronicle what they see as superintendents’
purposeful attempts to increase their own authority while
decreasing that of the board. Focused complexity is seen as
a way to confound board members leaving them dependent on
the "experts." Board agendas are controlled by the super-
intendent as are the suggestions for long and laborious policy
analysis tasks that can be used to tie the boards' hands
and keep them occupied and out of the everyday affairs of
the schools. Treating the board as a "whole" can also be a
way of avoiding "educating" individual board members and,
behind all of the above behaviors, is the stringent suggestion
that the board never appear at odds with the superintendent,
hence the "harmony model"™ terminology. Even more controlling
is the suggestion that all members of the board agree with
one another and that this, somehow, is some sort of "moral
obligation." Disapproval of split votes and any other sign
of factionalism is to be avoided and seen as damaging. Said
simply, such moral obligation would render the superintendent

"in control" in all situations outside meetings of the board
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and in most situations within those meetings. The harmony
model is clear on its primary assumption "that board effec-
tiveness can only be achieved as a result of board harmony
and that conflict cannot be equated with effectiveness"
(Schmidt & Voss, 1976, p. 522). Writers such as Donald R.
Magruder (1984) encourage such harmony as he advises readers
that the best school systems are characterized by boards

and superintendents who "work well" together. While there

is little doubt that this credo is true, we might be quick to
point out that in its typical usage this means no conflict
rather than a rational exchange of differing opinions fol-
lowed by a real effort to seek resolution. Magruder's admis-
sion that "It's easy to see how policy problems arise between
superintendents and school boards; sometimes it's difficult
to tell the difference between making and regulating school
policy" (p. 18) is simply a restatement of the age old policy
vs. administration paradox and his suggestion for resolving
it is that the superintendent simply decides.

Verna M. Fletcher (1980) has also identified this same
policy vs. administration dichotomy and her comments are
revealing as to the effects it has on school board/super-
intendent relations:

the power struggle over who controls schools has created

a disillusioned public, a frustrated group of citizens

called board members, and job-hopping educators called

superintendents. The dissillusioned public is question-
ing how well we are educating today's children. Board
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members are caught between the angry public's cries

for a responsive educational system and educators who

firmly state: "Keep out of administration. We experts

know what is best!"™ (Fletcher, 1980, p. 2)

This dichotomy is parallel to the previously mentioned ways
of expressing this source of conflict in the governance of
America's public schools. The "phases" of development as
described by Zeigler, the high degree of board involvement
in administrative matters during the early years and the
decline later on as chronicled by Fletcher, and the corporate
vs. legislative board conflict described by Mecklenberger
are all indicators of a need to speak to the relationship
between boards and superintendents. Resolution of and/or
coping with the fact of the dichotomy will be a measure of
the success in school governance.

The quintessential disagreement, at present, over board
and superintendent roles can be found between two individuals
who have vastly differing perspectives. One is a past presi-
dent of the American School Boards Association, Winfield Smih,
and the other is the Executive Director of the American
Association of School Administrators, Paul Salmon. These
two individuals demonstrate the real variance of opinion with
regard to proper role differentiation between superintendents
and boards of education. Winfield Smith is a proponent of
Harmon Zeigler and begins his comments by stating, "Superin-
tendents run schools but school boards should" (1982, p. 27).

He laments what he sees as a rise in technical judgments and
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their taking precedence over political responsiveness. He
observes that superintendents now initiate policy which is
clearly board of education responsibility and that, begin-
ning with curriculum and instruction, they have expanded to
control budget preparation, fiscal matters, purchasing, site
selection, and all other areas of school operations. The
superintendent has come to be in charge of everything, com-
munication and data processing equipment, public relations
avenues and the like and, therefore, board members feel
inadequate in the face of such advantageous resources.
Result: Board members see and discuss only what the
superintendent leads them to deal with. The superin-
tendent can act on his own. The board, a multimember
body, must reach consensus to act. . . . Individual
board members must be less decisive than the super-
intendent, so the superintendent can more readily attain
;?e g?pport of a majority of the board. (Smith, 1982,
The superintendent, then, gets to come across as the single
expert and board members are advised that they need to
support his/her program or to fire him/her. Smith asserts
that the board's responsibility to the people is far stronger
than what he might call the technical opinion of a profes-
sional vagabond. He lists the "myths" that he says cloud
our thinking with regard to school governance. They are:
~-Educational decisions are technical and should be
left to the superintendent.
--The board should be a buffer between the community
and the superintendent.
--Teachers should never meet directly with the board

of education.
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Smith feels that boards have become more remote from the
people and that they must return to the ascendancy of demo-
cratic theory over technical decision-making.

Paul Salmon, echoing Boyd's "situational theory,"
responds to the comments of Winfield Smith by saying that
the whole issue is a situational one, that there is great
variance from school system to school system and from time to
time. Salmon warns that relying too heavily on personal
experience is dangerous and touts that he has gone further
and has done genuine research on the issue. He challenges
Smith's use of the term "run" in describing what boards
should do in schools and substitutes the term "govern."
Smith maintains that the dominant person in the board member/
superintendent relationship varies with a wide range of cir-
cumstances. For instance, "when the school board and the
superintendent accuratelly reflect the values and expectations
of the community, the superintendent is often dominant"”
(smith, 1982, p. 30). However, "if the superintendent begins
to vary from the community's values and expectations,
research indicates that controversy will arise and the board
will become dominant" {(Smith, 1982, p. 30). As would seem
obvious, superintendents would be dominant in internal issues
with boards often stepping to the fore when external forces
are brought to bear. Salmon utilizes the research of Donald
J. McCarty and Charles E. Ramsey and identifies four gen-

eralized "types" of boards of education with a disclaimer
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that has all boards acting out all four "types" at varying
times. The "power-structure-oriented board" is most influ-
enced by members of the local power structure. This narrow
base of power is very restrictive and a superintendent
serving such a board will be a servant of that board. This
can become very comfortable if the superintendent's values
closely approximate that of the power structure. The "fac-
tionated board" has strong and conflicting factions among
its members and a superintendent who serves this board must
be very politically astute. Four/three votes will be the
rule and the superintendent must manage to feel secure in a
one vote win. Mediation becomes an important skill as posi-
tive action is pursued. "Status~-congruent boards" are
internally motivated to make their district a better district.
Constituencies are considered as they attempt to arrive at
the synthesis of community opinion that can result in a
better education for students. This district's superinten-
dent has a chance to become an "educational leader." Lastly,
there is the "sanctioning board." The board "trusts" the
superintendent as the "best" and feels comfortable inter-
preting the superintendent to the community.

While Salmon describes all four boards as being properly
applicable to specific situations that arise, he does admit
that change is evident in general; that sanctioning boards

are disappearing and that factionated boards are on the
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increase. Although Salmon proposes that theory, he does

not provide empirical analysis to determine if these types
actually exist. However, unlike Smith, who says that "school
board authority remains available . . . it awaits only board
members bold enough to grasp it" (Smith, 1982, p. 28),
Salmon holds that "boards and superintendents can work
together with mutual respect to improve public schools for
everyone" (Smith, 1982, p. 30). Though neither has provided
directtests of their theories, Smith's position certainly
sounds more extreme while Salmon's sounds menacingly innoc-
uous. We suspect that both lack the capacity to explain all
cases.

With historical role development and a discussion of the
sociological aspects of role theory already covered in our
study, we want to look at more recent ideas centered on
board/superintendent relations. While the dichotomy out-
lined by Smith and Salmon is generally applicable, others
have studied the role conflict phenomenon, many trying to
resolve it. Two authors, Carl Hoover and Jim Slezak, have
readily admitted that "it's too simple to say the board sets
the policy and the superintendent implements it" (Slezak &
Hoover, 1978, p. 38), and have described what the Mt. Diablo
Unified School District in northern California has done
to define respective responsibilities. The district has

created what they call a Decision Analysis Chart that lists
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approximately 100 decision situations. These situations are
categorized into five "distinct" levels rangi