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Preface

The significance of effective leadership and management for the successful
operation of schools and colleges has been increasingly acknowledged dur-
ing the 1990s and into the twenty-first century. The trend towards self-man-
agement in the United Kingdom, and in many other parts of the world, has
led to an enhanced appreciation of the importance of managerial competence
for educational leaders. More recently, there has been a growing recognition
of the differences between leadership and management and an understand-
ing that school principals and senior staff need to be good leaders as well as
effective managers. The leadership dimension embraces concepts of vision,
values and transformational leadership. Managing capably is an important
requirement but leadership is perceived to be even more significant in
England, and in some other countries

The first edition of this book was published in 1986, before the seismic
changes to the English and Welsh educational system engendered by the
Education Reform Act and subsequent legislation. The second edition, pub-
lished in 1995, referred to the ‘tentative steps’ being taken to develop the
managerial competence of senior staff, particularly headteachers. The School
Management Task Force (SMTF, 1990) had set the agenda for management
development in its 1990 report but, unlike many other countries, there was
no national programme of management training for heads and very little pro-
vision of any kind for deputy heads and middle managers. The ‘Headlamp’
scheme, which provides support for new heads, had just been introduced but
this is a funding stream rather than a coherent programme of development.

Only eight years later, the English landscape has been transformed by the
opening (in November 2000) and subsequent expansion of the National
College for School Leadership (NCSL), based in Nottingham with a second
centre in Cranfield, Bedfordshire. The College manages the two national pro-
grammes, the National Professional Qualification for Headship, for aspiring
heads, and the Leadership Programme for Serving Heads. It is also intro-
ducing a raft of provision for new heads, deputy heads (established leaders)
and middle level leaders. This ambitious set of programmes is supported by
an active research group and by a strong information and communications
technology unit known as the ‘Virtual College’.

The decision to locate responsibility for leadership development in
England in a single national agency contrasts sharply with arrangements in
most other developed countries. In the United States and Canada, potential
principals and assistant principals must complete a master’s degree in edu-

ix
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cational administration. Similarly, universities are centrally involved in the
preparation of school leaders in Australia, Hong Kong, New Zealand and
Singapore (Bush and Jackson, 2002). What these countries do have in com-
mon with England is an explicit recognition that training and development
are essential if school leaders are to carry out their onerous responsibilities
successfully. Just as teachers need training to be effective in the classroom,
so leaders need preparation for their specialist roles.

There is now a substantial literature on management practice in educa-
tional organizations. Most of these books and journals have been written by
academics and practitioners in the United States, the United Kingdom and
Australia. However, there are still few sources addressing the theoretical
foundations of good practice. The aim of this book is to provide conceptual
frameworks to guide the practice of educational leaders and managers. The
author seeks to present a complex body of theory in clear, straightforward
terms and to illustrate the models by reference to examples of leadership and
management in educational institutions. In making relevant theory more
accessible to practitioners, the intention is to promote both greater under-
standing of the concepts underpinning effective leadership and management
practice and to develop the capability of senior and middle level leaders in
schools and colleges.

In preparing this third edition of the book, I have sought to achieve four
objectives:

• To integrate leadership theory with the management models featured in
the two previous editions.

• To acknowledge the global significance of educational leadership and man-
agement by including much more material from a wide range of interna-
tional settings.

• To update the literature by including many of the major sources published
since 1995.

• To scrutinize the material in the previous edition and to remove some of
the less significant sources while retaining those texts central to theory
development in the 1970s and 1980s.

As a result of this comprehensive review, the content of this third edition is
significantly different, although readers of the previous versions will note
that the familiar structure is largely unchanged. 

Chapter 1 defines educational management and stresses the centrality of
aims or goals in guiding managerial practice. It also defines educational lead-
ership and differentiates it from management. The historical development of
educational management as a distinct subject is chronicled from its depend-
ence on industrial models in the 1960s to its position in the new millennium

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management
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as an established discipline with an evolving specialist literature. A new sec-
tion examines the twin concepts of centralization and decentralization in edu-
cation and links them to the emergence of self-managing schools in many
countries. The debate on whether education should be regarded as simply a
different context for the application of general management principles, or a
special case justifying a distinct approach, is also reflected in this chapter.
Finally, a new section addresses the notion of instructional leadership, a
model given additional prominence by its inclusion as one of NCSL’s 10 lead-
ership propositions.

Chapter 2 considers the relationship between theory and practice. The
prospect of a theory/practice divide can be avoided by an appreciation of the
relevance of theory. The nature and characteristics of educational manage-
ment theory are discussed and the chapter also addresses the 
relationship between gender and theory. The six management models 
are introduced and, in a new section, nine leadership models are outlined.

The next six chapters are the heart of the book, each presenting one of
the major models of educational management. The six perspectives are
analysed in terms of the assumptions made about the goals of educational
institutions, the nature of organizational structure, relations with the exter-
nal environment and the most appropriate modes of leadership. The models
are also linked to the nine leadership theories.

Chapter 3 considers ‘formal models’, including structural, systems, bureau-
cratic, rational and hierarchical approaches. A new section relates manage-
rial leadership to the formal models. 

Chapter 4 outlines the collegial model and applies it to higher education,
and to secondary and primary schools. The emphasis on the authority of
expertise, the shared values and objectives of professional staff and decision-
making based on consensus is noted and subjected to scrutiny. Collegiality is
linked to three models of leadership: transformational, participative and
inter-personal.

Chapter 5 presents political models with their assumptions of conflict
between interest groups and decision-making based on the resources of power
deployed by the various factions. It also examines the relationship between
micropolitics and transactional leadership.

Chapter 6 examines subjective models with their emphasis on individual
interpretation of events and their rejection of the notions of organizational
goals and structure. It assesses the relationship between subjectivity and qual-
itative research. It also introduces postmodern leadership which is remark-
ably similar to subjective models of management.

Chapter 7 discusses ambiguity models which stress the unpredictability of
organizations, the lack of clarity about goals and the fluid nature of partic-

Preface
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ipation in decision-making. These are linked to contingent leadership and its

focus on adapting leadership styles to the specific context or event.

Chapter 8 considers the significance of culture for educational leadership

and management. A new section examines the increasingly important con-

cept of societal culture while the chapter also retains its focus on organiza-

tional culture. This model emphasizes the values and beliefs underpinning

culture and the symbols and rituals used to reinforce it. A new section links

this model to moral leadership.

Chapter 9 compares the six models and considers their validity for par-

ticular types of school or college. A new section also provides a compara-

tive analysis of the nine leadership models. The chapter considers several

attempts to integrate some of the models and concludes by assessing how to

use theory to improve practice.

I am grateful to the many people who have contributed to the develop-

ment of this volume. Derek Glover carried out a thorough review of the

leadership and management literature since 1995 and also provided valuable

comments on a draft of the text. Three generations of secretaries, Helen

Knowles, Felicity Murray and Margaret King, have provided excellent sup-

port for the three volumes and I also received help from Chabala Mwale.

Marianne Lagrange has been the commissioning editor for all three editions

and has also been centrally involved in the production of many of my other

books, including those in the Educational Management: Research and Practice
series. Latterly, she has also given me support as the new editor of the lead-

ing journal, Educational Management and Administration. I am grateful for

all her help during the past 20 years. Finally, this book has been prepared

at a time of great change in my personal life and I am thankful for the sup-

port of all those close to me, especially Graham, Orla and Cha.

References
Bush, T. and Jackson, D. (2002) Preparation for school leadership: international per-

spectives, Educational Management and Administration, 30 (4): 417–29.

School Management Task Force (SMTF) (1990) Developing School Management: The
Way Forward, London: HMSO.

Tony Bush

The University of Reading

February 2003

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

xii

Prelims Theories  13/8/03  11:39 pm  Page xii



1

1
The Importance of Leadership and

Management for Education

What is educational management?
Educational management is a field of study and practice concerned with the

operation of educational organizations. There is no single generally accepted

definition of the subject because its development has drawn heavily on sev-

eral more firmly established disciplines including sociology, political science,

economics and general management. Interpretations drawn from different

disciplines necessarily emphasize diverse aspects of educational management

and these varying approaches are reflected in subsequent chapters of this

book.

Bolam (1999, p. 194) defines educational management as ‘an executive

function for carrying out agreed policy’. He differentiates management from

educational leadership which has ‘at its core the responsibility for policy for-

mulation and, where appropriate, organizational transformation’ (ibid.,

p.194). Writing from an Indian perspective, Sapre (2002, p. 102) states that

‘management is a set of activities directed towards efficient and effective uti-

lization of organizational resources in order to achieve organizational goals’.

Glatter’s (1979, p. 16) definition remains helpful because it serves to iden-

tify the scope of the subject. He argues that management studies are con-

cerned with ‘the internal operation of educational institutions, and also with

their relationships with their environment, that is, the communities in which

they are set, and with the governing bodies to which they are formally

responsible’. In other words, managers in schools and colleges have to engage

with both internal and external audiences in leading their institutions. This

statement delineates the boundaries of educational management but leaves

open questions about the nature of the subject.

The present author has argued consistently (Bush, 1986; 1995; 1999) that

educational management has to be centrally concerned with the purpose or

aims of education. These are the subject of continuing debate and disagree-

ment but the principle of linking management activities and tasks to school

or college aims and objectives remains vital. These purposes or goals pro-

vide the crucial sense of direction which should underpin the management

of educational institutions. Management is directed at the achievement of

Chap 1 Theories  13/8/03  11:47 pm  Page 1



certain educational objectives. Unless this link between purpose and man-

agement is clear and close, there is a danger of ‘managerialism’, ‘a stress on

procedures at the expense of educational purpose and values’ (Bush, 1999,

p. 240). The emphasis is on managerial efficiency rather than the aims and

purposes of education (Newman and Clarke, 1994; Gunter, 1997).

‘Management possesses no super-ordinate goals or values of its own. The

pursuit of efficiency may be the mission statement of management – but this

is efficiency in the achievement of objectives which others define’ (Newman

and Clarke, 1994, p. 29).

Placing the emphasis on educational purpose is not to suggest that any

particular aims or targets are appropriate, particularly if they are imposed

from outside the school by government or other official bodies. Managing

towards the achievement of educational aims is vital but these must be pur-

poses agreed by the school and its community. If managers simply focus on

implementing external initiatives, they risk becoming ‘managerialist’.

Successful management requires a clear link between aims, strategy and oper-

ational management. As Culbertson (1983) claims, ‘defining purpose is a cen-

tral function of administration’.

The centrality of aims and purposes for the management of schools and

colleges is common to most of the different theoretical approaches to the

subject. There is disagreement, though, about three aspects of goal-setting in

education:

• the value of formal statements of purpose;

• whether the objectives are those of the organization or those of particu-

lar individuals;

• how the institution’s goals are determined.

Formal aims
The formal aims of schools and colleges are sometimes set at a high level of

generality. They usually command substantial support but, because they are

often utopian, such objectives provide an inadequate basis for managerial

action. A typical aim in a primary or secondary school might focus on the

acquisition by each pupil of physical, social, intellectual and moral qualities

and skills. This is worthy but it has considerable limitations as a guide to

decision-making. More specific purposes often fail to reach the same level

of agreement. A proposal to seek improved performance in one part of the

curriculum, say literacy or numeracy, may be challenged by teachers con-

cerned about the implications for other subjects. The introduction of devel-

opment planning in England and Wales, and elsewhere, provides a vehicle

for resolving these dilemmas and determining school and college priorities.

2
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The international trend towards self management has led to a parallel call

for managers, staff and other stakeholders to develop a distinctive vision for

their schools with clearly articulated and specific aims. Beare, Caldwell and

Millikan (1989, p. 99) say that ‘outstanding leaders have a vision of their

schools – a mental picture of a preferred future – which is shared with all

in the school community’. Where educational organizations have such a

vision, it is possible for effective managers to link functions with aims and

to ensure that all management activity is purposeful. In practice, however,

as we shall see later, many ‘visions’ are simply generalized educational objec-

tives (Bolam et al., 1993).

Organizational or individual aims
Some approaches to educational management are concerned predominantly

with organizational objectives while other models strongly emphasize indi-

vidual aims. There is a range of opinion between these two views. Gray

(1979, p. 12), stresses both elements: ‘the management process is concerned

with helping the members of an organization to attain individual as well as

organizational objectives within the changing environment of the organiza-

tion’. A potential problem is that individual and organizational objectives

may be incompatible, or that organizational aims satisfy some, but not all,

individual aspirations. It is reasonable to assume that most teachers want

their school or college to pursue policies which are in harmony with their

own interests and preferences. This issue will be explored later in this book,

notably in Chapter 6.

The determination of aims
The process of deciding on the aims of the organization is at the heart of

educational management. In some settings, aims are decided by the princi-

pal or headteacher, often working in association with senior colleagues and

perhaps a small group of lay stakeholders. In many schools and colleges,

however, goal-setting is a corporate activity undertaken by formal bodies or

informal groups.

School and college aims are inevitably influenced by pressures emanating

from the wider educational environment and lead to the questions about the

viability of school ‘visions’, noted above. Many countries, including England

and Wales, have a national curriculum and such government prescriptions

leave little scope for schools to decide their own educational aims.

Institutions may be left with the residual task of interpreting external imper-

atives rather than determining aims on the basis of their own assessment of

student need.

3
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Wright’s (2001) discussion of ‘bastard leadership’ develops this argument,

suggesting that visioning is a ‘sham’ and that school leaders in England and

Wales are reduced to implementing the values and policies of the govern-

ment and its agencies:

Leadership as the moral and value underpinning for the direction of schools is

being removed from those who work there. It is now very substantially located at

the political level where it is not available for contestation, modification or adjust-

ment to local variations. (Wright, 2001, p. 280)

The key issue here is the extent to which school leaders are able to modify

government policy and develop alternative approaches based on school-level

values and vision. Do they have to follow the script, or can they ad lib? Gold

et al.’s (2003) research with ten ‘outstanding’ English principals begins to

address this central issue. They ‘take for granted that school leaders are essen-

tially “value carriers” . . . school improvement is not a technocratic science,

but rather a process of seeking ever better ways of embodying particular edu-

cational values in the working practices . . . of particular schools’ (p. 128).

These authors assert that their case study principals were developing just such

value led approaches to school leadership and management:

The school leaders in our case study schools were clearly avoiding doing ‘bastard

leadership’ by mediating government policy through their own values systems. We

were constantly reminded by those to whom we spoke, of the schools’ strong value

systems and the extent to which vision and values were shared and articulated by

all who were involved in them. (Ibid, p. 131)

Wright’s (2003) response to the Gold et al. research questions the extent to

which even ‘principled’ leaders are able to challenge or modify government

policies. In his view, these principals are still ‘bastard leaders’ because their

values cannot challenge government imperatives:

What is not provided [by Gold et al.] is clear evidence of how these values actu-

ally impinged at the interface between particular government initiatives and action

in these schools . . . ‘bastard leadership’ . . . is actually about the lack of scope for

school leaders to make decisions that legitimately fly in the face of particular unre-

alistic and often inadequately researched government initiatives or requirements.

(Wright, 2003, p. 140)

This debate is likely to continue but the central issue relates to the relative

power of governments and school leaders to determine the aims and purpose

of education in particular schools. Governments have the constitutional power

to impose their will but successful innovations require the commitment of

those who have to implement these changes. If teachers and leaders believe

that an initiative is inappropriate for their children or students, they are

unlikely to implement it with enthusiasm. Hence, governments would like

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management
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schools to have visionary leadership as long as the visions do not depart in

any significant way from government imperatives.

Furlong (2000) adds that the increased government control of education

has significant implications for the status of teachers as professionals. He

claims that, in England and Wales, professionalism is allowed to exist only by

the grace of central government because of the dominance of a prescriptive

national curriculum and the central monitoring of teacher performance.

The nature of the goal-setting process is a major variant in the different

models of educational leadership and management to be discussed in subse-

quent chapters.

What is educational leadership?
There is no agreed definition of the concept of leadership and Yukl (2002,

pp. 4–5) argues that ‘the definition of leadership is arbitrary and very sub-

jective. Some definitions are more useful than others, but there is no “cor-

rect” definition.’ Three dimensions of leadership may be identified as a basis

for developing a working definition.

Leadership as influence 
A central element in many definitions of leadership is that there is a process

of influence.

Most definitions of leadership reflect the assumption that it involves a social influ-

ence process whereby intentional influence is exerted by one person [or group]

over other people [or groups] to structure the activities and relationships in a group

or organisation. (Yukl, 2002, p. 3)

Yukl’s use of ‘person’ or ‘group’ serves to emphasize that leadership may be

exercised by teams as well as individuals.

Cuban’s (1988) definition shows that the influence process is purposeful in

that it is intended to lead to specific outcomes: ‘Leadership, then refers to

people who bend the motivations and actions of others to achieving certain

goals; it implies taking initiatives and risks’ (ibid., 1988, p. 193). Ogawa and

Bossert (1995) see this influence as an organizational quality flowing through

the differing internal networks of the organization.

Leadership and values
Leadership may be understood as ‘influence’ but this notion is neutral in that

it does not explain or recommend what goals or actions should be sought

through this process. However, certain alternative constructs of leadership

focus on the need for leadership to be grounded in firm personal and pro-

fessional values, as we noted earlier. Wasserberg (2000, p. 158) claims that

The importance of leadership and management for education
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‘the primary role of any leader [is] the unification of people around key val-

ues’. Greenfield and Ribbins (1993) add that leadership begins with the ‘char-

acter’ of leaders, expressed in terms of personal values, self-awareness and

emotional and moral capability.

Day, Harris and Hadfield’s (2001) research in 12 ‘effective’ schools in

England and Wales concludes that ‘good leaders are informed by and com-

municate clear sets of personal and educational values which represent their

moral purposes for the school’ (ibid., p. 53).

Leadership and vision
Vision is increasingly regarded as an essential component of effective lead-

ership. Beare, Caldwell and Millikan (1989) draw on the work of Bennis and

Nanus (1985) to articulate ten ‘emerging generalizations’ about leadership,

four of which relate directly to vision:

1 Outstanding leaders have a vision for their organizations.

2 Vision must be communicated in a way which secures commitment among

members of the organization.

3 Communication of vision requires communication of meaning.

4 Attention should be given to institutionalizing vision if leadership is to be

successful.

These generalizations are essentially normative views about the centrality of

vision for effective leadership. However, there is also some empirical support

for these prescriptions. Nias, Southworth and Campbell’s (1992) study of five

primary schools shows that their heads ‘provided a vision for the staff and

the school’ (ibid., p. 46). Southworth (1993, pp. 23–4) suggests that heads are

motivated to work hard ‘because their leadership is the pursuit of their indi-

vidual visions’ (ibid., p. 47). Dempster and Logan’s (1998) study of 12

Australian schools shows that almost all parents (97 per cent) and teachers

(99 per cent) expect the principal to express his or her vision clearly while

98 per cent of both groups expect the leader to plan strategically to achieve

the vision

These projects show the high level of support for the notion of visionary

leadership but Foreman’s (1998) review of the concept shows that it remains

highly problematic. ‘Inspiring a shared vision is the leadership practice with

which [heads] felt most uncomfortable’ (Kouzes and Posner, 1996, p. 24)

while Fullan (1992a, p. 83) adds that ‘vision building is a highly sophisticated

dynamic process which few organizations can sustain’. Elsewhere, Fullan

(1992b) is even more critical, suggesting that visionary leaders may damage

rather than improve their schools:

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

6

Chap 1 Theories  13/8/03  11:47 pm  Page 6



The current emphasis on vision in leadership can be misleading. Vision can blind

leaders in a number of ways . . . The high-powered, charismatic principal who ‘rad-

ically transforms the school’ in four or five years can . . . be blinding and mis-

leading as a role model . . . my hypothesis would be that most such schools decline

after the leader leaves . . . Principals are blinded by their own vision when they

feel they must manipulate the teachers and the school culture to conform to it.

(Ibid., p. 19)

The research by Bolam et al. (1993) for the School Management Task Force

illustrates a number of problems about the development and articulation of

‘vision’ in English and Welsh schools. Their study of 12 self-selected ‘effec-

tive’ schools shows that most heads were able to describe ‘some sort of vision’

but ‘they varied in their capacity to articulate the vision and the visions were

more or less sophisticated’ (ibid., p. 33). Moreover, the visions were rarely

specific to the school. They were ‘neither surprising nor striking nor contro-

versial. They are closely in line with what one might expect of the British sys-

tem of education’ (ibid., p. 35).

There is contrasting evidence from the research by Greenfield, Licata and

Johnson (1992) in the United States. Using a large sample of 1,769 teachers

from 62 schools in rural and small communities, they demonstrate strong sup-

port for the notion that there was a clear vision for the school and that it

was articulated well:

Teachers in this sample seemed to agree that their principals had a vision of what

the school ought to be and that it was in the best interest of their students.

Moreover, they viewed their principals as relatively effective in advancing this

vision. (Ibid., p. 74)

It is evident that the articulation of a clear vision has the potential to develop

schools but the empirical evidence of its effectiveness remains mixed. A wider

concern relates to whether school leaders are able to develop a specific vision

for their schools, given the centrality of government prescriptions of both cur-

riculum aims and content (see page 4).

Distinguishing educational leadership and management
The concept of leadership overlaps with two similar terms, management and

administration. ‘Management’ is widely used in Britain, Europe and Africa,

for example, while ‘administration’ is preferred in the United States, Canada

and Australia. Dimmock (1999) differentiates these concepts whilst also

acknowledging that there are competing definitions:

School leaders [experience] tensions between competing elements of leadership,

management and administration. Irrespective of how these terms are defined,

school leaders experience difficulty in deciding the balance between higher order
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tasks designed to improve staff, student and school performance (leadership), rou-

tine maintenance of present operations (management) and lower order duties

(administration). (Ibid., p. 442)

Cuban (1988) provides one of the clearest distinctions between leadership and

management. He links leadership with change while management is seen as

a maintenance activity. He also stresses the importance of both dimensions of

organizational activity:

By leadership, I mean influencing others’ actions in achieving desirable ends.

Leaders are people who shape the goals, motivations, and actions of others.

Frequently they initiate change to reach existing and new goals . . . Leader-

ship . . . takes . . . much ingenuity, energy and skill. (Ibid., p. xx)

Managing is maintaining efficiently and effectively current organizational arrange-

ments. While managing well often exhibits leadership skills, the overall function is

toward maintenance rather than change. I prize both managing and leading and

attach no special value to either since different settings and times call for varied

responses. (Ibid., p. xx)

Day, Harris and Hadfield’s (2001) study of 12 ‘effective’ schools leads to the

discussion of several dilemmas in school leadership. One of these relates to

management, which is linked to systems and ‘paper’, and leadership, which

is perceived to be about the development of people. ‘Development and main-

tenance’ are identified as another tension, linking to the Cuban (1988) dis-

tinction identified above.

Bush (1998, p. 328) links leadership to values or purpose while manage-

ment relates to implementation or technical issues. Fidler (1997, p. 26) argues

against a firm distinction between leadership and management, claiming that

they have an ‘intimate connection’ and ‘a great deal of overlap, particularly

in respect of motivating people and giving a sense of purpose to the organi-

zation’.

Leadership and management need to be given equal prominence if schools

and colleges are to operate effectively and achieve their objectives. While a

clear vision may be essential to establish the nature and direction of change,

it is equally important to ensure that innovations are implemented efficiently

and that the school’s residual functions are carried out effectively while cer-

tain elements are undergoing change:

Methods . . . [are] are as important as knowledge, understanding and value orien-

tations . . . Erecting this kind of dichotomy between something pure called ‘lead-

ership’ and something ‘dirty’ called ‘management’, or between values and purposes

on the one hand and methods and skills on the other, would be disastrous. (Glatter,

1997, p. 189)
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Leading and managing are distinct, but both are important. Organizations which

are over managed but under led eventually lose any sense of spirit or purpose.

Poorly managed organizations with strong charismatic leaders may soar temporarily

only to crash shortly thereafter. The challenge of modern organizations requires

the objective perspective of the manager as well as the flashes of vision and com-

mitment wise leadership provides. (Bolman and Deal, 1997, pp. xiii–xiv)

The dichotomy in Britain and elsewhere is that while leadership is norma-

tively preferred (e.g. Millett, 1996), governments are encouraging a techni-

cal–rational approach through their stress on performance and public

accountability (Glatter, 1999; Levačić, et al., 1999). In practice, schools and

colleges require both visionary leadership, to the extent that this is possible

with a centralized curriculum, and effective management.

The chronology of educational leadership and management
The origins and development of educational management as a distinct disci-

pline have been chronicled by Culbertson (1980), Hughes (1985), Hughes

and Bush (1991), Bush (1999) and Glatter (1999). It began in the United

States in the early part of this century. The work of Taylor (1947) was par-

ticularly influential and his ‘scientific management movement’ is still subject

to vigorous debate, particularly by those who oppose a ‘managerial’ approach

to education. Another important contributor to management theory was the

French writer Fayol (1916) whose ‘general principles of management’ are

still significant. Weber’s (1947) work on ‘bureaucracy’ remains powerful and

this will be given extended treatment in Chapter 3.

All these theories developed outside education and were subsequently

applied to schools and colleges, with mixed results. The other models dis-

cussed in this book were developed in the educational context or have been

applied to schools or colleges in their formative periods.

The development of educational management as a field of study in the

United Kingdom came as late as the 1960s but there has been rapid expan-

sion since then. In 1983 the Department of Education and Science (DES)

sponsored a programme of management training for heads and established

the National Development Centre for School Management Training at Bristol

University. University courses on school and college management became

increasingly popular (Hughes, Carter and Fidler, 1981; Gunter, 1997).

The British government appointed a School Management Task Force in

1989 and its influential report (SMTF, 1990) set the agenda for school

management development for the next few years. Probably its most

important legacy was the establishment of mentoring schemes for new head-

teachers.

The next major development in England and Wales was the establishment
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of the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) which took an interest in leadership

and management development as well as the pre-service training of teachers.

The TTA set up the National Professional Qualification for Headship

(NPQH), the first national qualification for aspiring heads, in 1997. The

Department for Education and Skills is consulting on making NPQH manda-

tory for new heads from 2004.

The most important stage in this chronology was the setting up of the

National College for School Leadership (NCSL) in November 2000.

Significantly, the College’s title excludes the term ‘management’, further

emphasizing the current normative preference for ‘leadership’. The College

has taken over responsibility for leadership development programmes, includ-

ing NPQH, and is introducing new schemes, such as ‘New Visions: Induction

to Headship’ for new heads, and ‘Leading from the Middle’ for subject lead-

ers and other middle managers.

The College also gives a high priority to information and communications

technology, through its ‘virtual college’, and has an important research role

with a Director of Research in its leadership team. Unlike the TTA, it also

has a strong international presence as part of its commitment to becoming

a ‘world class’ centre.

The rationale for a specific focus on school leadership and management

is articulated in NCSL’s prospectus. It reiterates the now firmly established

link between effective leadership and high quality:

The evidence on school effectiveness and improvement during the last 15 years

has consistently shown the pivotal role of effective leadership in securing high qual-

ity provision and high standards . . . effective leadership is a key to both continu-

ous improvement and major system transformation. (NCSL, 2001a, p. 5)

The English Learning and Skills sector is also giving a high priority to lead-

ership and management and a Leadership Centre for managers in colleges is

likely to be established in 2003.

These developments are paralleled in many other countries. The NCSL

organized a series of study visits to ‘the best leadership centres world wide to

inform college strategy’ (NCSL, 2001a, p. 9). Each visit involved teams of

two or three people, including school principals, NCSL senior staff, and other

professionals and academics directly connected with the College. Fifteen cen-

tres were visited in seven countries: Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, New

Zealand, Singapore, Sweden and the United States.

The report of the visits (Bush and Jackson, 2002) showed that several other

countries were well ahead of England and Wales in the development of

national or state programmes for prospective principals. In Canada and most

of the United States, for example, it is not possible to be appointed as a prin-

cipal or vice-principal without an approved master’s degree in educational
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administration. Similarly, Singapore has had a national qualification for school

principals since 1984.

In summary, the climate for educational leadership and management has

never been more buoyant. The recognition that high-quality leadership is

central to educational outcomes has led to the view that training is desirable

to develop people with the appropriate knowledge, skills and understanding

to lead schools and colleges in an increasingly global economy. This require-

ment is particularly important for self-managing institutions.

Decentralization and self-management
Educational institutions operate within a legislative framework set down by

national, provincial or state parliaments. One of the key aspects of such a

framework is the degree of decentralization in the educational system. Highly

centralized systems tend to be bureaucratic and to allow little discretion to

schools and local communities. Decentralized systems devolve significant

powers to subordinate levels. Where such powers are devolved to the insti-

tutional level, we may speak of ‘self-management’.

Lauglo (1997) links centralization to bureaucracy and defines it as follows:

Bureaucratic centralism implies concentrating in a central (‘top’) authority deci-

sion-making on a wide range of matters, leaving only tightly programmed routine

implementation to lower levels in the organization . . . a ministry could make deci-

sions in considerable detail as to aims and objectives, curricula and teaching mate-

rials to be used, prescribed methods, appointments of staff and their job

descriptions, admission of students, assessment and certification, finance and budg-

ets, and inspection/evaluations to monitor performance. (Ibid., pp. 3–4)

Lauglo (1997, p. 5) says that ‘bureaucratic centralism is pervasive in many

developing countries’ and links this to both the former colonial rule and the

emphasis on central planning by many post-colonial governments. Tanzania is

one example of a former colonial country seeking to reduce the degree of

centralism (Babyegeya, 2000).

Centralized systems are not confined to former colonial countries. Derouet

(2000, p. 61) claims that France ‘was the most centralized system in the world’

in the 1960s and 1970s while Fenech (1994, p. 131) states that Malta’s edu-

cational system is ‘highly centralized’. Bottery (1999, p. 119) notes that the

United Kingdom education system ‘has experienced a continued and intensi-

fied centralization for the last 30 years’. In Greece, the public education sys-

tem is characterized by centralization and bureaucracy (Bush, 2001).

Decentralization involves a process of reducing the role of central govern-

ment in planning and providing education. It can take many different forms:
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Decentralization in education means a shift in the authority distribution away from

the central ‘top’ agency in the hierarchy of authority . . . Different forms of decen-

tralization are diverse in their justifications and in what they imply for the distri-

bution of authority. (Lauglo, 1997, p. 3)

The main forms of decentralization are:

• Federalism, for example in Australia, Germany, India and the United States.

• Devolution, for example in the United Kingdom.

• Deregulation, for example in the Czech republic (Karstanje, 1999).

• Deconcentration, for example in Tanzania (Therkildsen, 2000).

• Participative democracy, involving strong participation by stakeholders at

the institutional level, for example in Australia, Canada, England and

Wales, and South Africa (Sayed, 1999).

• Market mechanism, for example in Britain and the United States.

Two or more of these modes may coexist within the same educational sys-

tem. For example, the school-based management trend in many countries

(England and Wales, Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong) is underpinned by

both participative democracy and the market mechanism. In England and

Wales, schools and colleges are at the heart of ‘the educational market place’

with students and parents as customers, choosing from a range of providers.

Caldwell and Spinks’s (1992, p. 4) definition provides a clear link between

self management and decentralization: ‘A self-managing school is a school in

a system of education where there has been significant and consistent decen-
tralization to the school level of authority to make decisions related to the

allocation of resources.’

The research on self-management in England and Wales (Bush, Coleman

and Glover, 1993; Levacic, 1995; Thomas and Martin, 1996) largely suggests

that the shift towards school autonomy has been beneficial. These UK per-

spectives are consistent with much of the international evidence on self-man-

agement and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development

(OECD, 1994) concludes that it is likely to be beneficial:

Greater autonomy in schools . . . [leads] to greater effectiveness through greater

flexibility in and therefore better use of resources; to professional development

selected at school level; to more knowledgeable teachers and parents, so to better

financial decisions, to whole school planning and implementation with priorities

set on the basis of data about student [outcomes] and needs. (Quoted in Thomas

and Martin, 1996, 28)

Autonomous schools and colleges may be regarded as potentially more effi-

cient and effective but much depends on the nature and quality of internal

management if these potential benefits are to be realized. Dellar’s (1998)

research in 30 secondary schools in Australia, for example, shows that ‘site-
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based’ management was most successful where there was a positive school cli-

mate and the involvement of staff and stakeholders in decision-making.

The significance of the educational context
Educational management as a field of study and practice was derived from

management principles first applied to industry and commerce, mainly in the

United States (see page 9). Theory development largely involved the appli-

cation of industrial models to educational settings. As the subject became

established as an academic discipline in its own right, its theorists and prac-

titioners began to develop alternative models based on their observation of,

and experience in, schools and colleges. By the twenty-first century the main

theories, featured in this book, have either been developed in the educational

context or have been adapted from industrial models to meet the specific

requirements of schools and colleges.

Educational leadership and management has progressed from being a new

field dependent upon ideas developed in other settings to become an estab-

lished discipline with its own theories and significant empirical data testing

their validity in education. This transition has been accompanied by lively

argument about the extent to which education should be regarded as simply

another field for the application of general principles of leadership and

management or be seen as a separate discipline with its own body of knowl-

edge.

One strand of opinion asserts that there are general principles of man-

agement which can be applied to all organizational settings. ‘Schools have

much in common with other organizations that bring people together for a

purpose – be they hospitals, or businesses or government offices’ (Handy,

1984, p. 26). The case for a common approach to the training and devel-

opment of managers rests largely upon the functions thought to be common

to different types of organization. These include financial management,

human resource management and relationships with the organization’s clients

and the wider community.

This long-running debate about the most appropriate relationship between

general management and that specific to education was rekindled from 1995

with the TTA’s emphasis on the need to take account of ‘best practice outside

education’ in devising professional development programmes. For example,

its National Standards document states that ‘the standards . . . reflect the 

work undertaken on management standards by those outside the education 

profession’ (TTA, 1998, p. 1) and ‘the knowledge and understanding that

headteachers need draw on sources both inside and outside education’ 

(ibid., p. 3).

Taking account of ‘best practice outside education’ appears uncontentious,
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but it assumes that definitions of ‘best practice’ are widely understood and

accepted. In practice, there are several problematic issues:

• Who decides what good, let alone ‘best’, practice is?

• How is such good practice to be adapted for use in training school

leaders and managers?

• Is good practice a universal trait or does it depend on the specific school

setting?

In addressing this issue, Glatter (1997) concludes with two cautions:

It is not always clear what constitutes best practice in management outside educa-

tion. As in education itself, there are different approaches and contending schools

of thought . . . My brief overall conclusions are that, first, identifying best practice

outside education will require the judgement of a Solomon, and, second, deciding

what elements of this would really be of value in education will involve some

notions of cultural compatibility. (Glatter, 1997, pp. 187–8)

Glatter and Kydd (2003, p. 240) add that ‘we do not suggest that the idea of

“best practice” should never be used, simply that it is often employed far too

casually with the potential to mislead. It needs to be applied more rigorously

and the criteria for assessing what practice is considered “best” should be

clearly specified’.

There are several arguments to support the notion that education has spe-

cific needs that require a distinctive approach. These include:

• the difficulty of setting and measuring educational objectives;

• the presence of children and young people as the ‘outputs’ or ‘clients’ of

educational institutions;

• the need for education professionals to have a high degree of autonomy

in the classroom;

• the fact that many senior and middle managers, particularly in 

primary schools, have little time for the managerial aspects of their work.

Even more important than these issues is the requirement for educational

leaders and managers to focus on the specifically educational aspects of their

work. The overriding purpose of schools and colleges is to promote effec-

tive teaching and learning. These core issues are unique to education and

‘best practice outside education’ is unlikely to be of any help in addressing

these central professional issues. The school improvement research (Stoll,

1996) emphasizes the need for leaders to focus on these educational issues

rather than the generic tasks of managing staff, finance and marketing (Bush,

1998).

The NCSL has engaged with the business sector, notably in preparing its

‘Think Tank’ report, but its Leadership Development Framework (NCSL,
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2001b) advocates ‘instructional leadership’ by including it as one of its 10

‘leadership propositions’. The business sector has little to offer in this

domain, although other ideas have been borrowed for use in education. Such

approaches include Total Quality Management (West-Burnham, 2002),

human resource management (Bush and Middlewood, 1997) and marketing

(Foskett, 2002). However, the special characteristics of schools and colleges

imply caution in the application of management models or practices drawn

from non-educational settings. As the leading American writer Baldridge sug-

gested more than 20 years ago, careful evaluation and adaptation of such

models is required before they can be applied with confidence to educational

organizations.

Traditional management theories cannot be applied to educational institutions with-

out carefully considering whether they will work well in that unique academic set-

ting . . . We therefore must be extremely careful about attempts to manage or

improve . . . education with ‘modern management’ techniques borrowed from busi-

ness, for example. Such borrowing may make sense, but it must be approached

very carefully. (Baldridge, et al., 1978, p. 9)

Instructional leadership 
There are several models of educational leadership and these will be intro-

duced in Chapter 2. Most of the models will be discussed in detail in sub-

sequent chapters. However, instructional leadership does not fit the

framework for this book, because it focuses on the direction of influence,

rather than its nature and source, so it will be addressed here.

The increasing emphasis on managing teaching and learning as the core

activities of educational institutions has led to ‘instructional leadership’ being

emphasized and endorsed, notably by the English NCSL, as we noted above.

Hallinger (1992) argues that instructional leadership has been supplanted by

transformational leadership (see Chapter 4) in the United States but these

models are not seen as incompatible by NCSL.

Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach (1999) point to the lack of explicit

descriptions of instructional leadership in the literature and suggest that there

may be different meanings of this concept. Their definition is:

Instructional leadership . . . typically assumes that the critical focus for atten-

tion by leaders is the behaviour of teachers as they engage in activities directly

affecting the growth of students. (Ibid., p. 8).

Southworth (2002, p. 79) adds that ‘instructional leadership . . . is strongly

concerned with teaching and learning, including the professional learning of

teachers as well as student growth’. Bush and Glover’s (2002) definition

stresses the direction of the influence process:
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Instructional leadership focuses on teaching and learning and on the behaviour

of teachers in working with students. Leaders’ influence is targeted at student

learning via teachers. The emphasis is on the direction and impact of influence

rather than the influence process itself. (Ibid., 2002, p. 10)

Hallinger and Murphy (1985) state that instructional leadership comprises

three broad categories:

• defining the school mission;

• managing the instructional programme;

• promoting school climate.

Blase and Blase’s (1998) research with 800 principals in American elemen-

tary, middle and high schools suggests that effective instructional leadership

behaviour comprises three aspects:

• talking with teachers (conferencing);

• promoting teachers’ professional growth;

• fostering teacher reflection.

Southworth’s (2002) qualitative research with primary heads of small schools

in England and Wales shows that three strategies were particularly effective

in improving teaching and learning:

• modelling;

• monitoring;

• professional dialogue and discussion.

Southworth’s third category confirms Blase and Blase’s (1998) first point but

his other strategies introduce new notions of which instructional leadership

practices are likely to be successful. He also concurs with Hill (2001, p. 87)

that ‘school leaders may lack sufficient knowledge of teaching and learning

to provide adequate, let alone successful, instructional leadership’ and advo-

cates that this dimension should be included in leadership development pro-

grammes.

In contrast, Leithwood (1994, p. 499) claims that ‘instructional leadership

images are no longer adequate’ because they are ‘heavily classroom focused’

and do not address ‘second order changes . . . [such as] organization build-

ing’ (ibid., p. 501). He adds that the instructional leadership image ‘is now

showing all the signs of a dying paradigm’ (ibid., p. 502).

Despite these comments, instructional leadership is a very important

dimension because it targets the school’s central activities, teaching and learn-

ing. It may also be undergoing a renaissance in England, not least because

of its specific endorsement by the National College for School Leadership

(NCSL, 2001b). However, this paradigm underestimates other aspects of
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school life, such as socialization, student welfare and self-esteem, as well as

the wider school-level issues referred to by Leithwood (1994).

Conclusion
Effective leadership and management are essential if schools and colleges are

to achieve the wide-ranging objectives set for them by their many stake-

holders, notably the governments which provide most of the funding for pub-

lic educational institutions. In an increasingly global economy, an educated

workforce is vital to maintain and enhance competitiveness. Society expects

schools, colleges and universities to prepare people for employment in a rap-

idly changing environment. Teachers, and their leaders and managers, are the

people who are required to deliver higher educational standards.

As these environmental pressures intensify, managers require greater under-

standing, skill and resilience to sustain their institutions. Heads, principals

and senior staff need an appreciation of the theory, as well as the practice,

of educational management. Competence comprises an appreciation of con-

cepts as well as a penchant for successful action. The next chapter examines

the nature of theory in educational management and its contribution to good

practice.
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2
Models of Educational Leadership 

and Management

The theory/practice divide
Leadership and management are often regarded as essentially practical activ-

ities. The determination of vision, the allocation of resources and the eval-

uation of effectiveness all involve action. Practitioners tend to be dismissive

of theories and concepts for their alleged remoteness from the ‘real’ school

situation. Theory is also unfashionable with policy-makers and government

agencies such as the English Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED)

and Teacher Training Agency (TTA) (Bush, 1999a, p. 7).

There is some evidence that the explicit and systematic use of theory as

a guide to practice is unusual. Some commentators regard management as

atheoretical. Willower (1980, p. 2), for example, asserts that ‘the application

of theories by practising administrators [is] a difficult and problematic under-

taking. Indeed, it is clear that theories are simply not used very much in the

realm of practice’. Holmes and Wynne (1989, pp. 1–2) are also sceptical

about the value of theory in informing practice: ‘There can be little genuine

theory in educational administration. It is an applied field ultimately depend-

ent on human will acting within a social context . . . So, it is unproductive

to look for a set of theories . . . by which educational administrators may

guide administrative behaviour’.

The implementation of the Education Reform Act (1988) and subsequent

legislation in England and Wales have led to an emphasis on the practice of

educational leadership and management. Heads and principals have been

inundated with advice from politicians, officials, officers of quangos, aca-

demics and consultants, about how to lead and manage their schools and

colleges. Many of these prescriptions are atheoretical in the sense that they

are not underpinned by explicit values or concepts (Bush, 1999b, p. 246).

It is evident from these comments that theory and practice are often

regarded as separate aspects of educational leadership and management.

Academics develop and refine theory while managers engage in practice. In

short, there is a theory/practice divide, or ‘gap’:
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The theory–practice gap stands as the Gordian Knot of educational administration.

Rather than be cut, it has become a permanent fixture of the landscape because it

is embedded in the way we construct theories for use . . . The theory–practice gap

will be removed when we construct different and better theories that predict the

effects of practice. (English, 2002, pp. 1 and 3)

Theory may be perceived as esoteric and remote from practice. Yet in an

applied discipline such as educational management the acid test of theory is

its relevance to practice. Theory is valuable and significant if it serves to

explain practice and provide managers with a guide to action. The emphasis

in this book is on the use of theory to inform practice and to guide man-

agers:

Theories are most useful for influencing practice when they suggest new ways in

which events and situations can be perceived. Fresh insight may be provided by

focusing attention on possible interrelationships that the practitioner has failed to

notice, and which can be further explored and tested through empirical research.

If the result is a better understanding of practice, the theory–practice gap is sig-

nificantly reduced for those concerned. Theory cannot then be dismissed as irrel-

evant. (Hughes and Bush, 1991, p. 234)

The relevance of theory to good practice
If practitioners shun theory then they must rely on experience as a guide to

action. In deciding on their response to a problem they draw on a range of

options suggested by previous experience with that type of issue. However,

‘it is wishful thinking to assume that experience alone will teach leaders

everything they need to know’ (Copland et al., 2002, p. 75).

Teachers sometimes explain their decisions as just ‘common sense’.

However, such apparently pragmatic decisions are often based on implicit

theories: ‘Common-sense knowledge . . . inevitably carries with it unspoken

assumptions and unrecognized limitations. Theorizing is taking place with-

out it being acknowledged as such’ (Hughes, 1985, p. 31). When a teacher

or a manager takes a decision it reflects in part that person’s view of the

organization. Such views or preconceptions are coloured by experience and

by the attitudes engendered by that experience. These attitudes take on the

character of frames of reference or theories which inevitably influence the

decision-making process.

The use of the term ‘theory’ need not imply something remote from the

day-to-day experience of the teacher. Rather, theories and concepts can pro-

vide a framework for managerial decisions:

Because organizations are complex, surprising, deceptive, and ambiguous, they are

formidably difficult to understand and manage. We have to rely on the tools at
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hand, including whatever ideas and theories we have about what organizations are

and how they work. Our theories, or frames, determine what we see and what we

do . . . Managers need better theories, as well as the ability to implement those

theories with skill and grace. (Bolman and Deal, 1997, p. 38)

Theory serves to provide a rationale for decision-making. Managerial activity

is enhanced by an explicit awareness of the theoretical framework underpin-

ning practice in educational institutions. As a result some academics and prac-

titioners ‘vigorously challenge the traditional view that practical on the job

experience on its own provides adequate management training in education’

(Hughes, 1984, p. 5).

There are three main arguments to support the view that managers have

much to learn from an appreciation of theory, providing that it is grounded

firmly (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) in the realities of practice:

1 Reliance on facts as the sole guide to action is unsatisfactory because all

evidence requires interpretation. Life in schools and colleges is too com-

plex to enable practitioners to make decisions simply on an event by event

basis. Theory provides the framework for interpreting events. It provides

‘mental models’ (Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999, p. 75) to help in

understanding the nature and effects of practice.

2 Dependence on personal experience in interpreting facts and making deci-

sions is narrow because it discards the knowledge of others. Familiarity

with the arguments and insights of theorists enables the practitioner to

deploy a wide range of experience and understanding in resolving the

problems of today. Grounded theory emerges by assessing a wide range of

practice and developing models which seem to help in explaining events

and behaviour. An understanding of theory also helps by reducing the like-

lihood of mistakes occurring while experience is being acquired. 

3 Experience may be particularly unhelpful as the sole guide to action when

the practitioner begins to operate in a different context. Organizational

variables may mean that practice in one school or college has little rele-

vance in the new environment. A broader awareness of theory and prac-

tice may be valuable as the manager attempts to interpret behaviour in the

fresh situation.

Of course, theory is useful only so long as it has relevance to practice in

education. Hoyle (1986) distinguishes between theory-for-understanding and

theory-for-practice. While both are potentially valuable, the latter is more

significant for practising leaders and managers in education. The relevance

of theory should be judged by the extent to which it informs managerial

action and contributes to the resolution of practical problems in schools and

colleges.

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management
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The nature of theory 
There is no single all-embracing theory of educational management. In part

this reflects the astonishing diversity of educational institutions, ranging from

small rural primary schools to very large universities and colleges. It relates

also to the varied nature of the problems encountered in schools and col-

leges, which require different approaches and solutions. Above all, it reflects

the multifaceted nature of theory in education and the social sciences:

‘Students of educational management who turn to organizational theory for

guidance in their attempt to understand and manage educational institutions

will not find a single, universally applicable theory but a multiplicity of the-

oretical approaches each jealously guarded by a particular epistemic com-

munity’ (Ribbins, 1985, p. 223).

House (1981) argues that theories or ‘perspectives’ in education are not

the same as scientific theories. The latter comprises a set of beliefs, values

and techniques that are shared within a particular field of enquiry. The dom-

inant theory eventually comes under challenge by the emergence of new facts

which the theory cannot explain. Subsequently a new theory is postulated

which does explain these new facts. However, the physical world itself

remains constant.

Theories of education and the social sciences are very different from sci-

entific theories. These perspectives relate to a changing situation and com-

prise different ways of seeing a problem rather than a scientific consensus as

to what is true. House (1981, p. 17) suggests that, in this sense, the per-

spective is a weaker claim to knowledge than a scientific theory. In educa-

tion several perspectives may be valid simultaneously:

Our understanding of knowledge utilization processes is conceived not so much as

a set of facts, findings, or generalizations but rather as distinct perspectives which

combine facts, values and presuppositions into a complex screen through which

knowledge utilization is seen . . . Through a particular screen one sees certain

events, but one may see different scenes through a different screen. (Ibid.)

The models discussed in this book should be regarded as alternative ways of

portraying events, as House suggests. The existence of several different per-

spectives creates what Bolman and Deal (1997, p. 11) describe as ‘conceptual

pluralism: a jangling discord of multiple voices’. Each theory has something

to offer in explaining behaviour and events in educational institutions. The

perspectives favoured by managers, explicitly or implicitly, inevitably influ-

ence or determine decision-making. 

Griffiths (1997) provides strong arguments to underpin his advocacy of

‘theoretical pluralism’.

Models of educational leadership and management
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The basic idea is that all problems cannot be studied fruitfully using a single the-

ory. Some problems are large and complex and no single theory is capable of

encompassing them, while others, although seemingly simple and straightforward,

can be better understood through the use of multiple theories . . . particular the-

ories are appropriate to certain problems, but not others. (Griffiths, 1997, p. 372)

Morgan (1997) discusses the concept of organizational culture and empha-

sizes the diversity of theories of management and organization. He uses

‘metaphors’ to explain the complex and paradoxical character of organiza-

tional life and describes theory in similar terms to House (1981):

All theories of organization and management are based on implicit images or

metaphors that lead us to see, understand and manage organizations in distinctive

yet partial ways . . . the use of metaphor implies a way of thinking and a way of
seeing that pervades how we understand our world . . . We have to accept that any

theory or perspective that we bring to the study of organization and management,

while capable of creating valuable insights, is also incomplete, biased and poten-

tially misleading. (Morgan, 1997, pp. 4–5)

One of the confusing aspects of educational management theory is the use of

different terms to explain similar phenomena. While House (1981) prefers

‘perspective’, Bolman and Deal (1997) choose ‘frame’ and Morgan (1986)

opts for ‘metaphor’. Boyd (1992, p. 506) adds to the confusion by referring

to ‘paradigms’, a term he admits to using ‘loosely’: ‘By paradigm is meant a

model or theory; with models or theories often guiding, consciously or sub-

consciously, our thinking about such things as organizations, leadership and

policy.’ These terms are broadly similar and reflect the preferences of the

authors rather than any significant differences in meaning. They will be used

interchangeably in this book.

The various theories of educational leadership and management reflect very

different ways of understanding and interpreting events and behaviour in

schools and colleges. They also represent what are often ideologically based,

and certainly divergent, views about how educational institutions ought to be

managed. Waite (2002, p. 66) refers to ‘paradigm wars’ in describing dis-

agreements between academics holding different positions on theory and

research in educational administration.

Theories of educational leadership and management are endowed with dif-

ferent terminology but they all emanate from organization theory or man-

agement theory. The former tends to be theory for understanding while

management theory has more direct relevance for practice. Hoyle (1986, pp.

1 and 20) distinguishes between these two broad approaches:

Organization theory is theory-for-understanding. We can thus make a broad dis-

tinction between organization theory and management theory, which is practical

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management
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theory and hence has a narrower focus. However, the distinction cannot be pressed

too hard since management theory is grounded in, and the research which it gen-

erates contributes to, organization theory . . . the case for organization theory is

that it enhances our understanding of the management component and . . . that it

provides a loose organizing framework for a variety of studies of schools.

Holmes and Wynne (1989, p. 29) take a much more critical view of the value

of organization theory for educational management: ‘Unfortunately, there is

no empirically proven theory of school organization so such texts [of school

administration] are reduced to describing scattered pieces of research held

together with inconclusive argument.’ This assessment is dated and much too

pessimistic, greatly undervaluing the theory development and related empiri-

cal research on aspects of schools and colleges as organizations.

The models discussed in this book are broad compilations of the main the-

ories of educational leadership and management and are largely based on

organization theory. However, by applying theory to practice throughout the

text, management theories are developed and tested for their applicability to

schools and colleges, and to their leaders.

The characteristics of theory 
Most theories of educational leadership and management possess three major

characteristics:

1 Theories tend to be normative in that they reflect beliefs about the nature

of educational institutions and the behaviour of individuals within them.

Theorists tend to express views about how schools and colleges should be

managed as well as, or instead of, simply describing aspects of manage-

ment or explaining the organizational structure of the school or college.

When, for example, practitioners or academics claim that decisions in

schools are reached following a participative process they may be express-

ing normative judgements rather than analysing actual practice.

Simkins (1999) stresses the importance of distinguishing between

descriptive and normative uses of theory:

This is a distinction which is often not clearly made. The former are those which

attempt to describe the nature of organizations and how they work and, some-

times, to explain why they are as they are. The latter, in contrast, attempt to

prescribe how organizations should or might be managed to achieve particular

outcomes more effectively. (Ibid., p. 270)

The remaining chapters of this book will distinguish between the norma-

tive and descriptive aspects of theory.

2 Theories tend to be selective or partial in that they emphasize certain

aspects of the institution at the expense of other elements. The espousal
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of one theoretical model leads to the neglect of other approaches. Schools

and colleges are arguably too complex to be capable of analysis through

a single dimension. An explanation of educational institutions using a polit-

ical perspective, for example, may focus on the formation of interest

groups and on the bargaining between groups and individuals. This

approach offers valuable insights, as we shall see in Chapter 5, but this

emphasis necessarily means that other valid theories of school and college

management may be underestimated. In the 1980s, a few writers (Enderud,

1980; Davies and Morgan, 1983; Ellstrom, 1983;) attempted syntheses of

different approaches but with only limited success.

3 Theories of educational management are often based on, or supported by,

observation of practice in educational institutions. English (2002, p. 1) says

that observation may be used in two ways. First, observation may be fol-

lowed by the development of concepts which then become theoretical

frames. Such perspectives based on data from systematic observation are

sometimes called ‘grounded theory’. Because such approaches are derived

from empirical inquiry in schools and colleges, they are more likely to be

perceived as relevant by practitioners. As Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 3)

aptly claim, ‘generating grounded theory is a way of arriving at theory

suited to its supposed uses’.

Secondly, researchers may use a specific theoretical frame to select con-

cepts to be tested through observation. The research is then used to ‘prove’

or ‘verify’ the efficacy of the theory (English, 2002, p. 1).

While many theories of educational management are based on obser-

vation, advocates of the subjective model are sceptical of this stance. As

we shall see in Chapter 6, subjective theorists prefer to emphasize the per-

ceptions and interpretations of individuals within organizations. In this

view observation is suspect because it does not reveal the meanings placed

on events by participants.

Theory in educational management thus tends to be normative, selective and

often based on observation in educational settings. These qualities overlap and

interpenetrate, as Theodossin (1983, p. 89) demonstrates: ‘Inevitably . . .

research involves selection; selection is determined by, and determines, per-

spective; perspective limits vision; vision generates questions; and questions

in turn, help to shape and influence the answers.’

Gender and educational leadership and management
Women are greatly underrepresented in senior posts in education as in 

many other occupations. ‘It has become part of our taken-for-granted under-
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standing that men dominate numerically in senior positions in all phases of

education with the exception of nursery and infant schools. Analysts of edu-

cation management acknowledge the disparity between women’s numbers in

the teaching profession and their representation at senior levels’ (Hall, 1999,

p. 159).

In English and Welsh secondary schools in 1993, 49.6 per cent of all teach-

ers, but only 21.9 per cent of the headteachers, were women. In nursery and

primary schools, 81.5 per cent of teachers were women but only 50.3 per

cent of the headteachers were women (Coleman, 1997). By 1999, the posi-

tion in secondary schools had improved with 27.9 per cent of headships held

by women but this still compares unfavourably with classroom teachers where

54.7 per cent are women (Coleman, 2002, p. 3). 

The position may be worse in many other countries. Davies (1990, p. 62)

notes that ‘formal decision-making is in the hands of men . . . Educational

administration is still seen as a masculine occupation in many countries’.

Research by Coleman, Qiang and Li (1998) shows that there were no women

principals in any of the 89 secondary schools in three counties of the Shaanxi

province of China.

Among the reasons advanced for the low proportion of women in senior

posts is the alleged ‘male’ image of management which may be unappealing

to women. This model includes ‘aggressive competitive behaviours, an

emphasis on control rather than negotiation and collaboration, and the pur-

suit of competition rather than shared problem-solving’ (Al-Khalifa 1992, p.

100). The male domination, or ‘androcentricity’, of educational management

is evident in the United States where school administration evolved into a

largely male profession disconnected from the mainly female occupation of

teaching. Boyd (1992, p. 509) implies that this led to discrimination in the

allocation of administrative posts: ‘The abilities and values of women were

passed over, as careers in school administration were more driven by male

sponsorship than by merit and open competition . . . school administration

became far more concerned with hierarchy, control and efficiency than with

issues of curriculum, pedagogy, and educational values.’

The androcentricity of educational management has led certain 

writers (Shakeshaft, 1987; Ozga, 1993) to claim that theory has failed to

acknowledge the different values of women and remains largely rooted in a

male perspective. The difficulty is that there is little clarity about what con-

stitutes a distinctive female theory of educational management. Hall (1993,

p. 43) concludes that:

There is relatively little to date in research about women managers that can be

used to challenge theories of educational management or lead to their reconcep-

tualization to include both women and men . . . Research is needed that challenges
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traditional stereotypes of what constitutes appropriate management behaviour and

process. The association of management and masculinity has not been established

as a fact yet it is treated as such, with negative consequences for women in edu-

cation . . . theory and prescriptions for action [would be] transformed by the inclu-

sion of gender as a relevant concept for understanding educational management.

Wallace and Hall’s (1994, p. 39) research on senior management teams in sec-

ondary schools suggests that it is possible for management to incorporate both

female and male styles: ‘The decision to adopt a team approach seems to sig-

nify a shift in leadership style towards an “androgynous” model which posits

the possibility for leaders to exhibit the wide range of qualities which are

present in both men and women.’ Gray (1989) adopts a similar approach in

distinguishing between ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ paradigms in school man-

agement. Feminine characteristics include ‘caring’, ‘creative’ and ‘intuitive’

dimensions, while the masculine paradigm features ‘competitive’, ‘highly reg-

ulated’ and ‘disciplined’ elements. Individual managers may possess qualities

from both paradigms, regardless of their gender. This view is supported by

the large-scale research on male and female secondary heads carried out by

Coleman (2002). She shows that there is little difference in the ways that male

and female heads respond to the Gray descriptors and concludes that ‘the par-

adigms are not perceived as relevant in distinguishing women from men’ (ibid.,

p. 103).

A number of the six models presented in this book have been aligned with

‘male’ or ‘female’ qualities. The gender implications of the theories will be

discussed at appropriate points in the text.

Models of educational management: an introduction
Many different theories of educational management have been presented by

various writers. These perspectives overlap in several respects. A further com-

plication is that similar models are given different names or, in certain cases,

the same term is used to denote different approaches. A degree of integra-

tion of these theories is required so that they can be presented in a clear and

discrete manner. Cuthbert (1984, p. 39) explains why there is a lack of clar-

ity:

The study of management in education is an eclectic pursuit. Models have been

borrowed from a wide range of disciplines, and in a few cases developed specifi-

cally to explain unique features of educational institutions. To comprehend the

variety of models available we need some labels and categories that allow us to

consider different ideas in a sensible order.

The approach to theory adopted in this book has certain similarities with

Cuthbert’s (1984) presentation of models in five distinct groups. Cuthbert’s
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categories are analytic-rational, pragmatic-rational, political, models that stress

ambiguity, and phenomenological and interactionist models. The latter three

groups are the same as three of the models discussed in this text although I

prefer the term subjective rather than phenomenological or interactionist.

Cuthbert compares his models in the following terms:

• the level of agreement among people in the organization about the objec-

tives of their joint efforts;

• different ideas about the way in which performance can and should be

evaluated;

• different ideas about the concept and the meaning of organization struc-

ture.

Two of the criteria used by Cuthbert are similar to two of the four main ele-

ments used in this text to distinguish between the models.

Several writers have chosen to present theories in distinct groups or bun-

dles but they differ in the models chosen, the emphasis given to particular

approaches and the terminology used to describe them. Two of the best

known are those by Bolman and Deal (1997) and Morgan (1997).

• Bolman and Deal (1997); four ‘perspectives or frames’ – structural, human

resource, political, symbolic.

• Morgan (1997); eight images or metaphors of organizations – as machines,

organisms, brains, cultures, political systems, psychic prisons, flux and

transformation, instruments of domination.

In this book the main theories are classified into six major models of edu-

cational management. While this division differs somewhat from the catego-

rization of other writers, these models are given significant attention in the

literature of educational management and have been subject to a degree of

empirical verification in British education. The six theories are illustrated

extensively by examples of practice drawn from primary schools, secondary

schools and colleges in England and Wales, and in many other countries. 

The six models are:

• formal;

• collegial;

• political;

• subjective;

• ambiguity;

• cultural.

In the first edition of this book only five models were identified. A 

chapter on the cultural model was added to the second edition because of
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the increasing significance of this approach in the literature and because some

empirical work had been undertaken in British schools and elsewhere in the

English speaking world.

Analysing the models
The analysis of these six models includes consideration of four main elements

which are valuable in distinguishing the theories. These criteria are as fol-

lows:

1 The level of agreement about the goals or objectives of the institution.

There is increasing emphasis on goals in the literature on school improve-

ment (Blum and Butler, 1989, p. 19). Cheng (2002, p. 51) also shows that

goal orientation is one of only two common factors within the numerous

definitions of leadership.

The theories differ in that some emphasize organizational aims, while

others focus on individual purposes. Certain models feature agreement

about objectives but others stress conflict over aims or point to difficul-

ties in defining purpose within educational organizations.

2 The meaning and validity of organizational structures within educational

institutions. Hoyle (1986) refers to the twin dimensions of people and

structure. An emphasis on structure leads to the notion of individuals being

defined by their roles, while a focus on people leads to the predominance

of personality in determining behaviour.

According to some theorists, structure is an objective fact while others

believe that it is the subjective creation of individuals within the institu-

tion. Another group argues that structure is a matter for negotiation or

dispute while others claim that the structure is one of the many ambigu-

ous features of schools and colleges.

3 The relationship between the institution and its external environment. The

shift to self-managing schools and colleges, discussed in Chapter 1,

increases the significance of the relationships that staff and governors must

have with a wide range of external groups and individuals. The nature of

these external relationships is a key element in the differences between

models. Some writers regard the head or principal as the sole or major

contact with the outside world, while others suggest a wider range of con-

tacts. Links may be regarded as essentially co-operative in nature or they

may be thought of as political, with conflict between the institution and

external agencies. Other approaches emphasize the ambiguity of such rela-

tionships.

4 The most appropriate leadership strategies for educational institutions.

Analysts have different views about the nature of educational leadership
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according to the theories they espouse. Some assume that heads take the

lead in establishing objectives and in decision-making while others regard

the head as one figure within a participative system. Certain approaches

stress conflict inside institutions and emphasize the head’s role as nego-

tiator while others point to the limitations of an active leadership role

within essentially ambiguous institutions.

Given the heightened interest in the concept of educational leadership

since the second edition of this volume, this subject will be given extended

treatment in this edition. The main theories of leadership are introduced

below and will also be addressed alongside the six management models,

to demonstrate the links between these twin concepts.

These four criteria serve to emphasize the great differences in approach

between the various models and reinforce the view that theories are norma-

tive and selective. In subsequent chapters of this book we examine these dif-

ferent interpretations of the nature of leadership and management in schools

and colleges.

Models of educational leadership: an introduction
As with educational management, the vast literature on leadership has gen-

erated a number of alternative, and competing, models. Some writers have

sought to cluster these various conceptions into a number of broad themes

or ‘types’. The best known of these typologies is that by Leithwood, Jantzi

and Steinbach (1999), who identified six ‘models’ from their scrutiny of 121

articles in four international journals. Bush and Glover (2002) extended this

typology to eight models. These are among the nine leadership models shown

in Table 2.1, alongside the management models introduced earlier in this

chapter.

Models of educational leadership and management
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Table 2.1 Typology of management and leadership models

Management model Leadership model

Formal Managerial

Collegial Participative

Transformational

Interpersonal

Political Transactional 

Subjective Post-modern

Ambiguity Contingency

Cultural Moral

Instructional

Source: adapted from Bush and Glover, 2002
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Instructional leadership does not link to any of the management models

because it focuses on the direction of influence, learning and teaching, rather

than the nature of the influence process. This model was discussed in

Chapter 1 while the other eight leadership models will be addressed along-

side the appropriate management model in subsequent chapters of this

book.
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37

3
Formal Models

Central features of formal models
Formal model is an umbrella term used to embrace a number of similar but

not identical approaches. The title ‘formal’ is used because these theories

emphasize the official and structural elements of organizations. There is a

focus on pursuing institutional objectives through rational approaches. The

definition suggested below incorporates the main features of these perspec-

tives:

The various formal models have several common features:

1 They tend to treat organizations as systems. A system comprises elements

that have clear organizational links with each other. Within schools and

colleges, for example, departments and other sub-units are systemically

related to each other and to the institution itself.

2 Formal models give prominence to the official structure of the organiza-

tion. Formal structures are often represented by organization charts which

show the authorized pattern of relationships between members of the insti-

tution. Structural models do not adequately reflect the many informal con-

tacts within schools and colleges but they do help to represent the more

stable and official aspects of organizations.

3 In formal models the official structures of the organization tend to be hier-
archical. Organization charts emphasize vertical relationships between

staff. In secondary schools and colleges staff are responsible to heads of

department who, in turn, are answerable to heads and principals for the

activities of their departments. The hierarchy thus represents a means of

control for leaders over their staff. 

4 All formal approaches typify schools and colleges as goal-seeking organi-

zations. The institution is thought to have official purposes which 

Formal models assume that organizations are hierarchical systems in which
managers use rational means to pursue agree goals. Heads possess authority
legitimized by their formal positions within the organization and are account-
able to sponsoring bodies for the activities of their institutions.
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are accepted and pursued by members of the organization. Cheng (2002,

p. 52) claims that goal development and achievement is one of two main

general elements in leadership: ‘How to set goals, create meanings, direct

actions, eliminate uncertainty or ambiguity and achieve goals is also a core

part of leadership activities in education.’ Increasingly, goals are set within

a broader vision of a preferred future for the school (Beare, Caldwell and

Millikan, 1989).

5 Formal models assume that managerial decisions are made through a

rational process. Typically, all the options are considered and evaluated in

terms of the goals of the organization. The most suitable alternative is then

selected to enable those objectives to be pursued. The essence of this

approach is that decision-making is thought to be an objective, detached

and intellectual process. 

6 Formal approaches present the authority of leaders as essentially a prod-

uct of their official positions within the organization. Heads and princi-

pals possess authority over other staff because of their formal roles within

schools and colleges. Their power is regarded as positional and is held

only while they hold these senior posts.

7 In formal models there is an emphasis on the accountability of the organ-

ization to its sponsoring body. Most schools remain responsible to the local

education authority (LEA). Colleges in England are accountable to the

Learning and Skills Council. In many centralized systems, school princi-

pals are accountable to national or provincial ministries of education. In

decentralized systems, heads and principals are increasingly answerable to

their governing bodies which have enhanced responsibility for finance and

staff management.

These seven basic features are present to a greater or lesser degree in each of

the individual theories which together comprise the formal models. These are:

• structural models;

• systems models;

• bureaucratic models;

• rational models;

• hierarchical models.

These different theories overlap significantly and the main elements are often

very similar despite their different titles. There are variations in emphasis but

the central components appear in most of the individual theories.

38
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Structural models

Structure refers to the formal pattern of relationships between people in organi-

zations. It expresses the ways in which individuals relate to each other in order to

achieve organizational objectives. (Bush, 1997, p. 45)

Structural models stress the primacy of organizational structure but the key

elements are compatible with the central features of any formal model. Bolman

and Deal (1991, p. 48) argue that the structural perspective is based on six

core assumptions:

1 Organizations exist primarily to accomplish established goals.

2 For any organization, a structural form can be designed and implemented

to fit its particular set of circumstances.

3 Organizations work most effectively when environmental turbulence and

the personal preferences are constrained by norms of rationality.

4 Specialization permits higher levels of individual expertise and perform-

ance.

5 Co-ordination and control are essential to effectiveness.

6 Organizational problems typically originate from inappropriate structures

or inadequate systems and can be resolved through restructuring or devel-

oping new systems.

The structural assumptions identified by Bolman and Deal, including the goal

orientation, the rationality, the exercise of authority and the reference to sys-

tems, are consistent with the central features of formal models discussed ear-

lier. 

Becher and Kogan (1992) propose a structural model which has four 

levels. These are as follows:

1 The Central Level, including the various national and local authorities who

are between them charged with overall planning, resource allocation and

the monitoring of standards.

2 The Institution as defined in law and convention. This includes all schools

and colleges.

3 The Basic Unit which corresponds with departments or faculties in col-

leges and with departments and pastoral units in schools.

4 The Individual Level comprises teachers, students or pupils and support

staff, but Becher and Kogan focus mainly on teachers because ‘it is they

who normally play the main role in shaping academic and curricular pol-

icy’ (Becher and Kogan, 1992, p. 9).

This structural model features normative and operational modes. The nor-

mative mode relates to the monitoring and maintenance of values within the

39
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system as a whole. The operational mode refers to the business of carrying

out practical tasks at different levels within the system.

Relationships between levels can be categorized as either normative or

operational. Normative relationships involve appraisal or judgement while

operational relationships relate to the allocation of resources, responsibilities

and tasks.

Becher and Kogan leave open the nature of the relationships between their

four levels. Their structural model does not assume hierarchical relationships.

However, school and college structures are usually portrayed as vertical and

hierarchical. Evetts (1992, p. 84), for example, stresses the hierarchical nature

of school structures and reinforces the authority of the head: ‘A high degree

of authority is vested in the headteacher and transmitted through heads 

of departments/years . . . [it implies] agreement about the headteacher’s 

ability to direct the management of the school without disagreement or 

opposition.’

The structures of English further education colleges have traditionally been

hierarchical and Hall (1994) notes that the departmental, pyramid structure

has dominated in colleges for 30 years. Lumby’s (2001) research with post-

incorporation colleges shows that many are adopting different metaphors for

structure including the ‘Christmas tree’, ‘a less stark image than a pyramid’

(ibid., pp. 91–2), and a series of concentric circles. However, she concludes

that ‘some degree of bureaucratic hierarchy will always assert itself ’ (ibid.,

p. 92).

Structures are not inevitably hierarchical. Those which are apparently hier-

archical may be used to facilitate delegation and participation in decision-

making. This may occur, for example, where budgets are delegated to

departments.

The resilience of structure
It is easy to dismiss organizational structures as a rigid, over-formal 

presentation of relationships in educational institutions. All schools and col-

leges benefit from informal contacts not represented on organization charts.

In addition, formal structures conceal a range of different styles of 

management. Yet structures remain powerful influences on the nature and

direction of development within institutions, as Clark (1983, p. 114) makes

clear:

Academic structures do not simply move aside or let go: what is in place heavily

conditions what will be. The heavy hand of history is felt in the structures and

beliefs that development has set in place. As systems grow larger and more com-

plex, their internal structures acquire greater momentum, thrusting themselves

powerfully into the future and snapping back with considerable resilience after
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imposed changes seemingly altered their ways . . . We do not begin to know the

score in the study of academic change until we understand how current structures

stack the deck.

Systems models
Systems theories emphasize the unity and integrity of the organization and

focus on the interaction between its component parts, and with the external

environment. These models stress the unity and coherence of the organiza-

tion. Schools and colleges are thought to have integrity as prime institutions.

Members of the organization, and those external to it, recognize the school

or college as a meaningful entity. Staff and students may feel that they

‘belong’ to the place where they teach or learn. However, there are dangers

in too great an emphasis on the organization rather than the people within

it because of the risk of attributing human characteristics to schools and col-

leges. Greenfield (1973; 1975) has been the most persistent critic of this ten-

dency to reify organizations as we shall see in Chapter 6.

Systems approaches share with other formal models the emphasis on

agreed organizational objectives. It is assumed that the total system has objec-

tives which have the support of its members. The institution is thought to

develop policies in pursuit of these objectives and to assess the effectiveness

of such policies. Systems theories play down or ignore the possibility that

goals may be contested or that individuals may have purposes independent

of the formal aims of the organization. 

Systems models emphasize the concept of a system boundary. The bound-

ary is an essential element in the definition of the system, distinguishing the

organization and its members from the external environment:

Environment is typically seen as everything outside the boundaries of an organi-

sation, even though the boundaries are often nebulous and poorly drawn. It is the

environment that provides raw materials to an organisation and receives the organ-

isation’s outputs . . . Schools receive students from the community and later return

graduates to the community. (Bolman and Deal, 1989, p. 24)

Closed or open systems
Systems theories are usually categorized as either closed or open in terms of

the organization’s relationships with its environment. Closed systems tend to

minimize transactions with the environment and to take little account of

external opinion in determining the purposes and activities of the organiza-

tion. Bolman and Deal’s (1991) structural assumptions, noted earlier, imply

a ‘closed systems’ approach:

Formal models
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These assumptions depict organizations as relatively closed systems pursuing fairly

explicit goals. Such conditions make it possible for organizations to operate ration-

ally, with high degrees of certainty, predictability and efficiency. Organizations

highly dependent on the environment are continually vulnerable to external influ-

ence or interference. To reduce this vulnerability, a variety of structural mecha-

nisms are created to protect central activities from fluctuation and uncertainty.

(Bolman and Deal, 1991, pp. 48–9)

The shift to self-management in many countries, and the associated require-

ment to interact closely with many groups and individuals, has made it more

difficult to sustain a closed systems approach, as Boyd (1999) stresses in

respect of the United States:

The increasing environmental turbulence and external challenges to educational

organisations . . . showed that the closed systems . . . approach was inadequate for

understanding or dealing with the most pressing problems of school administra-

tors . . . Failing the test of practical relevance, the closed systems model was aban-

doned and the search was on for more useful models. (Boyd, 1999, p. 286)

The alternative theory, identified by Boyd and others, is that of ‘open sys-

tems’ which assumes permeable boundaries and an interactive two-way rela-

tionship between schools and colleges, and their environments:

As a result of the search for more practically relevant models, organisations such

as school systems are now viewed as open systems, which must adapt to changing

external conditions to be effective and, in the long term, survive. The open-sys-

tem concept highlights the vulnerability and interdependence of organisations and

their environments. (Hoy and Miskel, 1987, p. 29)

As this extract implies, open systems encourage interchanges with the envi-

ronment, both responding to external influences and, in turn, seeking support

for the objectives of the organization. In education, open systems theory shows

the relationship between the institution and external groups such as parents,

employers and the local education authority. In this model, schools and col-

leges have wide-ranging links across an increasingly permeable boundary but

organizations are able to influence their environment and are not simply

responding to external demands.

Educational institutions vary considerably in the extent to which they may

be regarded as closed or open systems. English further education colleges have

extensive and vital links with employers, who sponsor students on many part-

time and some full-time courses, and with the Learning and Skills Councils

which largely determine their levels of funding. Most schools may also be

regarded as open systems because of the constant interaction with various

groups and individuals in the neighbourhood. Selective schools and certain

universities, which enjoy high reputations and which do not have to compete
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vigorously for students, may be sufficiently impervious to external influences

to be categorized as closed systems.

The distinction between open and closed systems is more blurred in prac-

tice than it is in theory. It may be more useful to think of a continuum rather

than a sharp distinction between polar opposites. All schools and colleges have

a measure of interaction with their environments but the greater the depend-

ence of the institution on external groups the more ‘open’ it is likely to be.

The educational reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, in Britain and elsewhere,

have increased the salience of the open systems model. Schools have to com-

pete for pupils and their income is tied closely to their levels of recruitment.

To be attractive to potential parents, it is important to be responsive to their

requirements. This can lead to permeable boundaries with parents and oth-

ers influencing school policies and priorities. 

Systems theorists believe that organizations can be categorized as systems

with their parts interacting to achieve systemic objectives. However, caution

should be exercised in attributing these qualities to educational institutions.

Schools and colleges are complex human organizations and systems models

may be inadequate, as Hoyle (1981, p. 12) emphasizes: ‘Schools are certainly

not organizations consisting of carefully articulated parts functioning har-

moniously in the pursuit of agreed objectives. They are characterized by con-

flict, malintegration and the pursuit of individual and group interests.

Nevertheless a certain degree of systematic integration is necessary for their

effective function.’

Bureaucratic models
The bureaucratic model is probably the most important of the formal mod-

els. There is a substantial literature about its applicability to schools and col-

leges. It is often used broadly to refer to characteristics which are generic to

formal organizations. Some writers suggest that bureaucracy is an almost

inevitable consequence of increasing size and complexity (Packwood, 1989).

The ‘pure’ version of the bureaucratic model is associated strongly with the

work of Weber who argued that, in formal organizations, bureaucracy is the

most efficient form of management:

The purely bureaucratic type of administrative organization . . . is, from a techni-

cal point of view, capable of attaining the highest degree of efficiency and is in

this sense formally the most rational means of carrying out imperative control over

human beings. It is superior to any other form in precision, in stability, in the strin-

gency of its discipline, and in its reliability. (Weber, 1989, p. 16)

Bureaucracy, then, describes a formal organization which seeks maximum effi-

ciency through rational approaches to management. Its main features are as

follows:

Formal models
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1 It stresses the importance of the hierarchical authority structure with for-

mal chains of command between the different positions in the hierarchy.

This pyramidal structure is based on the legal authority vested in the offi-

cers who hold places in the chain of command. Office holders are respon-

sible to superordinates for the satisfactory conduct of their duties. In

educational institutions teachers are accountable to the head or principal.

2 In common with other formal models, the bureaucratic approach empha-

sizes the goal orientation of the organization. Institutions are dedicated to

goals which are clearly delineated by the officers at the apex of the pyra-

mid. In colleges or schools goals are determined largely by the principal

or head and endorsed without question by other staff. 

3 The bureaucratic model suggests a division of labour with staff specializ-

ing in particular tasks on the basis of expertise. The departmental struc-

ture in secondary schools and colleges is an obvious manifestation of

division of labour with subject specialists teaching a defined area of the

curriculum. In this respect, English primary schools do not resemble

bureaucracies because staff are typically class teachers who work with one

group of children for much of their time.

4 In bureaucracies decisions and behaviour are governed by rules and regu-
lations rather than personal initiative. Schools typically have rules to reg-

ulate the behaviour of pupils and often guide the behaviour of teachers

through bureaucratic devices such as the staff handbook. These rules may

extend to the core issues of teaching and learning. In South Africa, ‘the

teachers . . . were subjected to tight bureaucratic regulation, especially in

the matter of the curriculum’ (Sebakwane, 1997, p. 397). In Greece,

bureaucratic control extends to prescribing school textbooks (Bush, 2001).

5 Bureaucratic models emphasize impersonal relationships between staff, and

with clients. This neutrality is designed to minimize the impact of indi-

viduality on decision-making. Good schools depend in part on the qual-

ity of personal relationships between teachers and pupils, and this aspect

of bureaucracy has little influence in many schools. Yet where staff are

required to make an appointment to see the head, this may be regarded

as an example of bureaucracy in action.

6 In bureaucracies the recruitment and career progress of staff are deter-

mined on merit. Appointments are made on the basis of qualifications and

experience, and promotion depends on expertise demonstrated in present

and previous positions. Schools and colleges fulfil this criterion in that for-

mal competitive procedures are laid down for the appointment of new

staff and for some promoted posts. Internal promotions, however, depend

on the recommendation of the head or principal and there may be no for-

mal process.
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Applying the bureaucratic model to education
All large organizations contain some bureaucratic elements and this is true

of educational institutions:

Schools and colleges have many bureaucratic features, including a hierarchical

structure with the headteacher or principal at the apex. Teachers specialise on the

basis of expertise in secondary schools and colleges and, increasingly, in primary

schools also. There are many rules for pupils and staff, whose working lives are

largely dictated by ‘the tyranny of the timetable’. Heads and senior staff are

accountable to the governing body and external stakeholders for the activities of

the school or college. Partly for these reasons, bureaucratic theories pervade much

of the literature on educational management. (Bush, 1994, p. 36)

Hughes (1985, p. 8) concludes that the bureaucratic model applies to educa-

tion: ‘Schools and colleges, particularly if they are large, conform to a con-

siderable degree to Weber’s specification of bureaucracy, as judged by their

division of work, their hierarchical structures, their rules and regulations, their

impersonal procedures and their employment practices based on technical cri-

teria.’ The recognition that bureaucracy applies to many aspects of education

is tempered by concern about its procedures becoming too dominant an influ-

ence on the operation of schools and colleges. There is a fear that the bureau-

cracy itself may become the raison d’être of the organization rather than being

firmly subordinated to educational aims:

All schools are bureaucracies. There are rules governing the behaviour of the 

members. There is a hierarchy and there are formal and informal norms of 

behaviour associated with the various roles . . . One difficulty with a bureaucratic

school system is that the bureaucracy and its survival become ends in them-

selves, and the goals of schooling become subsidiary. (Holmes and Wynne, 1989,

pp. 63–4)

While not applicable in a pure form, the notion of bureaucracy provides power-

ful insights into the managerial processes and ideology of large parts of the edu-

cation service. The management of our schools has been conditioned by both the

ideology and practice of hierarchy and control to a point at which, in some cases,

it must attract the pejorative term of managerialism, (original emphasis) a condi-

tion under which the artificial needs of managers, organisations, systems, bureau-

cracies or routines assume dominance over the real needs of children. (Osborne,

1990, pp. 9–10)

Bureaucracy is the preferred model for many education systems, including the

Czech Republic (Svecova, 2000), China (Bush, Coleman and Si, 1998), Greece

(Kavouri and Ellis, 1998), Israel (Gaziel, 1998), Poland (Klus-Stanska and

Olek, 1998), South Africa (Sebakwane, 1997), Slovenia (Becaj, 1994) and

much of South America (Newland, 1995). Two of these authors point to some
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of the weaknesses of bureaucracy in education:

The excessive centralization and bureaucratization, which continue to exist [in

South America] in spite of the reforms undertaken, affect the efficiency of the sys-

tem. (Newland, 1995, p. 113)

The Greek state should start moving towards restructuring the organization of

schools. Less complexity, formalization and centralization of the system, and more

extended professionalism and autonomy of teachers and headteachers would be

beneficial. (Kavouri and Ellis, 1998, p. 106)

Lungu (1985, p. 173) acknowledges several of these sceptical views but con-

cludes that the bureaucratic model remains valid and appropriate for educa-

tion: ‘There is . . . a formidable tradition that views bureaucracy in pejorative

terms . . . bureaucracy as described by Weber is still the most appropriate form

of organization to facilitate the attainment of educational goals.’

The bureaucratic model has certain advantages for education but there are

difficulties in applying it too enthusiastically to schools and colleges because

of the professional role of teachers. If teachers do not ‘own’ innovations but

are simply required to implement externally imposed changes, they are likely

to do so without enthusiasm, leading to possible failure.

Rational models
Rational approaches differ from other formal models in that they emphasize

managerial processes rather than organizational structure or goals. The focus

is on the process of decision-making instead of the structural framework

which constrains but does not determine managerial decisions. Although the

distinctive quality of rational models is their emphasis on process, they share

several characteristics with the other formal theories. These include agreed

organizational objectives and a bureaucratic organizational structure. The

decision-making process thus takes place within a recognized structure and

in pursuit of accepted goals.

The process of rational decision-making is thought to have the following

sequence:

1 Perception of a problem or a choice opportunity.

2 Analysis of the problem, including data collection.

3 Formulation of alternative solutions or choices.

4 Choice of the most appropriate solution to the problem to meet the objec-

tives of the organization.

5 Implementation of the chosen alternative.

6 Monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness of the chosen strategy.

The process is essentially iterative in that the evaluation may lead to a 
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redefinition of the problem or a search for an alternative solution (see 

Figure 3.1).

In Chapter 2 we noted that theories tend to be normative in that they

reflect views about how organizations and individuals ought to behave. The

rational model is certainly normative in that it presents an idealized view of

the decision-making process. It has serious limitations as a portrayal of the

decision-making process in education:

• There may be dispute over objectives and the definition of the ‘problem’

is likely to be dependent on the particular standpoint of the individuals

involved.

• Some of the data needed to make a decision may not be available.

• Most problematic of all is the assumption that the choice of solution can

be detached and impartial. In practice, individuals and groups are likely

to promote their own favoured solutions which in turn may reflect indi-

vidual rather than organizational objectives.

• The perceived effectiveness of the chosen solution may also vary accord-

ing to the preferences of the people concerned.

Despite these practical limitations, Levačić (1995) shows that the rational

model provides the basis for the management of schools in England and
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Wales. She refers to the management consultancy report by Coopers and

Lybrand (1988) which was influential in the introduction of local manage-

ment in the early 1990s:

The model of good management practice contained in the Coopers and Lybrand

report is essentially a rational one. It advocates a system for allocating resources

which is directed at the explicit achievement of institutional objectives. This

requires clarity in the specification of objectives, gathering and analysing informa-

tion on alternative ways of attaining the objectives, evaluating the alternatives and

selecting those actions judged most likely to maximize achievement of the objec-

tives. (Levačić, 1995, p. 62)

Watson and Crossley (2001, p. 114) show that similar principles underpin the

management of further education in England and Wales: ‘Many of the basic

assumptions underpinning the [former] Further Education Funding Council’s

directives on strategy are rooted in a rational–scientific model that proposes

the creation of a [strategic management process] that is sequential, linear and

controllable.’

The application of rational principles to education can be illustrated

through examining internal resource allocation in schools. There are five core

principles (Bush, 2000, pp. 105–6):

1) Aims and priorities. Resource allocation should be informed by clearly articu-

lated aims and by determining priorities among these aims.

2) Long-term planning. Budgetary decisions should reflect an awareness of their

long-term implications. This means going beyond the typical annual budget

cycle to a consideration of the longer-term aims of the organisation.

3) Evaluating alternatives. There should be a thorough consideration of alterna-

tive patterns of expenditure based on evaluation of past actions and assessment

of the opportunity costs of different spending options.

4) Zero-based budgeting. This involves taking a fresh look at all areas of expen-

diture rather than simply making incremental changes to previous spending pat-

terns.

5) Selecting the most appropriate options. Once the possible alternative spending

patterns have been scrutinized, with an element of zero-basing, rational mod-

els require a choice of the most appropriate option linked to organisational

objectives.

Levačić et al. (1999) conducted a large-scale review of inspection reports pre-

pared by the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) in England and

then carried out detailed case studies of 13 schools deemed by OFSTED to

be offering good value for money. These authors cautiously conclude that

applying the rational model is beneficial:

Both OFSTED inspection report and case-study evidence showed that teachers are
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increasingly following the rational model in establishing aims for their schools and

then endeavouring through planning processes to involve all staff . . . we have

found a tendency for schools which have sound planning approaches and devel-

oped monitoring and evaluation procedures to be more successful in relation to

the quality of teaching and learning, student behaviour and attendance. (Levačić

et al., 1999, pp. 25–6)

Hierarchical models
Hierarchical approaches stress vertical relationships within organizations and

the accountability of leaders to external sponsors. The organizational struc-

ture is emphasized with particular reference to the authority and responsi-

bility of the managers at the apex of the structure. Packwood (1989, pp.

9–10) provides a precise definition of the hierarchical model and locates it

firmly within the bureaucratic framework:

One of the basic properties of bureaucratic organisation is the way in which occu-

pational roles are graded in a vertical hierarchy. Authority to prescribe work passes

from senior to junior roles, while accountability for the performance of work passes

in the reverse direction from junior to senior. Authority and accountability are

impersonal in that they are attached to roles, not to the personalities of the indi-

viduals who occupy the roles. The headteacher has authority to define the work

of the deputy headteacher in a school because he or she occupies the role of head-

teacher not because of who he or she is as an individual.

This view subordinates individuals to the organizational hierarchy. Subjective

theorists are very critical of this stance, as we shall see in Chapter 6.

Hierarchical models emphasize vertical communication patterns.

Information is passed down the hierarchy to all appropriate levels and sub-

ordinates are expected to implement the decisions made by the senior man-

agers. Difficult issues may be referred upwards until they reach a level where

they can be resolved. In schools and colleges the head or principal is thought

to inform heads of department or other staff about policies and is the final

arbiter of problems incapable of resolution at lower levels in the hierarchy.

Horizontal communication also plays a part in the hierarchy but Packwood

(1989) argues that such contacts are for co-ordination rather than manage-

ment. The subject leader role in English primary schools is an example of a

lateral relationship. These staff communicate with class teachers about aspects

of their subject but they do not have managerial authority over them.

Central to hierarchical models is the concept of accountability. Leaders are

responsible to external agencies for the performance of subordinates and the

activities of the organization. In schools, the accountability of heads to the

governing body, and to the local education authority, serves to underpin their

internal authority.
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Mortimore and Mortimore’s (1991, p. 168) research on English secondary

heads shows the extent to which they have used the hierarchy to delegate

tasks and the substantial degree of discretion they have in determining the

management structure of the school:

We have been struck by the amount of thought and effort the headteachers put

into the organization and management of schools. The size and complexity of the

schools and the wide-ranging responsibilities carried out by today’s headteachers

necessitates a considerable degree of delegation. Different management structures

have been devised, according to the priorities and preferred management styles of

the heads.

Hierarchical models have certain limitations when applied to educational insti-

tutions. Teachers as professionals claim discretion in their classroom work and

there is increasing participation in decision-making on wider school issues. As

a result, the significance of the hierarchy may be modified by notions of col-

legiality (see Chapter 4) and teacher autonomy. However, because of the clear

legal authority of heads and principals, hierarchical models remain significant

for schools and colleges. 

In certain societies, the significance of the hierarchy is further reinforced

by the tendency to accept unequal concentrations of power (Walker and

Dimmock, 2002). Bush and Qiang (2000; 2002), for example, show that

China is the archetypal high power-distance society and that teachers have

considerable respect for the positional authority of principals.

Formal models: goals, structure, environment and leadership

Goals

Formal models characterize schools and colleges as goal oriented. There is

an assumption that institutions pursue specific objectives. These goals are

invariably determined by heads and senior staff and formal theories do not

regard the support of other teachers as problematic. All members of the

organization are thought to be working towards the achievement of these

official aims. Everard and Morris (1990, pp. 149 and 151) stress the signif-

icance of goals:

We believe that all organizations, including educational ones, should be actively

managed against goals; in other words, not only should there be a clear sense of

direction in which the organization is being steered, but also markers whereby we

can assess progress . . . Organizational aims . . . nurture and steer creative tension

and release and harness human energy; they keep the organization on the move,

heading in a certain direction.

The activities and procedures of institutions are evaluated in terms of their
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relevance to the approved objectives, as Harling (1984, p. 7) suggests: ‘The

distinctive characteristic of an organisation is . . . that it has been formally

established for the explicit purpose of achieving certain goals. Every organi-

sation has a formally instituted pattern of authority and an official body of

rules and procedures which are intended to aid the achievement of those

goals.’ 

Cheng (2002, p. 61) stresses the role of leaders in goal development and

achievement. He argues that leaders should be ‘goal developer’ and ‘goal

leader’ and should have two main strategies to promote quality:

• Develop appropriate institutional mission and goals.

• Lead members to achieve goals, implement plans and programmes, and

meet standards.

The portrayal of schools and colleges as organizations actively pursuing

official goals set out in formal statements is modified by certain writers

who acknowledge the existence of multiple objectives in institutions:

‘Organizations usually have more than one objective . . . schools that make

their aims explicit usually find that they are having to harmonize different

though compatible aims’ (Everard and Morris, 1990, p. 152). The diverse

goals of schools and colleges often emanate from different parts of the organ-

ization. For example, one can distinguish between individual, departmental

and school goals. In a secondary school an official goal may refer to the ful-

filment of the potential of all pupils. A departmental goal might relate to the

attainment of particular standards of competence in certain subjects.

Individual goals may well reflect personal career ambitions. These goals are

not necessarily compatible.

Despite the recognition that goals may exist at different levels, there

remains the clear implication that personal and sub-unit goals should be sub-

ordinated to the official aims. Everard and Morris (1990, p. 152), for exam-

ple, argue that the aims of constituent parts of the school – departments,

teams and committees – ‘should be kept aligned with those of the school’.

This assumption underpins the notion of development planning in schools

and colleges where sub-unit plans are expected to be consistent with those

of the institutional level.

Fishman (1999) makes a further distinction between external and internal

goals in commenting on the differences between Russian and Western edu-

cation. In centralized educational systems, there may be limited scope for

institutional leaders to determine school aims because these are set by

national or local government. However, even in highly directive systems,

there has to be some scope for local interpretation, as Fishman (1999, p. 73)

demonstrates:
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Goal formulation cannot set one and the same result for all (that would be noth-

ing but totalitarianism in education). Such goal setting should take into account

the interests of the children, their abilities, the peculiarities of the social environ-

ment and the capabilities of the school itself . . . the goal-setting process inside an

educational system is not merely a banal transmission of the external goals

The organization’s official goals may be a product of both external impera-

tives and internal requirements, but the assumption that they necessarily guide

the behaviour and decisions of staff may be unrealistic or naive. As we shall

see in subsequent chapters, formal goals may be contested or may provide

only a limited guide to action.

Organizational structure
Formal models present organizational structure as an objective fact. Schools

and colleges are ‘real’ institutions which imbue teachers and pupils with a

sense of belonging. Staff are thought to define their professional lives in terms

of their position within the school or college. Structures may be typified in

physical terms that imply permanence. Individuals are accorded a place in the

structure such as teacher of class 2 or head of the science department. The

work of teachers and other staff is defined in terms of their roles within the

formal structure. The structure is assumed to influence the behaviour of the

individuals holding particular roles in the organization. Structure dominates

and individuality is de-emphasized: ‘The role structure remains relatively

stable whilst different incumbents of the roles come and go’ (Hoyle, 1986,

p. 5).

As noted earlier, the organizational structure tends to be hierarchical and

vertical, with staff being accountable to their superordinate in the hierarchy.

In schools, teachers are accountable to the principal, often through a middle

manager such as a head of department. The ‘ethos of top-down management’

(Johnson, 1995, p. 224) is evident in South African schools: ‘It [is] important

to bear in mind the nature of power relations within schools. In most cases

power resides with the principal who has legal authority and is legally account-

able’ (Johnson, 1995, p. 225).

The external environment
Formal approaches differ in the way they typify relationships between the

organization and its environment. The more rigid models, such as ‘closed

systems’ or structural theories, tend to limit environmental links to the min-

imum required to sustain accountability. These perspectives characterize rela-

tionships in terms of the official links between the head or principal and such

formal groups as national and local governments and the governing body.
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Interaction with other groups, such as parents, employers and other educa-

tional institutions, is de-emphasized. ‘Closed systems’ models assume that

schools and colleges are impervious to such influences.

A significant aspect of bureaucracy, and particularly of closed systems, is

that accountability to officials is regarded as more important than responsi-

bility to clients such as students or parents. This is well illustrated by Becaj’s

discussion of schools in Slovenia:

Heads know that parents and children are important but in fact they have been

used to accepting the superior institutions and authorities as the real and power-

ful ‘customers’ on which they are really dependent. At the same time, parents and

children have been used to seeing the school and its teachers as authorities who

should be obeyed . . . This kind of relationship between heads and parents also

suits and supports bureaucratic organisation and head centred leadership very well.

(Becaj, 1994, p. 11)

Other formal models, such as ‘open systems’, postulate wide-ranging links

with the environment. Educational institutions are portrayed as interactive

organizations, responding to a changing environment and displaying their

achievements to the local community. Everard and Morris (1990, pp. 155–6)

stress the need for schools and colleges to be responsive to the wider system:

Those who manage organizations should remember that they are part of a bigger

system; they are interdependent with the rest of society, which they serve as soci-

ety serves them . . . Many long-serving heads . . . have remarked how much . . .

the nature of their jobs has changed to one of boundary management: that is they

spend much more of their time managing transactions between the school and its

environment.

Schools and colleges in self-managing systems are increasingly adopting a more

‘open’ stance, conscious of the need for a good reputation with present and

prospective parents, employers and the local community. Few educational

institutions justify the label ‘closed’ in the twenty-first century.

Leadership
Within formal models leadership is ascribed to the person at the apex of the

hierarchy. It is assumed that this individual sets the tone of the organization

and establishes the major official objectives. Baldridge et al. (1978, p. 44) dis-

cuss the nature of formal leadership:

Under the bureaucratic model the leader is seen as the hero who stands at the top

of a complex pyramid of power. The hero’s job is to assess the problems, consider

alternatives, and make rational choices. Much of the organisation’s power is held

by the hero, and great expectations are raised because people trust him [sic] to

solve problems and fend off threats from the environment.
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The leader is expected to play a key part in policy-making, and adoption of

innovations is assumed to follow. The possibility of opposition, or indifference,

to change is not acknowledged. It is believed that implementation is unprob-

lematic.

In education there are several features that support this characteristic of

unidimensional leadership. Official bodies and individuals behave as if the

head or principal is the fount of all knowledge and authority. The head is the

focal point for most external communications, and parents and community

leaders generally expect to contact the school via the head. Many other groups

tend to regard the principal as the public face of the institution and behave

accordingly. In primary schools, in particular, there is a perceived identity

between the head and the school which reinforces the ‘top down’ perspective

on leadership. ‘Because of his [sic] formal authority the head represents and

symbolizes the school both to people inside it and to members of the com-

munity’ (Coulson, 1985, p. 9). 

The assumption of an all-powerful leader at the apex of schools and col-

leges has several limitations. While formal authority resides with heads, they

require the consent of colleagues if policy initiatives are to be carried through

into departmental and classroom practice. It is now a truism that staff must

‘own’ decisions if they are to be implemented successfully.

Heads of self-managing schools and colleges have to share power with other

staff in order to cope with the sheer volume of work arising from their

enhanced responsibility for managing finance, staff and external relations. This

pragmatic response to change serves to modify the notion of all-powerful

heads but in many cases the effect has been to increase the role of the sen-

ior management team and not to empower more junior staff. The hierarchy

remains intact but the apex comprises a team rather than a single individual

(Wallace and Hall, 1994).

Managerial leadership

Various types of leadership have been identified in the literature, as we noted

in Chapter 2. The type of leadership most closely associated with formal

models is ‘managerial’. Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach (1999, p. 14) define

it as follows:

Managerial leadership assumes that the focus of leaders ought to be on 

functions, tasks and behaviours and that if these functions are carried out com-

petently the work of others in the organisation will be facilitated. Most approaches

to managerial leadership also assume that the behaviour of organizational 

members is largely rational. Authority and influence are allocated to formal 

positions in proportion to the status of those positions in the organizational 

hierarchy. 
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This definition is remarkably close to that given for ‘formal models’ in this

volume (see page 37) and in earlier editions of the book. 

Dressler’s (2001, p. 175) review of leadership in Charter schools in the

United States shows the significance of managerial leadership: ‘Traditionally,

the principal’s role has been clearly focused on management responsibilities.’

Myers and Murphy (1995) identify six specifically managerial functions

for school principals. Four of these are described as ‘hierarchical’:

• supervision;

• input controls (e.g. teacher transfers);

• behaviour controls (e.g. job descriptions);

• output controls (e.g. student testing).

The remaining two are non-hierarchical:

• selection/socialization;

• environmental controls (e.g.community responsiveness).

(Myers and Murphy, 1995, p. 14)

Caldwell (1992, pp. 16–17) argues that managers and leaders of self

managing schools must be able to develop and implement a cyclical process

involving seven managerial functions:

• goal-setting;

• needs identification;

• priority-setting;

• planning;

• budgeting;

• implementing;

• evaluating.

It is significant to note that this type of leadership does not include the con-

cept of vision which is central to most leadership models. Managerial lead-

ership is focused on managing existing activities successfully rather than

visioning a better future for the school.

The limitations of formal models
The various formal models pervade much of the literature on educational

management. They are normative approaches in that they present ideas about

how people in organizations ought to behave. So schools and colleges are

typified as goal-seeking organizations employing rational means to achieve

the objectives established by official leaders. Packwood (1989, p. 9) argues

that the dramatic changes in England and Wales in the 1980s served to

increase the significance of formal models:
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The last decade has also seen fundamental changes in the way in which education

is provided . . . many of these changes can only be understood and accommodated

in the context of a bureaucratic theory of educational organisation . . . If schools

are to make the best of the new demands that have, to a great extent, been imposed

upon them, they have no choice but to make the best of bureaucracy.

Packwood seems to be arguing that, because a top-down model is operating

in imposing change on schools and colleges, their leaders should respond by

managing their establishments in the same way. This is also the assumption

underpinning the educational reforms of the 1990s and the twenty-first cen-

tury, as Levačić et al. demonstrate:

A major development in educational management in the last decade has been much

greater emphasis on defining effective leadership by individuals in management

posts in terms of the effectiveness of their organisation, which is increasingly judged

in relation to measurable outcomes for students. In the UK both major political

parties have pursued educational policies which seek to diminish the traditional

ambiguity and lack of coupling between inputs, process and outcomes in educa-

tional organisations. This is argued to require a rational–technicist approach to the

structuring of decision-making. (Levačić et al., 1999, p. 15)

The ‘measurable outcomes’ include, in England and Wales, league tables,

target setting and benchmarking, leaving schools vulnerable to a range of

bureaucratic pressures. MacBeath (1999) points to the resultant tension

between meeting the requirements of a centrally determined agenda and the

specific needs of the school as an educational community.

Formal models are selective as well as normative. In focusing on the

bureaucratic and structural aspects of organizations they necessarily ignore or

underestimate other salient features:

Rationalistic-bureaucratic notions . . . have largely proven to be sterile and to have

little application to administrative practice in the ‘real world’. (Owens and

Shakeshaft, 1992, p. 4)

A classical, rationalist model . . . fails to take into account the wider dimensions

of organisational history, culture and context. There has been a failure of man-

agement . . . to understand that an apparently rational [process] may be a chimera

in practice. (Watson and Crossley, 2001, p. 123).

There are five specific weaknesses associated with formal models:

1 It may be unrealistic to characterize schools and colleges as goal-oriented
organizations. It is often difficult to ascertain the goals of educational

institutions. Formal objectives may have little operational relevance

because they are often vague and general, because there may be many

different goals competing for resources, and because goals may emanate
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from individuals and groups as well as from the leaders of the organiza-

tion.

Even where the purposes of schools and colleges have been clarified,

there are further problems in judging whether objectives have been

achieved. Many of the goals associated with education are very difficult

to measure. Policy-makers, practitioners and researchers often rely on

examination performance to assess schools, but this is only one dimension

of the educational process. 

2 The portrayal of decision-making as a rational process is fraught with dif-

ficulties. The belief that managerial action is preceded by a process of eval-

uation of alternatives and a considered choice of the most appropriate

option is rarely substantiated. Decisions in schools and colleges are made

by teachers, who draw on a whole range of experience as they respond

to events. Much human behaviour is irrational and this inevitably influ-

ences the nature of decision-making in education. Weick (1976, p. 1)

asserts that rational practice is the exception rather than the norm:

People in organisations, including educational organisations, find themselves

hard pressed either to find actual instances of those rational practices or to find

rationalized practices whose outcomes have been as beneficent as predicted, or

to feel that those rational occasions explain much of what goes on within the

organisation. Parts of some organisations are heavily rationalized but many parts

also prove intractable to analysis through rational assumptions.

Educational institutions, in common with other organizations staffed by

professionals, depend on decisions made by individuals and subunits.

Professional judgement is based as much on the expertise of the individ-

ual as on rational processes conditioned by the rule book.

3 Formal models focus on the organization as an entity and ignore or under-

estimate the contribution of individuals. They assume that people occupy

preordained positions in the structure and that their behaviour reflects

their organizational positions rather than their individual qualities and

experience. Critics argue that formal perspectives treat organizations as if

they are independent of the people within them. Greenfield (1973, p. 571)

has been particularly critical of this view:

Most theories of organisation grossly simplify the nature of the reality with

which they deal. The drive to see the organisation as a single kind of entity with

a life of its own apart from the perceptions and beliefs of those involved in it

blinds us to its complexity and the variety of organisations people create around

themselves.

Greenfield’s alternative approach to organizations is discussed in Chapter

6 but the essence of his argument is that organizations are the creation of
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the people within them. He claims that formal models greatly underesti-

mate individual variables and thus produce an inaccurate portrayal of

schools and colleges. Samier (2002, p. 40) takes a similar view, expressing

concern ‘about the role technical rationality plays in crippling the per-

sonality of the bureaucrat, reducing him [sic] to a cog in a machine’.

4 A central assumption of formal models is that power resides at the apex

of the pyramid. Heads and principals possess authority by virtue of their

positions as the appointed leaders of their institutions. This focus on offi-

cial authority leads to a view of institutional management which is essen-

tially top down. Policy is laid down by senior managers and implemented

by staff lower down the hierarchy. Their acceptance of managerial deci-

sions is regarded as unproblematic.

The hierarchical aspect of the formal model is most relevant to organ-

izations which depend on tight discipline for their effectiveness. The armed

forces, for example, are expected to carry out their orders without any

questioning or elaboration. The situation is assumed to require compliance

with instructions from superordinates.

Organizations with large numbers of professional staff tend to exhibit

signs of tension between the conflicting demands of professionalism and

the hierarchy. Formal models assume that leaders, because they are

appointed on merit, have the competence to issue appropriate instructions

to subordinates. This is supported by the authority vested in them by virtue

of their official position. Professional organizations have a rather different

ethos with expertise distributed widely within the institution. Osborne

(1990, p. 10) refers to the conflict between professionalism and bureau-

cracy: ‘The great weight of evidence is that the employment of large num-

bers of professionals in an organisation poses “problems” for the

application of the bureaucratic or hierarchical model.’

Where professionals specialize, as in secondary schools and colleges, the

ability of leaders to direct the actions of subordinates may be question-

able. A head who is a humanities graduate lacks the specific competence

to supervise teaching in the faculty of technology. In professional organi-

zations there is an authority of expertise which may come into conflict

with positional authority. 

Heads are responsible for the quality of teaching and learning in their

schools, but their authority over teachers may be ambiguous. Professional

staff claim zones of autonomy based on their specialist expertise. The class-

room is still largely the domain of the teacher and pedagogic matters are

primarily the responsibility of the practitioner as a qualified professional.

These areas of discretion may lead to conflict between heads and other

staff. Such difficulties can be avoided only if there is at least tacit accept-
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ance of the head’s overall responsibility for the activities of the school.

This involves recognition by teachers of the head’s right to take the

initiative in many areas of school policy. 

5 Formal approaches are based on the implicit assumption that organizations

are relatively stable. Individuals may come and go but they slot into pre-

determined positions in a static structure. Bureaucratic and structural the-

ories are most appropriate in stable conditions as Bolman and Deal (1991,

p. 77) suggest: ‘Organisations operating in simpler and more stable envi-

ronments are likely to employ less complex and more centralized struc-

tures, with authority, rules and policies as the primary vehicles for

co-ordinating the work.’

It can be argued that assumptions of stability are unrealistic in many

organizations and invalid in most schools and colleges. March and Olsen

(1976, p. 21) are right to claim that ‘Individuals find themselves in a more

complex, less stable and less understood world than that described by stan-

dard theories of organisational choice’. Rational perspectives require a

measure of predictability to be useful as portrayals of organizational behav-

iour. The validity of formal models may be limited during phases of rapid

and multiple change, such as that affecting most educational systems in

the twenty-first century. The notion of a thorough analysis of a problem

followed by identification of alternatives, choice of the preferred option

and a process of implementation and evaluation may be unrealistic during

periods of turbulence.

Conclusion: are formal models still valid?
These criticisms of formal models suggest that they have serious limitations

in respect of schools and colleges. The dominance of the hierarchy is com-

promised by the expertise possessed by professional staff. The supposed

rationality of the decision-making process requires modification to allow for

the pace and complexity of change. The concept of organizational goals is

challenged by those who point to the existence of multiple objectives in edu-

cation and the possible conflict between goals held at individual, depart-

mental and institutional levels.

Despite these limitations, it would be inappropriate to dismiss formal

approaches as irrelevant to schools and colleges. The other models discussed

in this book were all developed as a reaction to the perceived weaknesses of

formal theories. However, these alternative perspectives have not succeeded

in dislodging the formal models which remain valid as partial descriptions

of organization and management in education. Formal models are inadequate

but still have much to contribute to our understanding of schools and col-

leges as organizations. Owens and Shakeshaft (1992) refer to a reduction of
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confidence in bureaucratic models and a ‘paradigm shift’ to a more sophis-

ticated analysis. In subsequent chapters we examine several alternative

perspectives and assess the extent to which they have supplanted forma

models as the principal means of understanding and managing schools and

colleges.
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4
Collegial Models

Central features of collegial models
Collegial models include all those theories which emphasize that power and

decision-making should be shared among some or all members of the organ-

ization. These approaches range from a ‘restricted’ collegiality where the

leader shares power with a limited number of senior colleagues to a ‘pure’

collegiality where all members have an equal voice in determining policy.

The definition suggested below captures the main features of these perspec-

tives:

The notion of collegiality became enshrined in the folklore of management

as the most appropriate way to run schools and colleges in the 1980s and

1990s. It was closely associated with school effectiveness and school improve-

ment (Campbell and Southworth, 1993) and was then regarded as ‘the offi-

cial model of good practice’ (Wallace, 1989, p. 182). Subsequently, in England

and Wales, there has been a re-emphasis on the power of the leader, who is

expected to ‘deliver’ by meeting government targets as part of a centralized

agenda. Latterly, however, there has been renewed interest in ‘distributed

leadership’ (Harris, 2003; Lumby, 2003), which shares many features with

collegiality.

Brundrett (1998, p. 305) says that ‘collegiality can broadly be defined as

teachers conferring and collaborating with other teachers’. Little (1990, p.

166) discusses the benefits of this approach:

The reason to pursue the study and practice of collegiality is that, presumably,

something is gained when teachers work together and something is lost when they

do not; in effect, the perceived benefits must be great enough that the time teach-

ers spend together can compete with time spent in other ways, on other priorities

64

Collegial models assume that organizations determine policy and make deci-
sions through a process of discussion leading to consensus. Power is shared
among some or all members of the organization who are thought to have a
shared understanding about the aims of the institution.

Chap 4 Theories  13/8/03  11:52 pm  Page 64



that are equally compelling or more immediate.

The time required to implement collegial approaches is a significant constraint

as we shall see later in this chapter (pp. 81–82).

Collegial models have the following major features:

1 They are strongly normative in orientation. We noted in Chapter 2 that

all theories tend to be normative but collegial approaches in particular

reflect the prescriptive view that management ought to be based on agree-

ment. Their advocates believe that decision-making should be based on

democratic principles but do not necessarily claim that these principles

actually determine the nature of management in action. It is an idealistic

model rather than one that is founded firmly in practice:

Those who advocate collegiality do so on the basis of prescription rather than

description [but] . . . it may not be simply an act of faith. (Campbell and

Southworth, 1993, p. 62)

The advocacy of collegiality is made more on the basis of prescription than on

research-based studies of school practice. (Webb and Vulliamy, 1996, p. 443)

Credible evidence regarding the nature of participatory structures and processes

in schools . . . is thinner than one might expect. (Brown, Boyle and Boyle, 1999,

p. 320)

The normative dimension of collegiality is particularly evident in post-

Apartheid South Africa. There is a powerful commitment to democratic

institutions fuelled by an understandable reaction to the injustices and

inequities of the past. This is particularly evident in the decision to estab-

lish governing bodies in all schools, and in the representation of both

teachers and, in secondary schools, students, on these bodies. The South

African government links governance to wider democratic objectives in its

advice to school governors:

Just like the country has a government, the school that your child and other

children in the community attend needs a ‘government’ to serve the school and

the school community. (Department of Education, 1997, p. 2)

The empowerment of school level governing bodies is largely a matter of

faith (Bush and Heystek, 2003) and there is only limited evidence that this

change is being matched by professional collegiality in schools.

2 Collegial models seem to be particularly appropriate for organizations such

as schools and colleges that have significant numbers of professional staff.

Teachers possess authority arising directly from their knowledge and skill.

They have an authority of expertise that contrasts with the positional
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authority associated with formal models. Professional authority occurs

where decisions are made on an individual basis rather than being stan-

dardized. Education necessarily demands a professional approach because

pupils and students need personal attention. Teachers require a measure

of autonomy in the classroom but also need to collaborate to ensure a

coherent approach to teaching and learning. ‘Professionalism has the effect

of allowing teachers to come together with respect for one another’s pro-

fessional ability’ (Brundrett, 1998, p. 307).

Collegial models assume that professionals also have a right to share in

the wider decision-making process. Shared decisions are likely to be bet-

ter informed and are also much more likely to be implemented effectively.

Collegiality is also ‘acclaimed as a way for teachers to benefit from the

support and expertise of their colleagues’ (Brown, Boyle and Boyle, 1999,

p. 320).

3 Collegial models assume a common set of values held by members of the

organization. These may arise from the socialization which occurs during

training and the early years of professional practice. These common val-

ues guide the managerial activities of the organization and, in particular,

are thought to lead to shared educational objectives. Campbell and

Southworth (1993, p. 66) refer to ‘jointly held beliefs and values’ in report-

ing their study of staff relationships in primary schools.

The common values of professionals form part of the justification for

the optimistic assumption that it is always possible to reach agreement

about goals and policies. Brundrett (1998, p. 308) goes further in refer-

ring to the importance of ‘shared vision’ as a basis for collegial decision-

making.

4 The size of decision-making groups is an important element in collegial

management. They have to be sufficiently small to enable everyone to be

heard. This may mean that collegiality works better in primary schools,

or in sub-units, than at the institutional level in secondary schools and col-

leges. Meetings of the whole staff may operate collegially in small schools

but may be suitable only for information exchange in larger institutions.

The collegial model deals with this problem of scale by building-in the

assumption that staff have formal representation within the various deci-

sion-making bodies. Significant areas of policy are determined within the

official committee system rather than being a prerogative of individual

leaders. The democratic element of formal representation rests on the alle-

giance owed by participants to their constituencies. A teacher represent-

ing the English department on a committee is accountable to colleagues

who may have the right to nominate or elect another person if they are

not happy about the way they are being represented.
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Informal consultations with staff do not constitute collegiality. Where

heads seek the advice of colleagues before making a decision the process

is one of consultation, whereas the essence of collegiality is participation

in decision-making. Power is shared with staff in a democracy rather than

remaining the preserve of the leader. Formal representation confers the

right to participate in defined areas of policy while informal consultation

is at the sole discretion of the leader who is under no obligation to act

on the advice received.

5 Collegial models assume that decisions are reached by consensus rather

than division or conflict. The belief that there are common values and

shared objectives leads to the view that it is both desirable and possible

to resolve problems by agreement. There may be differences of opinion

but they can be overcome by the force of argument. The decision-making

process may be elongated by the search for compromise but this is regarded

as an acceptable price to pay to maintain the aura of shared values and

beliefs. 

The case for consensual decision-making rests in part on the ethical

dimension of collegiality. It is regarded as wholly appropriate to involve

people in the decisions which affect their professional lives. Imposing deci-

sions on staff is considered morally repugnant, and inconsistent with the

notion of consent. Williams (1989, p. 80) outlines this moral argument:

The moral character of an exercise of authority is based on the presence of con-

sent on the part of those subject to its jurisdiction . . . the consent of the obli-

gated is necessary for authority to assume moral status . . . Where consent is not

made a condition of authority, then we are not speaking of moral authority, but

of the exercise of power, or of purely formal or legal authority.

These considerations also provide the rationale for the concept of ‘moral

leadership’ which will be examined in Chapter 8.

These five central features of collegiality appear to a greater or lesser extent

in each of the main sectors of education. We turn now to consider its appli-

cation in higher education.

Collegial models in higher education
Collegial approaches in British education originated within the colleges of

Oxford and Cambridge universities (Becher and Kogan, 1992, p. 72):

‘Collegium designates a structure or structures in which members have equal

authority to participate in decisions which are binding on each of them. It

usually implies that individuals have discretion to perform their main oper-

ations in their own way, subject only to minimal collegial controls.’

Collegial models
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The collegial model has been adopted by most universities. Authority of

expertise is widespread within these institutions of scholarship and research.

Glatter (1984, p. 23) describes universities as ‘bottom-heavy institutions’ and

the nature of management should reflect this wide distribution of knowledge

and competence. ‘Any organisation which depends on high-level professional

skills operates most efficiently if there is a substantial measure of collegial-

ity in its management procedures’ (Williams and Blackstone, 1983, p. 94).

The collegial model is most evident within the extensive committee sys-

tem. Decisions on a whole range of academic and resource allocation issues

take place within a labyrinth of committees rather than being the preroga-

tive of the vice-chancellor. Issues are generally resolved by agreement or com-

promise rather than by voting or dissent: ‘The members of a college take

their own collective decisions, which have an authority legitimized by con-

sensus, or at least compromise, amongst those to whom they apply’ (Williams

and Blackstone, 1983, p. 94). 

Collegial approaches may have originated within higher education but in

many universities democracy is compromised by a limited franchise. Certain

institutions give full voting rights to all academic staff and some representa-

tion to students and, perhaps, also non-academic staff. Elsewhere member-

ship of senate and the key committees is the preserve of senior staff. This

restricted franchise serves to limit the extent to which universities can be

regarded as collegial and many might be regarded as elitist rather than dem-

ocratic.

There is a dichotomy in universities and colleges between academic pol-

icy, which is generally the responsibility of the collegial senate or academic

board, and resource management which is usually the preserve of the vice-

chancellor and heads of faculty. The committee system fits the collegial model

while the powers accorded directly to senior managers suggest one of the

formal models. 

The rapid growth of higher education in the 1990s may have made it more

difficult for the collegial aspects of universities to maintain their previous sig-

nificance in the decision-making process. Middlehurst and Elton (1992, p.

261) argue that collegiality is threatened by the increased emphasis on com-

petition:

[Universities] have not only survived the 1980s, but in certain ways have prospered

. . . by becoming more managerial . . . There is no doubt that in the short run this

has worked, but we have quite serious doubts concerning the long term, particu-

larly as one of the effects . . . has been a considerable loss in collegiality across the

higher education system, with the resulting loss of a sense of ownership and shared

professional responsibility for the operation of the institution.

The threat to collegiality noted by Middlehurst and Elton (1992) has inten-
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sified during the 1990s and the early part of the twenty-first century. Warren

(1994, p. 52) notes that ‘in the new universities [collegiality] is being chal-

lenged by the rise of the academic manager and the movement towards top-

down hierarchical control’. Similarly, Deem’s (2000, p. 48) large-scale research

with academic managers suggest that ‘the UK higher education system was

now highly managerial and bureaucratic’.

The desire to maintain staff participation in decision-making is increas-

ingly in conflict with external demands for accountability, notably in respect

of funding, quality control and research assessment. This tension between par-

ticipation and accountability is also evident in schools.

Collegial models in secondary schools
The introduction of collegial approaches in secondary schools has been

slower, less complete and more piecemeal than in higher education. The tra-

dition of all powerful heads, with authority over staff and accountability to

external bodies, has stifled several attempts to develop participative modes

of management. The formal position is that principals alone are responsible

for the organization and management of schools. This consideration has acted

as a brake on some heads who wish to share their power and as a conven-

ient justification for those reluctant to do so.

An early example of a collegial model in operation was seen at

Countesthorpe College in Leicestershire (England) in the 1970s. The main

policy-making body was the ‘moot’ which was open to all staff and students.

It met every six weeks and all other decision-making bodies were responsi-

ble to it. The main standing committee held office for one quarter of the

year and comprised one-quarter of the staff with student representation. All

meetings were advertised and open. Proposals could emanate from any group

or individual. The former principal, John Watts, outlines the main collegial

features at Countesthorpe:

The major policy decisions that have shaped the curriculum and discipline of the

school have been made by the consensus of the staff. Increasingly, students have

contributed to this consensus, and in some cases parents and governors have par-

ticipated. I accepted the headship in 1972 because I found the policies and the

means of determining them attractive. (Watts, 1976, pp. 130–1)

The Countesthorpe approach incorporated all the central elements of colle-

gial models, including acknowledgement of teachers’ authority of expertise

and the emphasis on consensual decision-making by all the staff with student

input. This example also illustrates the normative nature of collegiality because

Watts regarded the approach as ‘attractive’.

Brown, Boyle and Boyle (1999) carried out research on collegial models of
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management in 21 secondary schools in the north-west of England. The first

phase involved interviews with middle managers in each school. Subsequently,

the researchers interviewed the headteachers in 12 of these schools. Their

analysis is thus based on paired responses from heads and middle managers

in these schools.

The research was undertaken in the context of conflicting pressures on

schools to be both collegial and managerial. The authors note that ‘collegial-

ity, or at least collaborative management, has become one of the biggest inter-

national trends in education’ (ibid., p. 320) but also point out that such

developments may not be genuine:

Headteachers may construct decision-making processes that seem on the surface

to be participatory in order to gain greater acceptance of decisions and greater

teacher satisfaction. However, they may be reluctant to extend genuine influence

to teachers, assuming that they do not have the expertise to make valuable con-

tributions, or because they do not trust them to make decisions which are in the

best interest of the school. (Ibid., p. 319)

Brown, Boyle and Boyle (1999) found that only four of the 12 case-study

schools could be categorized as ‘operating fully’ in a collegial way. These ‘type

A’ schools had the following features:

• a commitment to regular formal opportunities for collaboration with other

heads of department and colleagues from different subject areas;

• departmental priorities correlated closely with the School Development

Plan, with themes and issues identified and agreed collectively;

• heads of department were actively involved and consulted in whole-school

policy and decision-making;

• the headteacher saw the heads of department as having a wider whole-

school management role.

The participants explained why shared decision-making is desirable:

You need the collective support of your staff to implement any worthwhile change,

so involvement in the decision-making process is vital. (Headteacher) (Ibid., p. 322)

Team work is the crucial ingredient for this school to be effective. There is no

mystique and feeling of intimidation. It is almost a collaboration of equals. (Middle

manager) (Ibid., p. 323)

Type A schools overcame the problem of size by adopting flexible structures.

One school changed its senior management team into a school management

team and included representation from all areas of the teaching staff. Working

parties or curriculum groups with cross-department and voluntary represen-

tation were also favoured ways of widening involvement.
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Despite these strategies, the authors conclude that it is difficult to achieve

collegiality in practice:

Collegial models of education management are becoming the dominant paradigm

in the literature . . . There are, however, pragmatic and ideological factors which

raise the question of the attainability of collegiality. Collegiality offers many per-

suasive benefits but is, in reality, difficult to attain. (Ibid., p. 329)

The concept of collegiality is similar to that of the ‘jiaoyanzu’ in Chinese

schools. Paine and Ma (1993) refer to an ‘assumption that teachers would

work together in virtually every aspect of their work’ and explain how the

jiaoyanzu works:

Many decisions about curriculum and instruction are made jointly through the

jiaoyanzu . . . teachers have a structured time to work together . . . Teachers . . .

work together . . . in an office that belongs to their jiaoyanzu. (Ibid., p. 679)

Unlike their English equivalents, teachers have substantial non-contact time to

facilitate collaborative working. Research in secondary schools in the Shaanxi

province of China (Bush, Coleman and Si, 1998) shows that departmental

jiaoyanzu work collegially to discuss teaching materials, provide demonstra-

tion lessons, and observe and comment on each other’s lessons. However,

these discussions occur under the supervision of the teaching dean who, in

turn, is appointed by the principal. This suggests a hierarchical dimension to

the operation of jiaoyanzu.

Collegial models in primary schools
Collegiality became established during the 1980s and 1990s as the most

appropriate way to manage primary schools. It remains the normative model

of good practice in this phase of education in England and Wales, despite

the contrary pressures arising from government imperatives. Little (1990, pp.

177–80) describes how collegiality operates in practice:

• Teachers talk about teaching.

• There is shared planning and preparation.

• The presence of observers in classrooms is common.

• There is mutual training and development.

The model outlined by Little (1990) appears to depend on shared pro-

fessional values leading to the development of trust and a willingness to give

and receive criticism in order to enhance practice. It is a demanding approach

which requires commitment from staff if it is to become an effective vehicle

for beneficial change. It is also an elusive model to operate even where staff

are committed to the concept.

Webb and Vulliamy (1996) examined the tension between collegiality and
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managerialism in their study of a national sample of 50 primary schools in

England and Wales. They note the ‘ideal type’ of collegiality emerging in

numerous reports in the 1980s and 1990s and state that ‘aspirations for col-

laborative approaches to whole-school change still pervade much current

advice to primary schools’ (ibid., pp. 441–2). However, the pressures for

external accountability means that many schools are ‘resorting to manageri-

alism’ (ibid., p. 442). They express concern that ‘tension between collegial-

ity and managerialism is resulting in concepts like ‘‘whole school’’ being

hijacked by a managerialist ethic’.

These authors report that all 50 heads in their sample ‘spoke of the growth

in openness, discussion and sharing among teachers since the introduction of

the National Curriculum’ (ibid., p. 444). Subject leaders were viewed as play-

ing a vital role in curriculum planning despite the lack of non-contact time

for them to visit or work in colleagues’ classrooms. Other difficulties reported

by participants include:

• the time-consuming nature of meetings where ‘the discussion phase seemed

to go on and on’ and ‘I felt we weren’t getting anywhere’;

• lack of agreement led to non-action;

• the pace at which the external changes were introduced meant that teach-

ers had insufficient time for critical reflection on existing practice (Webb

and Vulliamy, 1996, p. 446).

They add that the policy climate ‘encourages headteachers to be powerful

and, if necessary, manipulative leaders’ (ibid., p. 448) and conclude that col-

legiality is being damaged by external demands and the pressures on head-

teachers to ensure compliance with national directives:

We have documented a growing tension between collegial and top-down

approaches to whole-school change . . . strong . . . forces appear to be combining

to promote what we have termed managerialism and the directive management

styles of headteachers associated with it, which undermine the feasibility and

credibility of teachers working together collegially to formulate policies 

and promote continuity of practice . . . The tensions generated by trying to create

conditions for co-operative working in the context of increased managerialism were

present to some extent in all schools. (Webb and Vulliamy, 1996, pp. 455–6)

We shall return to these issues in examining the limitations of collegial 

models.

Collegial models: goals, structure, environment and leadership

Goals

Collegial models assume that members of an organization agree on its goals.
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There is a belief that staff have a shared view of the purposes of the insti-

tution. Agreement on aims is perhaps the central element in all participative

approaches to school and college management. Goals have three main func-

tions:

• They provide a general guide to activity, enabling teachers to link their

work to school objectives.

• Goals serve as a source of legitimacy, enabling activities to be justified if

they contribute to achievement of the goals. 

• They are a means of measuring success; a school is effective if it achieves

its objectives.

Campbell and Southworth (1993, p. 72) emphasize the need for staff 

to ‘purpose the same’ and quote from their research in primary schools:

‘Teachers felt that it was important that they should have compatible 

ideals, agree the same aims and share the same purpose . . . “If you are aim-

ing for a whole-school . . . then everybody has got to agree about 

aims and purposes”.’ However, agreement on goals is likely to be achieved

only under certain conditions. One such circumstance is where staff 

have been chosen by the head and possess a common educational philoso-

phy.

In universities and colleges, and perhaps also in secondary schools, the

various academic disciplines often have rather different ideas about the cen-

tral purpose of their institutions. In these circumstances, as Baldridge et al.

(1978, pp. 20–1) demonstrate, agreement on aims may be achieved only by

obfuscation: ‘Most organisations know what they are doing . . . By contrast,

colleges and universities have vague, ambiguous goals . . . As long as goals

are left ambiguous and abstract, people agree; as soon as they are concretely

specified and put into operation, disagreement arises.’ 

The acknowledgement of possible conflict over the goals of educational

institutions threatens one of the central planks of collegial theory. The belief

that staff can always reach agreement over institutional purposes and poli-

cies lies at the heart of all participative approaches. Recognition of goal con-

flict serves to limit the validity of collegial models.

Organizational structure
Collegial models share with formal approaches the view that organizational

structure is an objective fact which has a clear meaning for all members of

the institution. The major difference concerns the relationships between dif-

ferent elements of the structure. Formal models present structures as verti-

cal or hierarchical with decisions being made by leaders and then passed

down the structure. Subordinates are accountable to superiors for the
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satisfactory performance of their duties. In contrast, collegial models assume

structures to be lateral or horizontal with participants having an equal right

to determine policy and influence decisions.

In education, collegial approaches are often manifested through systems

of committees, which may be elaborate in the larger and more complex insti-

tutions. The decision-making process inside committees is thought to be egal-

itarian with influence dependent more on specific expertise than an official

position. The assumption is that decisions are reached by consensus or com-

promise rather than acquiescence to the views of the head or principal.

In schools, ad hoc working parties may be more effective than standing

committees. Brown, Boyle and Boyle (1999) report on the usefulness of such

groups in their case study secondary schools, as one of their respondents

illustrates:

We have working parties who report back to faculties after consultation with the

senior management team and collaborative policies are produced and implemented.

(Ibid., p. 323)

The external environment
There are several difficulties in assessing the nature of relationships between

the organization and its external environment. Collegial models characterize

decision-making as a participative process with all members of the institu-

tion having an equal opportunity to influence policy and action. However,

where decisions emerge from an often complex committee system, it is no

easy task to establish who is responsible for organizational policy. 

The ambiguity of the decision-making process within collegial organiza-

tions creates a particular problem in terms of accountability to external bod-

ies. The head or principal is invariably held responsible for the policies of

the school or college. The assumptions of the formal models are in line with

these expectations. Leaders are thought to determine or strongly influence

decisions and are accountable to external bodies for these policies.

Collegial models do not fit comfortably with these formal accountability

assumptions. Are principals expected to justify school policies determined

within a participatory framework even where they do not enjoy their per-

sonal support? Or is the reality that collegial policy-making is limited by the

head’s responsibility to external agencies? Heads must agree with, or at min-

imum acquiesce in, decisions made in committee if they are not to be placed

in a very difficult position. 

Collegial models tend to overlook the possibility of conflict between inter-

nal participative processes and external accountability. The often bland

assumption that issues can be resolved by consensus leads to the comfortable
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conclusion that heads are always in agreement with decisions and experience

no difficulty in explaining them to external bodies. In practice, it may be

that the head’s accountability leads to a substantially modified version of col-

legiality in most schools and colleges. There is also the risk of tension for

the principal who is caught between the conflicting demands of participation

and accountability.

These pressures have intensified in England and Wales following the imple-

mentation of the National Curriculum, its associated assessment require-

ments, and a national inspection regime headed by the Office for Standards

in Education (OFSTED). As we noted earlier, these external demands have

made it more difficult for schools to operate collegially. This is equally true

for primary (Webb and Vulliamy, 1996) and secondary (Brown, Boyle and

Boyle, 1999) schools.

Leadership
In collegial models the style of leadership both influences, and is influenced

by, the nature of the decision-making process. Because policy is determined

within a participative framework, the head or principal is expected to adopt

strategies which acknowledge that issues may emerge from different parts of

the organization and be resolved in a complex interactive process. Heroic

models of leadership are inappropriate when influence and power are widely

distributed within the institution:

The collegial leader is at most a ‘first among equals’ in an academic organization

supposedly run by professional experts . . . The basic idea of the collegial leader is

less to command than to listen, less to lead than to gather expert judgements, less

to manage than to facilitate, less to order than to persuade and negotiate . . . the

collegial leader is not so much a star standing alone as the developer of consen-

sus among the professionals who must share the burden of the decision. (Baldridge

et al., 1978, p. 45)

Collegial theorists ascribe the following qualities to leaders in schools and col-

leges:

1 They are responsive to the needs and wishes of their professional col-

leagues. Heads and principals acknowledge the expertise and skill of the

teachers and seek to harness these assets for the benefit of the pupils and

students. Invariably, they have been appointed to leadership posts after a

long period as successful practitioners. Their experience makes them ‘sen-

sitive to the informal codes of professional practice which govern expec-

tations for relations among teachers and between teachers and head’

(Coulson, 1985, p. 86).

2 Collegial heads seek to create formal and informal opportunities for the
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testing and elaboration of policy initiatives. This is done to encourage inno-

vation and to maximize the acceptability of school decisions. The head-

teacher of ‘Uplands’ school, for example, promotes and nurtures a culture

of shared values and a modified form of collegiality:

She believes in the importance of high quality human relationships and is very

accessible. She teaches regularly, does bus duty every afternoon when she is in

school, continually walks round the school talking to staff and pupils and par-

takes in social activities . . . She consults and wants to involve staff in decision-

making, although the ultimate decisions clearly rest with the senior management

team. (Glover, 1996, p. 146)

3 Collegial models emphasize the authority of expertise rather than official

authority. It follows that authority in professional organizations such as

schools or colleges resides as much with the staff as with the head. Instead

of exerting authority over subordinates, the leader seeks to influence the

decisions and actions of professional colleagues. The head also allows and

encourages heads of department and subject leaders to become co-leaders.

The following passage develops this point in relation to primary schools:

‘[Collegial] leadership draws much of its justification from the authority

of expertise of professional staff. The process of subject coordination rein-

forces this authority and establishes a cadre of specialists who are able to

influence decisions by virtue of their accumulated knowledge of their sub-

jects’ (Bush, 1988, p. 42).

In collegial models, then, the head or principal is typified as the facili-

tator of an essentially participative process. Their credibility with their col-

leagues depends on providing leadership to staff and external stakeholders

while valuing the contributions of specialist teachers:

The picture of a ‘good’ headteacher which emerged from the teachers’ com-

ments on a ‘whole school’ was of a person to whom they could talk and with

whom they could discuss, who did not dictate, who was effectively a part of the

staff group and whose philosophy was clear and shared by colleagues. (Campbell

and Southworth, 1993, p. 75)

Transformational leadership 

As we noted in Chapter 2, the six management models are compared with

leadership models throughout this book. Three of these leadership models

appear particularly relevant for collegiality. The first of these is ‘transforma-

tional leadership’.

This form of leadership assumes that the central focus of leadership ought to be

the commitments and capacities of organisational members. Higher levels of per-

sonal commitment to organisational goals and greater capacities for accomplishing
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those goals are assumed to result in extra effort and greater productivity.

(Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999, p. 9)

Leithwood (1994) conceptualizes transformational leadership along eight

dimensions:

• building school vision;

• establishing school goals;

• providing intellectual stimulation;

• offering individualized support;

• modelling best practices and important organizational values;

• demonstrating high performance expectations;

• creating a productive school culture;

• developing structures to foster participation in school decisions.

Caldwell and Spinks (1992, pp. 49–50) argue that transformational leader-

ship is essential for autonomous schools: ‘Transformational leaders succeed

in gaining the commitment of followers to such a degree that . . . higher

levels of accomplishment become virtually a moral imperative. In our view

a powerful capacity for transformational leadership is required for the suc-

cessful transition to a system of self-managing schools.’

Leithwood’s (1994) research suggests that there is some empirical support

for the essentially normative transformational leadership model. He reports

on seven quantitative studies and concludes that:

Transformational leadership practices, considered as a composite construct, had sig-

nificant direct and indirect effects on progress with school-restructuring initiatives

and teacher-perceived student outcomes. (Ibid., p. 506)

The transformational model is comprehensive in that it provides a norma-

tive approach to school leadership which focuses primarily on the process

by which leaders seek to influence school outcomes rather than on the nature

or direction of those outcomes. However, it may also be criticized as being

a vehicle for control over teachers and more likely to be accepted by the

leader than the led (Chirichello, 1999). 

Allix (2000) goes further and alleges that transformational leadership has

the potential to become ‘despotic’ because of its strong, heroic and charis-

matic features. He believes that the leader’s power ought to raise ‘moral

qualms’ and serious doubts about its appropriateness for democratic organ-

izations. His conception suggests a political (see Chapter 5) rather than a

collegial stance:

Leadership [is] a special form of power embodied in a structure of action, in which

the acceptance of ‘superior’ values by followers is forged through social conflict
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in a context charged by emotional elevation, rather than reason . . . there lurk(s)

implicitly . . . the necessary – though not sufficient – conditions for the develop-

ment of despotic forms of social organisation and control . . . this conceptualisa-

tion of education carries with it the seeds of psychological manipulation, in which

the indoctrination of falsehoods, and the cultivation of ignorance, is all too possi-

ble. (Allix, 2000, pp. 17–18)

The contemporary policy climate within which schools have to operate also

raises questions about the validity of the transformational model, despite its

popularity in the literature. The English system increasingly requires school

leaders to adhere to government prescriptions which affect aims, curriculum

content and pedagogy as well as values. There is ‘a more centralized, more

directed, and more controlled educational system [that] has dramatically

reduced the possibility of realising a genuinely transformational education

and leadership’ (Bottery, 2001, p. 215).

Transformational leadership is consistent with the collegial model in that

it assumes that leaders and staff have shared values and common interests.

When it works well, it has the potential to engage all stakeholders in the

achievement of educational objectives. The aims of leaders and followers coa-

lesce to such an extent that it may be realistic to assume a harmonious rela-

tionship and a genuine convergence leading to agreed decisions. When

‘transformation’ is a cloak for imposing the leader’s values, then the process

is political rather than collegial, as we shall see in Chapter 5.

Participative leadership

The second leadership model relevant to collegiality is ‘participative leader-

ship’.

Participative leadership . . . assumes that the decision-making processes of the group

ought to be the central focus of the group. (Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999,

p. 12)

As with collegiality itself, this is a normative model which is based on three

criteria:

• Participation will increase school effectiveness.

• Participation is justified by democratic principles.

• In the context of site-based management, leadership is potentially avail-

able to any legitimate stakeholder (ibid., p. 12).

Sergiovanni (1984, p. 13) points to the importance of a participative

approach. This will succeed in ‘bonding’ staff together and in easing the pres-

sures on school principals: ‘The burdens of leadership will be less if leader-

ship functions and roles are shared and if the concept of leadership density

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

78

Chap 4 Theories  13/8/03  11:52 pm  Page 78



were to emerge as a viable replacement for principal leadership’ (ibid.).

Copland (2001) makes a similar point in claiming that participative lead-

ership has the potential to ease the burden on principals and avoid the expec-

tation that the formal leader will be a ‘superhead’:

Leadership is embedded in various organisational contexts within school commu-

nities, not centrally vested in a person or an office . . . exciting work is under way

that explores specific ways in which schools might distribute leadership more

broadly . . . [There is] a need to identify and support aspects of leadership beyond

the role of the principal. (Ibid., p. 6)

Savery, Soutar and Dyson (1992) demonstrate that deputy principals in

Western Australia wish to participate in school decision-making but their

desire to do so varied across different types of decision. A majority of their

105 respondents wanted joint decision-making in school policy, student dis-

cipline, teaching load, general policy and time allocation but fewer were

interested in participating in what were described as ‘economic variables’,

including budgets and staff selection, and in responding to parental com-

plaints. The authors conclude that ‘people are more likely to accept and

implement decisions in which they have participated, particularly where these

decisions relate directly to the individual’s own job’ (ibid., p. 24).

Interpersonal leadership

The third leadership model relevant to collegiality is the relatively new con-

cept of interpersonal leadership. West-Burnham (2001, p. 1) argues that

‘interpersonal intelligence is the vital medium. It is impossible to conceptu-

alize any model of leadership that does not have interpersonal intelligence

as a key component’. His definition is:

Interpersonal intelligence is the authentic range of intuitive behaviours derived from

sophisticated self-awareness, which facilitates effective engagement with others. 

(p. 2)

Interpersonal leadership links to collegiality in that it stresses the importance

of collaboration and interpersonal relationships, a theme taken up by Tuohy

and Coghlan (1997, p. 67):

Much of the teachers’ day is taken up in an intensity of relationships.

Understanding the changing nature of relationships with young students, the chang-

ing context of their lives, and developing appropriate and effective responses to

both their personal and academic needs requires constant reflection and adjust-

ment.

These pressures are even more evident in the work of school leaders and

suggests a requirement for high level personal and interpersonal skills
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(Johnston and Pickersgill, 1992) and a need for a collaborative approach to

relationships with staff, students and other stakeholders.

Bennett et al.’s (2000) research with nine English primary schools provides

evidence about the significance of interpersonal leadership and its contribu-

tion to a collegial approach to school management:

In four of the sample schools the headteacher was seen as leading from within the

staff with strong interpersonal relationships. Here, staff interviewees referred to

‘teams’, ‘friends working together’ and ‘certainty of consultation and support’. In

this situation . . . collegiality may be more readily achieved. (Ibid., p. 347)

Collegiality and gender
The trend towards collegial management has been particularly noticeable in

primary schools and most of the relevant literature refers to this sector. There

may be several reasons for this disparity, including the fact that primary

schools are generally small enough for ‘whole-school’ collegiality and have

simple, unstratified structures. It may also be influenced by gender. Women

invariably form the majority in primary schools and some have an all-female

staff. There is also a much higher proportion of women leaders in primary

schools than in secondary schools or colleges.

Al-Khalifa (1989, p. 89) claims that women adopt different management

styles from men with a much greater emphasis on collaboration, co-opera-

tion and other ‘feminine’ behaviours. These styles, which are compatible with

collegiality, are contrasted with ‘masculine’ aspects of management: ‘Women

managers pinpoint aspects of management practice which they find dys-

functional – namely aggressive competitive behaviours, an emphasis on con-

trol rather than negotiation and collaboration, and the pursuit of competition

rather than shared problem-solving’ (ibid.).

Nias, Southworth and Yeomans (1989, pp. 70–1) discuss the applicability

of a gender perspective to the collegial culture prevalent in many primary

schools but conclude on the basis of their research that this view is ‘sim-

plistic’:

It could be argued that the ‘culture of collaboration’, with its emphasis on con-

cern for the individual and on cohesion, its legitimation of emotionality, its vali-

dation of control both by peers and by the head, its denial of competition, is a

‘woman’s culture’ . . . [but] to argue that a collaborative culture is gender-specific

is simplistic. (Ibid.)

Nias, Southworth and Yeomans (1989) refer to examples of successful col-

laborative behaviour involving both women and men. However, Coleman

(1994) presents evidence that women managers in education tend to be more

democratic than men, demonstrating qualities of warmth, empathy and co-
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operation. Subsequently, her large scale research with male and female sec-

ondary school heads suggests, on the basis of self-reporting data, that there

is ‘very little difference in the qualities . . . identified by women and men in

terms of how they perceive their management style’ (Coleman, 2002, p. 106).

Further qualitative research with male and female leaders is required before

firm conclusions can be drawn with confidence.

Limitations of collegial models
Collegial models have been popular in the literature on educational leader-

ship and management, and in official pronouncements about school devel-

opment, since the 1980s. Brundrett (1998, p. 307) argues that it has become

‘one of the ubiquitous megatrends in education’. Advocates of collegiality

believe that participative approaches represent the most appropriate means

of conducting affairs in educational institutions. However, critics of collegial

models point to a number of flaws which serve to limit their validity in

schools and colleges. There are seven significant weaknesses of collegial per-

spectives.

1 Collegial models are so strongly normative that they tend to obscure rather

than portray reality. Precepts about the most appropriate ways of manag-

ing educational institutions mingle with descriptions of behaviour. While

collegiality is increasingly advocated, the evidence of its presence in schools

and colleges tends to be sketchy and incomplete, leading Webb and

Vulliamy (1996, p. 443) to state that ‘the advocacy of collegiality is made

more on the basis of prescription than on research-based studies of school

practice’. Baldridge et al. (1978, p. 33) present a powerful critique of col-

legial models in higher education which may also apply to schools:

The collegial literature often confuses descriptive and normative enterprises. Are

the writers saying that the university is a collegium or that it ought to be a col-

legium? Frequently, the discussions of collegium are more a lament for paradise

lost than a description of present reality. Indeed, the collegial idea of round table

decision making does not accurately reflect the actual processes in most institu-

tions. (original emphases)

2 Collegial approaches to decision-making tend to be slow and cumbersome.

When policy proposals require the approval of a series of committees, the

process is often tortuous and time-consuming. The participative ethic

requires that a decision should be made by agreement where possible

rather than by resorting to a voting process. The attempts to achieve con-

sensus may lead to procedural delays such as a reference back to the spon-

soring committee, or to consultation with other committees, individuals

or external agencies. Participants may have to endure many lengthy meet-
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ings before issues are resolved. This requires patience and a considerable

investment of time. Several primary school heads interviewed by Webb and

Vulliamy (1996, pp. 445–6) refer to ‘the time-consuming nature of meet-

ings where ‘the discussion phase seemed to go on and on’ and ‘I felt we

weren’t getting anywhere’.

Hellawell (1991, p. 335) concludes that lack of time could be a serious

constraint in primary schools: ‘My own experience of collegial structures

in higher education is that they are extremely time-consuming and they

certainly demand a level of meetings that primary school personnel could

only fulfil by using considerable time outside the school teaching hours.’

The sheer length of the process may be a major factor in the relatively

limited adoption of collegial approaches in schools. Most staff are engaged

in classroom activities for much or all of the day. Meetings tend to be held

after school when staff are tired and unprepared for a protracted attempt

to achieve consensus on aspects of school policy.

3 A fundamental assumption of democratic models is that decisions are

reached by consensus. It is believed that the outcome of debate should be

agreement based on the shared values of participants. In practice, though,

committee members have their own views and there is no guarantee of

unanimity on outcomes. In addition, participants often represent con-

stituencies within the school or college. Individuals may be members of

committees as representatives of the English department or the science fac-

ulty. Inevitably these sectional interests have a significant influence on com-

mittees’ processes. The participatory framework may become the focal

point for disagreement between factions. Baldridge et al. (1978, pp. 33-4)

argue that democratic models greatly underestimate the significance of

conflict within education:

The collegial model . . . fails to deal adequately with the problem of con-
flict . . . [it] neglects the prolonged battles that precede consensus and the fact

that the consensus actually represents the prevalence of one group over another.

Collegial proponents are correct in declaring that simple bureaucratic rule mak-

ing is not the essence of decision making, but in making this point they take

the equally indefensible position that major decisions are reached primarily by

consensus (original emphasis).

4 Collegial models have to be evaluated in relation to the special features

of educational institutions. The participative aspects of decision-making

exist alongside the structural and bureaucratic components of schools and

colleges. Often there is tension between these rather different modes of

management. The participative element rests on the authority of expert-

ise possessed by professional staff but this rarely trumps the positional

authority of official leaders. Brundrett (1998) points to the inevitable con-
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tradiction between collegiality and bureaucracy in the English educational

system:

In an era of a national curriculum, centralised testing and increased bureau-

cratisation of education, it is interesting to note that collegiality is the preferred

style of school-based management . . . collegiality is inevitably the handmaiden

of an ever increasingly centralised bureaucracy. (Ibid., pp. 312–13).

5 Collegial approaches to school and college decision-making may be diffi-

cult to sustain in view of the requirement that heads and principals remain

accountable to the governing body and to various external groups.

Participation represents the internal dimension of democracy.

Accountability may be thought of as the external aspect of democracy.

Governors and external groups seek explanations of policy and invariably

turn to the head or principal for answers to their questions. Heads may

experience considerable difficulty in defending policies which have

emerged from a collegial process but do not enjoy their personal support.

Brundrett (1998, p. 310) is right to argue that ‘heads need to be genuinely

brave to lend power to a democratic forum which may make decisions

with which the headteacher may not themselves agree’.

6 The effectiveness of a collegial system depends in part on the attitudes of

staff. If they actively support participation then it may succeed. If they dis-

play apathy or hostility, it seems certain to fail. Hellawell (1991, p. 334)

refers to the experience of one primary head who sought to introduce col-

legial approaches:

I have worked very hard over the last few years, as the number of staff has

grown, to build up a really collegial style of management with a lot of staff

input into decisions that affect the school and they are saying that they don’t

like this. They would like an autocracy. They would like to be told what to do.

Wallace (1989) argues that teachers may not welcome collegiality because

they are disinclined to accept any authority intermediate between them-

selves and the head. This has serious implications for the role of the

curriculum co-ordinator: ‘Potential tension is . . . embedded in the rela-

tionship between the roles of curriculum consultant and class-teacher.

Many teachers expect a high degree of autonomy over the delivery of the

curriculum in their classrooms, yet their professional judgement may con-

flict with that of the consultant’ (Wallace, 1989, p. 187). 

A related consideration is the limited time available to work collegially.

Secondary teachers have only limited ‘free’ time while, as Webb and

Vulliamy (1996, p. 445) note, ‘there is little or no contact time for [pri-

mary teachers] to visit or work in colleagues’ classrooms’.

7 Collegial processes in schools depend even more on the attitudes of heads
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than on the support of teachers. In colleges, the academic board provides

a legitimate forum for the involvement of staff in decision-making and

principals have to recognize and work with this alternative power source.

In schools, participative machinery can be established only with the sup-

port of the head, who has the legal authority to manage the school. Wise

heads take account of the views of their staff but this is a consultative

process and not collegiality. Hoyle (1986, p. 91) concludes that its depend-

ence on the head’s support limits the validity of the collegiality model:

‘Collegiality is not inherent in the system but is a function of leadership

style whereby teachers are given the opportunity to participate in the deci-

sion-making process by benevolent heads rather than as of right.’

Contrived collegiality
Hargreaves (1994) makes a more fundamental criticism of collegiality, argu-

ing that it is being espoused or ‘contrived’ by official groups in order to

secure the implementation of national policy in England and Wales, and else-

where. He claims that genuine collegiality is spontaneous, voluntary, unpre-

dictable, informal and geared to development. Contrived collegiality, in

contrast, has the following contradictory features:

• administratively regulated rather than spontaneous;

• compulsory rather than discretionary;

• geared to the implementation of the mandates of government or the head-

teacher;

• fixed in time and place;

• designed to have predictable outcomes (Hargreaves, 1994, pp. 195–6).

Within the post-Education Reform Act context in England and Wales, this

analysis is persuasive. Brundrett (1998) and Webb and Vulliamy (1996) both

argue that collegial frameworks may be used for essentially political activity,

the focus of the next chapter:

What is actually happening in many institutions where collaboration is espoused,

is not a genuine collegial environment but rather an adept use of micro-political

manipulation . . . In effect individuals and groups seek to realise their values and

goals at the expense of others but seek to legitimate their power through assum-

ing the cloak of the moral legitimacy lent to them by the apparent use of demo-

cratic procedures. (Brundrett, 1998, p. 311)

The current climate . . . encourages headteachers to be powerful and, if necessary,

manipulative leaders in order to ensure that policies and practices agreed upon are

ones that they can wholeheartedly support and defend. (Webb and Vulliamy, 1996,

p. 448)
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These views are also consistent with the comments made by Allix (2000),

noted earlier, about the potentially manipulative aspects of transformational

leadership.

Conclusion: is collegiality an unattainable ideal?
Collegial models are highly normative and idealistic. Their advocates believe

that participative approaches represent the most appropriate means of man-

aging educational institutions. Teachers exhibit that authority of expertise

which justifies their involvement in the decision-making process. In addition,

they are able to exercise sufficient discretion in the classroom to ensure that

innovation depends on their co-operation. Collegial theorists argue that

active support for change is more likely to be forthcoming where teachers

have been able to contribute to the process of policy formulation.

Collegial models contribute several important concepts to the theory of

educational management. Participative approaches are a necessary antidote

to the rigid hierarchical assumptions of the formal models. However, colle-

gial perspectives provide an incomplete portrayal of management in educa-

tion. They underestimate the official authority of the head and present bland

assumptions of consensus which often cannot be substantiated. Hoyle (1986,

p. 100) argues that bureaucratic and political realities mean that collegiality

does not exist in schools: ‘In the absence of a true collegium, a situation

which the existing law and external expectations preclude, the head either

carries a fully-participating staff or fails to do so thus creating a situation of

direct conflict.’ This view may be too pessimistic but it remains true that

those who aspire to collegiality often find that it cannot be implemented

effectively. Little (1990, p. 187), following substantial research in the United

States, concludes that collegiality ‘turns out to be rare’.

A generation ago almost all schools and colleges could have been catego-

rized as formal. Since the 1990s, many have developed collegial frameworks.

There is a discernible trend towards collegiality and participative leadership

despite the bureaucratic pressures imposed by central government. It may

also exist in pockets, for example in subject teams, within bureaucratic organ-

izations. Despite Hargreaves’s (1994) justifiable criticisms of ‘contrived col-

legiality’, the advantages of participation in professional organizations remain

persuasive. Collegiality is an elusive ideal but a measure of participation is

essential if schools are to be harmonious and creative organizations.
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89

5
Political Models

Central features of political models
Political models embrace those theories which characterize decision-making

as a bargaining process. They assume that organizations are political arenas

whose members engage in political activity in pursuit of their interests.

Analysis focuses on the distribution of power and influence in organizations

and on the bargaining and negotiation between interest groups. Conflict is

regarded as endemic within organizations and management is directed

towards the regulation of political behaviour. The definition suggested below

incorporates the main elements of these approaches:

Political models in schools and other educational institutions are often

described as ‘micropolitics’ (Ball, 1987; Hoyle, 1999). Mawhinney (1999, p.

161) defines micropolitics as ‘the interaction and political ideologies of social

systems of teachers, administrators, teachers and pupils within school build-

ings. These may be viewed as internal organizational subsystems. Micro-

political analysis is also concerned with external system issues such as those

arising in the interaction between professional and lay subsystems’.

Micropolitics are important examples of political models but there are other

political approaches that are not described as ‘micropolitical’. Hence the wider

concept of ‘political models’ is used in this volume.

Politics tend to be regarded as the concern of central and local government

and to be associated strongly with the political parties who compete for our

votes at national, provincial and local elections. It is useful to loosen this close

identity between government and politics before seeking to apply political

metaphors to educational institutions.

National and local politics strongly influence the context within which

schools and colleges operate. In most societies, central government determines

Political models assume that in organizations policy and decisions emerge
through a process of negotiation and bargaining. Interest groups develop and
form alliances in pursuit of particular policy objectives. Conflict is viewed as a
natural phenomenon and power accrues to dominant coalitions rather than
being the preserve of formal leaders.
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the broad character of the educational system and this is inevitably under-

pinned by the political views of the majority party. In England and Wales, for

example, the 1988 Education Reform Act and subsequent legislation, set the

framework within which schools and colleges must operate. 

Local politics have become less influential in England and Wales since the

1988 Act which allocated many former local education authority (LEA)

responsibilities to central government or to the educational institutions.

However, LEAs retain the power to determine the financial position of most

schools through their control over the funding formula. The elements of the

formula, and their weighting, are the product of the political judgements of

the majority party, within the limitations laid down in the legislation.

While national and local government determine the broad framework for

education, political models apply to schools, colleges and other organizations

just as much as they relate to political parties:

I take schools, in common with virtually all other social organizations, to be riven

with actual or potential conflict between members; to be poorly coordinated; to

be ideologically diverse. I take it to be essential that if we are to understand the

nature of schools as organizations, we must achieve some understanding of these

conflicts. (Ball, 1987, p. 19)

West (1999) points out that the international trend towards self-management

in education expands the scope for political activity. As schools have greater

responsibility for their own affairs, so the potential for conflict inevitably

increases:

The majority of decisions that concern teachers, and the responsibility for plan-

ning the individual school’s future, now reside within the school . . . schools in

England and Wales have never offered more scope for micropolitical influence than

they do now – within the self-managing school. We can speculate, therefore, that

there has never been a time when an awareness of micropolitical processes and

interactions was more useful to headteachers. (West, 1999, p. 190)

Hoyle (1999) makes a useful distinction between policy and management

micropolitics:

The concerns of policy micropolitics are essentially transboundary; how microp-

olitics constitute the means by which school staff respond to external pressures,

e.g. resistance, retreatism, ritualism. Management micropolitics faces in the direc-

tion of the strategies whereby school leaders and teachers pursue their interests in

the context of the management of the school . . . although micropolitics is con-

cerned with strategies deployed in the conflict of interests between teachers, per-

haps the main focus is the conflict of interests between school leaders and teachers.

(Hoyle, 1999, p. 214)

Baldridge (1971, pp. 19–20) conducted research in universities in the United

90

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

chap 5 theories un  13/8/03  11:53 pm  Page 90



States and concluded that the political model, rather than the formal or col-

legial perspectives, best captured the realities of life in higher education:

When we look at the complex and dynamic processes that explode on the

modern campus today, we see neither the rigid, formal aspects of bureaucracy nor

the calm concensus-directed elements of an academic collegium. On the con-

trary . . . [interest groups] emerge . . . These groups articulate their interests in

many different ways, bringing pressure on the decision-making process from any

number of angles . . . Power and influence, once articulated, go through a com-

plex process until policies are shaped, reshaped and forged out of the competing

claims of multiple groups.

Political models may be just as valid for schools and further education as they

are for universities.

Political models have the following major features:

1 They tend to focus on group activity rather than the institution as a whole.

The emphasis is on the basic unit (Becher and Kogan, 1992) not the school

or college level. Interaction between groups is at the heart of political

approaches whereas formal and collegial models stress the institutional

level: ‘The basic unit of traditional political analysis is the sub group . . .

the basic unit of an apolitical perspective is the total system’ (Bacharach

and Lawler, 1980).

Most schools and colleges are complex organizations and there are

several different types of group. West (1999) distinguishes between

formal and informal groups. The former ‘are created in order to fulfil

specific goals and carry on specific tasks which are clearly linked to the

school’s overall mission’ (ibid., p. 190). Formal groups may be either per-

manent (the senior management, subject departments, etc.) or temporary

(working parties or task forces). Informal groups exist to meet teachers’

need for affiliation and can take many forms. Typically, they have their

own leader and certain norms or rituals that underpin group behaviour

(West, 1999).

Ball (1987, p. 221) refers to ‘baronial politics’ and discusses the nature

of conflict between the leaders of subgroups: ‘In the middle ages the con-

flicts between English barons were essentially concerned with two matters:

wealth and power. In the school the concerns and interests of academic

and pastoral barons are fundamentally the same: allocations from the

budget . . . and influence over school policies.’ 

Lindle (1999) also stresses the significance of the competition for

resources in fuelling political activity. ‘The perennially scarce resources of

schools . . . provide the nutrients for school-based political activity’ (ibid.,

p. 171). Wallace and Hall’s (1994) research on school management teams
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(SMTs) in England and Wales shows how issues of power and resources

were strongly evident in the work of SMTs and in their relationships with

other staff in the school.

2 Political models are concerned with interests and interest groups.
Individuals are thought to have a variety of interests which they pursue

within the organization. Morgan (1997) explains their significance within

the political model:

In talking about ‘interests’, we are talking about pre-dispositions embracing

goals, values, desires, expectations, and other orientations and inclinations that

lead a person to act in one way rather than another. In everyday life, we tend

to think of interests in a spatial way: as areas of concern that we wish to pre-

serve or enlarge or as positions that we wish to protect or achieve . . . the flow

of politics is intimately connected with this way of positioning ourselves.

(Morgan, 1997, p. 161)

Hoyle (1986, p. 128) distinguishes between personal and professional

interests: ‘Professional interests . . . centre on commitments to a particu-

lar curriculum, syllabus, mode of pupil grouping, teaching method, etc

. . . professional interests become part of the micropolitical process accord-

ing to the strategies used to further them. Personal interests focus on such

issues as status, promotion and working conditions.’ Hoyle (1982, p. 89)

points to the development of interest groups as a principal means of seek-

ing and achieving individual aims:

Interests are pursued by individuals but frequently they are most effectively pur-

sued in collaboration with others who share a common concern. Some of these

may have the qualities of a group in that they are relatively enduring and have

a degree of cohesion, but others . . . will be looser associations of individuals

who collaborate only infrequently when a common interest comes to the fore.

The more permanent formal groups, such as departments, tend to be cohe-

sive because of shared values and beliefs. The individuals within such

groups often have common attitudes towards many of the central issues

in schools and colleges, although this was not the case with the depart-

ments in Brown, Boyle and Boyle’s (2000) ‘Type C’ secondary schools

where there was only limited co-operative working between and among

staff colleagues. However, there are usually greater differences in goals and

values between interest groups, leading to fragmentation rather than orga-

nizational unity. On particular issues, groups may form alliances to 

press for policies which reflect their joint interests. These coalitions 

may well be temporary, disbanding when certain objectives have been

achieved, while the interest groups themselves often have enduring 

significance.
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3 Political models stress the prevalence of conflict in organizations. Interest

groups pursue their independent objectives which may contrast sharply

with the aims of other subunits within the institution and lead to conflict

between them: ‘Micropolitics is about conflict, and how people compete

to get what they want in the face of scarce resources’ (Mawhinney, 1999,

pp. 167–8).

An important feature of political perspectives is the view that conflict

is a normal feature of organizations. Collegial models have a strong har-

mony bias and the possibility of disagreement is ignored or assumed away.

In contrast, Morgan argues that conflict is the inevitable outcome of a

clash of interests and interest groups:

Conflict arises whenever interests collide. The natural reaction to conflict in

organisational contexts is usually to view it a as a dysfunctional force that can

be attributed to some regrettable set of circumstances or causes. ‘It’s a person-

ality problem’ . . . Conflict is regarded as an unfortunate state that in more

favourable circumstances would disappear . . . [In practice] conflict will always

be present in organisations . . . its source rests in some perceived or real diver-

gence of interests. (Morgan, 1997, p. 167)

Milliken’s (2001) study of a business school within a United Kingdom uni-

versity illustrates the prevalence of conflict. The school is divided into four

specific divisions, each with its own goals. The interaction between these

groups often generates conflict:

The interest groups cluster around the divergent values and this clustering is

socially evident even to the organisation of their coffee breaks when members

within a division often have their breaks together in the staff common room –

a form of micropolitical apartheid. (Ibid., p. 78)

4 Political models assume that the goals of organizations are unstable,

ambiguous and contested. Individuals, interest groups and coalitions have

their own purposes and act towards their achievement. Goals may be dis-

puted and then become a significant element in the conflict between

groups. Certain subunits succeed in establishing their goals as the objec-

tives of the institution while other interests seek to supplant the official

purposes with their own objectives. Bolman and Deal (1991) explain the

fluid nature of goals in political settings:

Traditional views of organisations . . . assume that organisations have, or ought

to have, clear and consistent goals. Generally, the goals are presumed to be estab-

lished by those in authority . . . The political frame, however, insists that organ-

isational goals are set through negotiations among the members of coalitions.

Different individuals and groups have different objectives and resources, and

each attempts to bargain with other members or coalitions to influence goals

and decision-making process. (Bolman and Deal, 1991, p. 190)

Political models
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Interest groups are likely to promote their objectives in a variety of ways

until they are supported by the policy-makers. This does not necessarily

end the conflict because the endorsement of one set of purposes tends to

be at the expense of other goals, whose proponents may continue to lobby

for their own ideas. Disagreement over goals is a continuing feature of the

policy process in organizations.

5 As noted above, decisions within political arenas emerge after a complex

process of bargaining and negotiation. Formal models assume that deci-

sions follow a rational process. Options are evaluated in terms of the objec-

tives of the organization and the most appropriate alternative is selected.

Policy-making in political settings is a more uncertain business. Interests

are promoted in committees and at numerous unofficial encounters

between participants. Policies cannot easily be judged in terms of the goals

of the institution because these are subject to the same process of inter-

nal debate and subsequent change. The objectives are a moving target, as

Bolman and Deal (1991, p. 186) suggest:

Organisational goals and decisions emerge from ongoing processes of bargain-

ing, negotiation, and jockeying for position among members of different coali-

tions

The emphasis on the several stages of decision-making is significant

because it multiplies the opportunities available to interest groups to exert

influence on the policy process. Decisions on a subject at one forum do

not necessarily resolve the issue because the unsuccessful groups are likely

to pursue the matter whenever opportunities arise or can be engineered.

6 The concept of power is central to all political theories. The outcomes of

the complex decision-making process are likely to be determined accord-

ing to the relative power of the individuals and interest groups involved

in the debate. These participants mobilize resources of power which are

deployed in support of their interests and have a significant impact on pol-

icy outcomes. ‘Power is the medium through which conflicts of interest

are ultimately resolved. Power influences who gets what, when and how

. . . the sources of power are rich and varied’ (Morgan, 1997, pp. 170–1).

The nature and sources of power in education are examined on pages

96–100.

Baldridge’s political model
Several of the ideas discussed in the previous section, notably the notion of

stages of decision-making, are addressed in the classical political model devel-

oped by Baldridge (1971). The author considers the formation of interest
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groups and discusses the ways in which policies emerge from the kaleido-

scope of conflicting pressures (see Figure 5.1). Baldridge postulates five stages

in the policy process:

1 A social structure is a configuration of social groups with basically differ-

ent lifestyles and political interests. These differences often lead to con-

flict, for what is in the interest of one group may damage another. The

social structure, with its fragmented groups, divergent goal aspiration, and

conflicting claims on the decision-makers, is the setting for political behav-

iour. Many conflicts have their roots in the complexity of the social struc-

ture and in the complex goals and values held by divergent groups.

2 Interest articulation is the process by which interests are advanced. Groups

with conflicting values and goals must translate them into effective influ-

ence if they are to obtain favourable action by legislative bodies. How does

a powerful group exert its pressure, what threats or promises can it make,

and how does it translate its desires into political capital? There are many

forms of interest articulation and it assumes a multitude of shapes.

3 The legislative stage is the process by which articulated interests are trans-

lated into policies. Legislative bodies respond to pressures, transforming

the conflict into politically feasible policy. In the process many claims are

played off against one another, negotiations are undertaken, compromises

are forged, and rewards are divided. Committees meet, commissions report

negotiators bargain, and powerful people ‘haggle’ about the policy.

4 The formulation of policy is the end result of the legislative stage. The

articulated interests have gone through conflict and compromise stages and

the final legislative action is taken. The policy is the official climax to the

conflict and represents an authoritative, binding decision to commit the

organization to one set of possible alternative actions, to one set of goals

and values.

5 Finally the execution of policy occurs. The conflict comes to a climax, the

battle is at least officially over, and the resulting policy is turned over to

the bureaucrats for routine execution. This may not be the end of the

matter, however, for two things are likely to happen. First, the major los-

ers in the conflict may take up their arms again for a new round of inter-

est articulation. Second, the execution of policy inevitably causes a

feedback cycle, in which the policy generates new tensions, new vested

interests, and a new cycle of political conflict 

(Baldridge, 1971, pp. 23–4).

Perhaps the most significant aspect of the Baldridge model is that it is

essentially iterative. The policy-making process is rarely straightforward.

Rather, it is capable of breakdown at any stage as opposing interests

coalesce to defeat proposals and seek to substitute their own plans. This
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leads to the feedback processes which inevitably follow the breakdown of

particular proposals. Ultimately the success or failure of interest groups in

promoting their objectives depends on the resources of power which they

are able to mobilize.

Sources of power in education
Power may be regarded as the ability to determine the behaviour of others

or to decide the outcome of conflict. Where there is disagreement it is likely

to be resolved according to the relative resources of power available to the

participants. 

There are many sources of power but in broad terms a distinction can be

made between authority and influence. Authority is legitimate power which

is vested in leaders within formal organizations. Authority involves a legal

right to make decisions which may be supported by sanctions. ‘Authorities

are defined essentially as the people who are entitled to make binding deci-

sions’ (Bolman and Deal, 1991, p. 193). School heads and principals typi-

cally have substantial authority by virtue of their formal leadership positions. 

Influence represents an ability to affect outcomes and depends on personal

characteristics and expertise. Bacharach and Lawler (1980, p. 44) identify

seven distinctions between authority and influence:

1 Authority is the static, structural aspect of power in organizations; influ-

ence is the dynamic, tactical element.

2 Authority is the formal aspect of power; influence is the informal aspect.

3 Authority refers to the formally sanctioned right to make final decisions;

influence is not sanctioned by the organization and is, therefore, not a

matter of organizational rights.

4 Authority implies involuntary submission by subordinates; influence

implies voluntary submission and does not necessarily entail a

superior–subordinate relationship.

5 Authority flows downward, and it is unidirectional; influence is multi-

directional and can flow upward, downward, or horizontally.

6 The source of authority is solely structural; the source of influence may

be personal characteristics, expertise, or opportunity.

7 Authority is circumscribed, that is, the domain, scope, and legitimacy of

the power are specifically and clearly delimited; influence is uncircum-

scribed, that is, its domain, scope, and legitimacy are typically ambiguous.

Hoyle (1982, p. 90) points to the ways in which these two aspects of power

operate within educational institutions:

Influence differs from authority in having a number of sources in the organization,

in being embedded in the actual relationships between groups rather than located
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in an abstract legal source, and is not fixed but is variable and operates through

bargaining, manipulation, exchange and so forth. The head teacher in Britain has

a high degree of authority; but his [sic] exercise of that authority is increasingly

modified as teachers’ sources of influence . . . increase and thus involves the head

in a greater degree of exchange and bargaining behaviour.

There are six significant forms of power relevant to schools and colleges:

1 Positional power. A major source of power in any organization is that

accruing to individuals who hold an official position in the institution.

Formal positions confer authority on their holders, who have a

recognized right to make decisions or to play a key role in the policy-mak-

ing process. Handy (1993, p. 128) says that positional power is ‘legal’ or

‘legitimate’ power. In schools, the head is regarded as the legitimate leader

and possesses legal authority which is inevitably a key determinant of

school policy. Other staff who hold senior posts may also exercise

positional power. These may include deputy heads, heads of department

and pastoral leaders. Chairs of governing bodies or school boards

may also exert positional power within self-managing schools and

colleges. In a hierarchy the more highly placed individuals exert the greater

authority:

The first and most obvious source of power in an organization is formal author-

ity, a form of legitimized power that is respected and acknowledged by those

with whom one interacts . . . legitimacy is a form of social approval that is essen-

tial for stabilizing power relations. It arises when people recognize that a per-

son has a right to rule some area of human life and that it is their duty to obey.

(Morgan, 1997, p. 172)

2 Authority of expertise. In professional organizations there is a significant

reservoir of power available to those who possess appropriate expertise.

Handy (1993, p. 130) says that ‘expert power is the power that is vested

in someone because of their acknowledged expertise . . . In a meritocratic

tradition people do not resent being influenced by those whom they regard

as the experts’. Schools and colleges employ many staff who have spe-

cialist knowledge of aspects of the curriculum. The music specialist, for

example, is regarded as the expert and principals may be cautious in sub-

stituting their own judgements for those of their heads of department in

curricular matters. In certain circumstances there may be conflict between

formal leaders and experts but the outcome is by no means certain: ‘Expert

power relates to the use of knowledge and expertise as a means of legit-

imizing what one wishes to do. “The expert” often carries an aura of

authority and power that can add considerable weight to a decision that

rests in the balance’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 181).
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3 Personal power. Individuals who are charismatic or possess verbal skills or

certain other characteristics may be able to exercise personal power. Staff

who are able to influence behaviour or decisions by virtue of personal abil-

ities or qualities are often thought to possess the attributes of charismatic

leadership. These personal skills are independent of the power accruing to

individuals by virtue of their position in the organization. In school staff

rooms, for example, there are often individuals who command the respect

of colleagues because of their perceived wisdom or insight. These teach-

ers may become alternative leaders whose views are sought on the key

issues. ‘Individuals with charisma, political skills, verbal facility, or the

capacity to articulate vision are powerful by virtue of their personal char-

acteristics, in addition to whatever other power they may have’ (Bolman

and Deal, 1991, p. 197).

4 Control of rewards. Power is likely to be possessed to a significant degree

by individuals who have control of rewards. They are inevitably perceived

as powerful by those who value such returns. In education, rewards may

include promotion, good references and allocation to favoured classes or

groups. Individuals who control or influence the allocation of these ben-

efits may be able to determine the behaviour of teachers who seek one or

more of the rewards. Typically, the head or principal is the major arbiter

of promotion and references although advice may be sought from heads

of department or others who possess relevant knowledge or information.

Classes may be allocated by heads of department. This form of power rep-

resents a means of control over aspiring teachers but may have little influ-

ence on those staff who choose to spurn these rewards. Control of rewards

may be regarded as authority rather than influence where it emanates from

the leader acting in an official capacity.

5 Coercive power. The mirror image of the control of rewards may be co-
ercive power. This implies the ability to enforce compliance with a request

or requirement. Coercion is backed by the threat of sanctions. ‘Coercive

power rests on the ability to constrain, to block, to interfere, or to pun-

ish’ (Bolman and Deal, 1991, p. 196).

Heads and principals may exercise coercive power by threatening not

to supply a good reference for external applications or warning about the

prospects for internal promotion. In certain circumstances, coercion may

be used in conjunction with the control of rewards to manipulate the

behaviour of others. This ‘carrot and stick’ combination may have a pow-

erful double effect on staff and may be a latent factor in all schools and

colleges. Wallace and Hall (1994, p. 33) question the legitimacy of such

manipulative actions: ‘We suggest that action . . . is manipulative either

where it is a conscious attempt, covertly, to influence events through means
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or ends which are not made explicit; or where it is illegitimate, whether

or overt or not.’

6 Control of resources. Control of the distribution of resources may be an

important source of power in educational institutions, particularly in self-

managing schools and colleges. Decisions about the allocation of resources

are likely to be among the most significant aspects of the policy process

in such organizations. Resources include revenue and capital finance but

also human and material resources such as staff and equipment. Control

of these resources may give power over those people who wish to acquire

them. There is often competition between interest groups for additional

resources and success or failure in acquiring extra finance, staff and other

resources is an indicator of the relative power of individuals and groups: 

Resource management is . . . a micropolitical process, providing an arena within

which participants compete for the resources which will enable them to develop

programmes of activity which embody their values, further their interests and

help to provide legitimation for the activities in which they are engaged. (Simkins

1998, p. 110)

While these six forms of power might be regarded as the most significant,

Bolman and Deal (1991), Handy (1993) and Morgan (1997) identify several

other sources, including:

• physical power;

• developing alliances and networks;

• access to and control of agendas;

• control of meanings and symbols;

• control of boundaries;

• gender and the management of gender relations.

Consideration of all these sources of power leads to the conclusion that heads

and principals possess substantial resources of authority and influence. They

have the capacity to determine many institutional decisions and to affect the

behaviour of their colleagues. However, they do not have absolute power.

Other leaders and staff also have power, arising principally from their per-

sonal qualities and expertise. Lay governors may also be powerful, particu-

larly if they chair the governing board or one of its important committees.

These other sources of power may act as a counterbalance to the head’s posi-

tional authority and control of rewards.

Political strategies in education
Educational leaders may adopt one or more political strategies in order to

maintain or extend their control or to ensure a favoured outcome to a deci-
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sion process. Using their significant resources of power, they are often able

to ensure support for, or compliance with, their preferred position. Hoyle

(1986, pp. 140–6) outlines some of the more significant strategies:

1 Dividing and ruling. This may involve heads arranging separate deals with

individuals or departments, for example in respect of resource allocation.

2 Co-optation. This entails the involvement of those who support the leader

or whose potential opposition has to be diverted. It may be used simply

to involve a certain individual in the decision process or may be an attempt

to manipulate the outcome.

3. Displacement. This occurs where the apparent issue is used to cloak the

real purpose of the participant. A good example is where personal inter-

ests, such as status, are presented as ‘professional’. This might occur where

heads of department argue for more time for their subject.

4 Controlling information. Information is an important source of power.

Heads and principals are the main recipients of external information and

may use this to influence decisions. Curriculum specialists may also receive

information related to their specific expertise. 

5 Controlling meetings. Leaders may be able to control the outcomes of

meetings by using one or more of the following devices:

(a) ‘rigging’ agendas;

(b) ‘losing’ recommendations;

(c) ‘nobbling’ members of the group;

(d) ‘invoking’ outside bodies;

(e) ‘massaging’ minutes.

Political models: goals, structure, environment and leadership

Goals

Political models differ from both the formal and collegial approaches in that

they focus primarily on the goals of sub-units, or looser groups of individu-

als, rather than the objectives of the institution itself. Ball (1987, p. 11) claims

that the focus on organizational goals in much of the literature is a ‘major

distortion’ and he prefers to emphasize the goal diversity of organizations.

These models assume that groups advance their interests in the form of

goals that are pursued vigorously within the institution. Mangham (1979, p.

16) claims that ‘organisations may be said to consist of many groups and

individuals, multiple coalitions and alliances and each acting so as to achieve

its own set of goals and objectives’. The collegial assumption that there is

agreement over the goals of the organization is challenged by political the-

orists who argue that there is no such consensus: ‘An assumption of con-
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sensus . . . has extremely limited validity in almost all types of organizations’

(Ball, 1987, p. 11).

Schools and colleges have multiple goals reflecting the various interest

groups. These groups endeavour to promote their own objectives as the offi-

cial purposes of the institution. Inevitably, the goals of the various groups

sometimes conflict with one another because a focus on one objective may

be at the expense of another: ‘Goals may be inherently in conflict and. . .

these conflicts will become manifest when the goals are given a specific form

in terms of pedagogy or curriculum’ (Hoyle, 1986, p. 58). 

Brown, Boyle and Boyle (2000, pp. 253–4) point to the risk of apparently

collegial frameworks becoming political. Their research with secondary

school departments in England suggests that they develop a sub-culture which

leads to the formulation of common aims and enables ‘jointly held beliefs

and values to flourish’, but is separate from that of other departments and

from the values of the senior management team, leading to an essentially

micropolitical structure.

As a result of this inter-group conflict, goals tend to be ambiguous, unsta-

ble and contested. Bolman and Deal (1991, p. 189) stress that ‘organisational

goals arise not from fiat at the top, but from an ongoing process of negoti-

ation and interaction among the key players in any system’. The capacity to

secure institutional backing for group objectives depends crucially on the

power of the interest group and the ability of its members to mobilize sup-

port from other sub-units and institutional leaders. There is a continuing

process of negotiation and alliance building to muster sufficient support for

the group’s policy objectives. Goals are unstable because alliances break down

and new factors are introduced into the bargaining process. The extant objec-

tives may be usurped by purposes advanced by new coalitions of interests.

Ultimately, goals become ‘organizational’ according to the resources of

power that can be mobilized in their support. The purposes of the most pow-

erful groups emerge as organizational goals.

Organizational structure
Political models assume that organizational structure emerges from the

process of bargaining and negotiation and may be subject to change as the

interest groups jockey for position. Formal and collegial approaches present

structure as a stable aspect of the organization while political theorists regard

it as one of the uncertain and conflictual elements of the institution. The

structure is developed not so much for organizational effectiveness, as for-

mal theorists suggest, but rather to determine which interests are to be served

by the organization:
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Organizational structure[s] . . . are often best understood as products and reflec-

tions of a struggle for political control . . . organizational structure is frequently

used as a political instrument. (Morgan, 1997, pp. 175–6)

So the groups agree on ways of dividing up power and resources, and those

divisions are reflected in the design of the organisation. (Bolman and Deal, 1984,

p. 141)

Schools and colleges provide many illustrations of structure being established

or adapted following political activity. A management team drawn primarily

from heads of department, for example, may be seen as a device to reinforce

their baronial power.

Wilkinson (1987) shows how manipulation of the structure by a new head

led to a redistribution of power within a secondary school. He abolished the

posts of heads of humanities, science and modern languages and promoted

teachers to head the relevant subjects within these former departments. He

also demoted year heads by introducing heads of lower and middle school.

These fundamental changes led to a diminution of formal power amongst staff

hostile to the new leader. ‘Almost overnight the headteacher had destroyed

the most powerful coalition in the school. The newly promoted people would

. . . owe their allegiance to him . . . some would say that these are “improper”

. . . tactics’ (Wilkinson, 1987, p. 54).

Hoyle (1986) argues that schools are particularly prone to political activ-

ity because of their ‘loosely-coupled’ structure (see Chapter 7). The partial

autonomy of teachers and their authority of expertise, together with the sec-

tional interests of different sub-units, leads to this structural looseness and the

prevalence of ‘micropolitics’:

The loosely-coupled structure of the school invites micropolitical activity since,

although the head has a high degree of authority and responsibility, the relative

autonomy of teachers and the norms of the teaching profession serve to limit the

pervasiveness and scope of this power . . . Thus heads frequently have recourse to

micropolitical strategies in order to have their way. But teachers, too, are not with-

out their micropolitical resources. (Hoyle, 1986, p. 171)

Secondary schools in many countries experience political activity because of

a highly differentiated structure. In the Netherlands, for example, there are

two parallel structures representing subject departments and student guidance

units. Imants, Sleegers amd Witziers (2001, p. 290) argue that these are ‘con-

flicting sub-structures’, leading to tension, fragmentation and barriers between

teachers of different subjects. 
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The external environment
Political models emphasize the significance of external influences on internal

decision-making. The political process includes inputs from outside bodies

and individuals which are often mediated by the internal participants.

Sergiovanni (1984, p. 6) explains the nature of the interaction between edu-

cational institutions and external groups:

The political perspective is concerned with the dynamic interplay of the organisa-

tion with forces in its external environment. Schools and universities, for exam-

ple, are viewed as open rather than closed systems, as integral parts of a larger

environment not as bounded entities isolated from their environment. They receive

inputs, process them, and return outputs to the environment. Inputs are presumed

to be diverse and output demands often conflicting. As a result there is constant

interplay between school and environment.

In this respect political approaches are similar to the open systems theories

considered in Chapter 3. The major difference concerns the ways in which

external pressures are imported into school or college decision-making. In

formal models it is assumed that outside influences are transmitted through

heads or principals whose knowledge of the external environment reinforces

their official authority. The leaders’ interpretation of these pressures may then

be a significant element in the decision-making process.

In political models it is thought that external factors may be introduced by

interest groups as well as by heads and principals. School or college staff

whose courses are vulnerable because of low enrolments may cite evidence

from employers who value the threatened courses. These environmental pres-

sures mingle with the internal factors and add to the complexity and ambi-

guity of decision-making. Baldridge et al. (1978, p. 36) stress the significance

of outside interests: ‘External interest groups exert a great deal of influence

over the policy making process. And external pressures and formal control by

outside agencies . . . are powerful shapers of internal governance processes.’ 

The various groups which have an interest in educational institutions tend

to have rather different motivations for their involvement. Official bodies may

be concerned about educational standards, or ‘value for money’, and may

exert their authority through the head or principal. Unofficial groups usually

pursue sectional interests. Employers may want the school to instil particular

skills while parents understandably focus on the progress of their own chil-

dren. These pressures may be transmitted through the staff most involved with

their interests, rather than via the leader. Lindle (1999), referring to the

American context, points to the importance of managing the competing

demands of diverse community groups:
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The school setting is more political due to the increasing and competing demands

placed on schooling . . . No one said that public schooling was easy, but its pub-

lic mission and visibility in the community make it an easy political target. The

intimate relationship between schools and communities creates micropolitics. While

the context of school is indelibly situated in a larger community, all communities

are inherently political. (Lindle, 1999, p. 173)

The management of the external environment is a significant issue for lead-

ers and participants in political organizations. Control of the ‘boundary’

between schools and their environments is an important source of influence

in the debate about policies and resources. Knowledge about the opinions and

predilections of clients and interest groups confers power: ‘By monitoring and

controlling boundary transactions people are able to build up considerable

power . . . Most people in leadership positions at all levels of an organization

can engage in this kind of boundary management in a way that contributes

to their power’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 181).

Hoyle (1999, p. 217) adds that ‘the nature of micropolitics has changed

with the increasing permeability of the school boundary’, an explicit recog-

nition that the greater the decentralization of power to self-managing schools,

the greater the requirement for effective boundary management within what

is essentially a political framework. Governing boards have a political role in

representing community interests and harmonizing them with the aims and

culture of the school.

Leadership
There are two central facets of leadership within political arenas. In the

first place the head or principal is a key participant in the process of

bargaining and negotiation. Leaders have their own values, interests and

policy objectives which they seek to advance as appropriate at meetings of

committees and in informal settings. Heads have substantial reserves

of power which they may deploy in support of their personal and institu-

tional goals. Leaders also have a significant impact on the nature of the inter-

nal decision-making process and can exercise a controlling influence on the

proceedings of committees and other decision-making groups. At a new

secondary school studied by Wilkinson (1987, pp. 50–1), the head adopted

several political strategies to control the apparently participative decision

process:

• determining the agenda;

• controlling the contents of discussion documents;

• promoting teachers who shared his values.

West (1999) criticizes the political behaviour of British heads, arguing that
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they often seem to promote division rather than emphasizing the school as

a whole unit. Inappropriate actions include:

• setting group against group, for example in reviewing public examination

results;

• generating win–lose competition, for example in bidding for resources;

• isolating groups from the rest of the school, for example in the work of

task groups.

Even at this basic level of micropolitical understanding, all too often school lead-

ers display a niaivety that is likely to lead to frustration and discontent for many

of their staff. Deliberately seeking to increase understandings of how the formal

and the informal interact and, above all, reducing the ‘area of struggle’ between

groups by creating a commitment to further the school’s interests, rather than their

own, are priorities for school leaders. (West, 1999, p. 195)

The second facet of leadership concerns heads’ responsibility to sustain the

viability of the organization and to develop the framework within which poli-

cies can be tested and, ultimately, receive the endorsement of the various inter-

est groups. To achieve acceptable outcomes, leaders become mediators who

attempt to build coalitions in support of policies. There is a recurring pattern

of discussion with representatives of power blocks to secure a measure of

agreement. Bennett (1999), drawing on her experience as a principal of two

schools in Tasmania, argues that communication is a critical skill for political

leaders:

It is critical to spend the time providing updates to stake-holders through newslet-

ters, promotional material, public relations and marketing so that the various inter-

est groups within the community understand the background behind a decision or

an action. Inside the school, developing and maintaining channels of communica-

tion . . . assists the principal [in] working with interest groups . . . It is the respon-

sibility of the principal to create opportunities for educational dialogue inviting

people to seek clarification and to question how or why an action has occurred

or a decision has been made. (Bennett, 1999, p. 199)

Portin (1998, p. 386), referring to research in Belgium, New Zealand, the

United Kingdom and the United States, points to the need for principals to

develop ‘political acumen’ as part of their pre-service and in-service prepara-

tion:

Political acumen need not be viewed pejoratively as either manipulative or domi-

nating forms of positional power. Instead, the skills needed here are a deep under-

standing of the micropolitical dimension of organizational governance, the means

by which constituency interests and values are expressed, and an ability to take

‘soundings’ of the environment in order to inform site decision making. (Ibid.,

p. 386)
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Bolman and Deal (1991) summarize several of the issues in this section, rec-

ommending four ‘rules’ for political leaders:

• Political leaders clarify what they want and what they can get. They are

‘realists above all’.

• Political leaders assess the distribution of power and interests. They must

‘map the political terrain’.

• Political leaders build linkages to other stakeholders. They ‘build rela-

tionships and networks’.

• Political leaders persuade first, negotiate second, and use coercion only if

necessary. Power needs to be used ‘judiciously’.

(Bolman and Deal, 1991, pp. 436–8)

Transactional leadership
The leadership model most closely aligned with micropolitics is that of trans-

actional leadership. This is often contrasted with the transformational lead-

ership model examined in Chapter 4. Miller and Miller (2001, p. 182)

explain these twin phenomena:

Transactional leadership is leadership in which relationships with teachers are based

upon an exchange for some valued resource. To the teacher, interaction between

administrators and teachers is usually episodic, short-lived and limited to the

exchange transaction. Transformational leadership is more potent and complex and

occurs when one or more teachers engage with others in such a way that admin-

istrators and teachers raise one another to higher levels of commitment and ded-

ication, motivation and morality. Through the transforming process, the motives

of the leader and follower merge.

Goldring (1992) points to a shift from transactional to transformational lead-

ership in Israeli schools and attributes this to systemic changes in the

requirements imposed on schools and their leaders:

Until recently, the principal of a typical Israeli neighbourhood school worked in a

relatively static organisation. Today, principals in experimental project schools

aimed at system-wide diversity are moving towards a dynamic definition of their

role. In broad terms, it seems that principals are being required to move from being

routine-managers to leader-managers, or from transactional to transformational

leaders. (Ibid., p. 52)

Miller and Miller’s (2001) definition refers to transactional leadership as an

exchange process. Exchange is an established political strategy for members

of organizations. Heads and principals possess authority arising from their

positions as the formal leaders of their institutions. They also hold power in

the form of key rewards such as promotion and references. However, the
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head requires the co-operation of staff to secure the effective management of

the school. An exchange may secure benefits for both parties to the arrange-

ment. The major limitation of such a process is that it does not engage staff

beyond the immediate gains arising from the transaction. As Miller and

Miller’s definition implies, transactional leadership does not produce long-

term commitment to the values and vision being promoted by school leaders. 

The limitations of political models
Political models are primarily descriptive and analytical whereas most other

theories tend to be normative. The focus on interests, conflict between groups

and power provides a valid and persuasive interpretation of the decision-

making process in schools and colleges. Teachers and managers often recog-

nize the applicability of political models in their own schools and colleges.

However, these theories do have five major limitations:

1 Political models are immersed so strongly in the language of power, con-

flict and manipulation that they neglect other standard aspects of organi-

zations. There is little attempt to discuss the various processes of

management or any real acknowledgement that most organizations oper-

ate for much of the time according to routine bureaucratic procedures.

The focus is heavily on policy formulation while the implementation of

policy receives little attention. Political perspectives probably understate

the significance of organizational structure as a constraint on the nature

of political activity. The outcomes of bargaining and negotiation are

endorsed, or may falter, within the formal authority structure of the school

or college. Bolman and Deal (1991, p. 238) say that ‘the political per-

spective is so thoroughly focused on politics that it underestimates the sig-

nificance of both rational and collaborative processes’. Similarly, Baldridge,

who is widely recognized as a leading writer on the application of politi-

cal models to education, acknowledges that modifications are required to

accommodate certain aspects of the more formal approaches:

Our original political model probably underestimated the impact of routine

bureaucratic processes. Many decisions are made not in the heat of political

controversy but because standard operating procedures dominate in most organ-

izations . . . the model downplayed long-term patterns of decision processes and

neglected the way institutional structure shaped and channelled political efforts.

(Baldridge et al., 1978, pp. 42–3)

2 Political models stress the influence of interest groups on decision-making

and give little attention to the institutional level. The assumption is that

organizations are fragmented into groups which pursue their own inde-
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pendent goals. These sub-units compete to establish the supremacy of their

policy objectives and to secure their endorsement within the institution.

This aspect of political models may be inappropriate for most English pri-

mary schools which do not have a departmental structure or any other

apparatus which could become a focal point for political activity. The insti-

tutional level may be the centre of attention for staff in these schools,

invalidating the political model’s emphasis on interest group fragmenta-

tion.

3 In political models there is too much emphasis on conflict and a neglect

of the possibility of professional collaboration leading to agreed outcomes.

The assumption that staff are continually engaged in a calculated pursuit

of their own interests underestimates the capacity of teachers to work in

harmony with colleagues for the benefit of their pupils and students. The

focus on power as the determinant of outcomes may not be wholly appro-

priate for a cerebral profession such as teaching. In many situations, staff

may well be engaged in genuine debate about the best outcomes for the

school rather than evaluating every issue in terms of personal and group

advantage: ‘The [political] frame is normatively cynical and pessimistic. It

overstates the inevitability of conflict and understates the potential for

effective collaboration’ (Bolman and Deal, 1991, p. 238).

4 Political models are regarded primarily as descriptive or explanatory the-

ories. Their advocates claim that these approaches are realistic portrayals

of the decision-making process in schools and colleges. Unlike collegial

models, these theories are not intended to be normative or idealistic. There

is no suggestion that teachers should pursue their own self-interest, sim-

ply an assessment, based on observation, that their behaviour is consistent

with a political perspective. Nevertheless, the less attractive aspects of

political models may make them unacceptable to many educationists: 

The amorality that often characterises political perspectives raises questions of

values. To what extent does the political perspective, even as it purports to be

simply a description of reality, ratify and sanctify some of the least humane and

most unsavoury aspects of human systems? (Bolman and Deal, 1984, p. 146)

Morgan (1997, p. 212) adds that the emphasis on the cynical and the self-

ish may lead to the notion that there must be winners and losers and that

‘the effect is to reduce the scope for genuine openness and collaboration’. 

5 Political models offer valid insights into the operation of schools and col-

leges but it is often difficult to discern what constitutes political behav-

iour and what may be typical bureaucratic or collegial activity. The

interpretation of group processes as either ‘collegial’ or ‘political’ is par-

ticularly difficult. Campbell and Southworth’s (1993, p. 77) research in
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primary schools illustrates this point: ‘It would be simplistic to say the

heads in the collaborative schools controlled what happened there but they

certainly exerted a great deal of influence and they sometimes used their

power directly . . . the heads . . . revealed a micropolitical dimension to

collegiality.’ 

Conclusion: are political models valid?
Hoyle (1986; 1999) distinguishes between theory-for-understanding, a tool

for academics and students, and theory-for-action, a source of guidance for

management practice. Political models are important in helping to develop

understanding of how educational institutions operate. They provide rich

descriptions and persuasive analysis of events and behaviour in schools and

colleges. The explicit recognition of interests as prime motivators for action

is valid. The acceptance that competing interests may lead to conflict, and

that differential power ultimately determines the outcome, is a persuasive

element in the analysis of educational institutions: ‘The model of interests,

conflict, and power . . . provides a practical and systematic means of under-

standing the relationship between politics and organization and emphasizes

the key role of power in determining political outcomes’ (Morgan, 1997, 

p. 209). 

Bolman and Deal (1991, p. 237) argue that political models capture sev-

eral of the essential features of institutions: ‘The political frame presents the

only realistic portrayal of organizations . . . The political frame says that

power and politics are central to organizations and cannot be swept under

the rug. This perspective represents an important antidote to the antiseptic

rationality sometimes present in structural analysis.’

For many teachers and school leaders, political models fit their experience

of day-to-day reality in schools and provide a guide to ‘theory-for action’.

Bennett (1999), a Tasmanian school principal, shows how politics have influ-

enced practice in her schools: 

Micropolitics exist in schools. It is important to consider how they are manifested

and we need to move beyond saying that it is just personality clashes or differ-

ences which leads to divisions. We need to understand that staff have different

views of the world, that we can see politics in the various groups of school and,

if we can recognize actors and ascertain what they are struggling over, this will

influence how principals as leaders communicate, collaborate and decide courses

of action. (Ibid., p. 200)

Lindle (1999), a school administrator in the United States, makes a similar

point about politics-in action, arguing that it is a pervasive feature in schools:
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Education is a more overtly contested terrain for communities and governments,

teachers, parents and administrators. Schools have become more overtly political

arenas in this context. The study of micropolitics is absolutely a question of sur-

vival for school leaders and other educators . . . Not only is the study of microp-

olitics inevitable, advisable and unavoidable, for most school leaders, it is an

inherent occupational requirement. (Ibid., p. 176)

In both respects, understanding and action, political models have much to

offer in developing an appreciation of the nature of management in schools

and colleges. Political theorists rightly draw attention to the significance of

groups as a potent influence on policy formulation. The emphasis on conflict

may be overdrawn but it is valuable as a counterbalance to the idealistic har-

mony bias of collegial models. The view that disagreement is likely to be

resolved ultimately by the relative power of participants is also a persuasive

contribution to understanding and practice in educational institutions. Political

models provide valuable insights into the operation of schools and colleges

but, as Baldridge et al. (1978, pp. 43–4) demonstrate, they need to be con-

sidered alongside the formal and collegial models:

This political model is not a substitute for the bureaucratic or collegial models of

academic decision making. In a very real sense each of those addresses a separate

set of problems and they often provide complementary interpretations. The polit-

ical model also has many strengths, however, and we offer it as a strong contender

for interpreting academic governance.
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6
Subjective Models

Central features of subjective models
Subjective models incorporate those approaches which focus on individuals

within organizations rather than the total institution or its subunits. The indi-

vidual is placed at the centre of the organization. These perspectives suggest

that each person has a subjective and selective perception of the organiza-

tion. Events and situations have different meanings for the various partici-

pants in institutions. Organizations are portrayed as complex units which

reflect the numerous meanings and perceptions of all the people within them.

Organizations are social constructions in the sense that they emerge from the

interaction of their participants. They are manifestations of the values and

beliefs of individuals rather than the concrete realities presented in formal

models. The definition suggested below captures the main element of these

approaches:

Hermes (1999, p. 198) offers a similar definition in applying subjective mod-

els to higher education in Germany, using the term ‘construction’ to mean

interpretation of events: ‘Subjective theories presuppose that human beings

are autonomous and reflective beings, actively constructing the world around

them.’

Subjective models include phenomenological and interactive approaches.

While these perspectives are not identical, they are sufficiently close to be

treated together and, indeed, are used interchangeably in much of the litera-

ture (Innes-Brown, 1993). Hoyle (1986, p. 10) defines phenomenology and

explains its link with interactionism:

[These] perspectives share certain characteristics which constitute a radically dif-

ferent way of conceiving social reality . . . The phenomenological approach gives

priority to people and their actions. The social world essentially consists of people

Subjective models assume that organizations are the creations of the people
within them. Participants are thought to interpret situations in different ways
and these individual perceptions are derived from their background and val-
ues. Organizations have different meanings for each of their members and exist
only in the experience of those members.
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interacting with each other, negotiating patterns of relationships and constructing

a view of the world.

Subjective models became prominent in educational management as a result

of the work of Thomas Greenfield in the 1970s and 1980s. Greenfield was

concerned about several aspects of systems theory which he regarded as the

dominant model of educational organizations. He argues that systems theory

is ‘bad theory’ and criticizes its focus on the institution as a concrete reality:

Most theories of organisation grossly simplify the nature of the reality with which

they deal. The drive to see the organisation as a single kind of entity with a life

of its own apart from the perceptions and beliefs of those involved in it blinds us

to its complexity and the variety of organisations people create around themselves.

(Greenfield, 1973, p. 571)

Greenfield’s criticism of conventional (largely bureaucratic) theory is even

more trenchant in his 1986 article on ‘the decline and fall of science in edu-

cational administration’:

We have a science of administration which can deal only with facts and which does

so by eliminating from its consideration all human passion, weakness, conviction,

hope, will, pity, frailty, altruism, courage, vice and virtue . . . in its own impotence

[it] is inward-looking, self-deluding, self-defeating, and unnecessarily boring.

(Greenfield, 1986, p. 61)

Greenfield’s work has had a significant impact on theory development in edu-

cational management, as Hodgkinson (1993, p. x) suggests: ‘It is not possible

to properly comprehend the contemporary discipline of educational adminis-

tration without some familiarity and aquaintanceship with the thoughts of

Thomas Barr Greenfield.’ Greenfield is closely associated with the application

of subjective theories to schools and colleges and much of the theory devel-

opment has come from him, or from others stimulated or provoked by his

work. As Evers and Lakomski (1991, p. 97) put it, ‘no adequate understand-

ing of organisations seems possible without some appeal to human subjectiv-

ity, to the interpretations people place on their own actions and those of

others’.

Subjective models have the following major features:

1 They focus on the beliefs and perceptions of individual members of organ-

izations rather than the institutional level or interest groups. While formal

and collegial models stress the total institution, and political models

emphasize sub-groups, the individual is at the heart of subjective or phe-

nomenological theories. Subjective models ‘focus on the individual and

emphasize individual perspectives’ (Hermes, 1999, p. 198).
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Within schools and colleges, subjective theorists point to the different

values and aspirations of individual teachers, support staff and pupils. They

all experience the institution from different standpoints and interpret

events and situations according to their own background and motivations.

Ribbins et al. (1981, p. 170) argue that ‘The school is not the same real-

ity for all its teachers. Each teacher brings a perspective to the school, and

to his place within it, which is to some extent unique. There are . . . as

many realities as there are teachers.’

The focus on individuals rather than the organization is a fundamental

difference between subjective and formal models, and creates what

Hodgkinson (1993, p. xii) regards as an unbridgeable divide. ‘In the ten-

sion between individual and organization . . . there is more than a mere

dialectical conflict. There can also be a chasm, a Great Divide, an abyss.

A fact can never entail a value, and an individual can never become a col-

lective.’ (Original emphases).

Strain (1996) takes a somewhat different view, pointing to the interde-

pendence of individual and collective meanings:

The social world, of which education is an institutional part, spans the . . . indi-

vidual and the . . . collectivity. The relationship between the two is reflexive

. . . The individual, by virtue of his imagining faculty, power to create mean-

ings, cannot act meaningfully in isolation from the symbolically ordered collec-

tivity . . . but neither individual nor collectivity can be conceived of as

subordinated to or originated by the other. (Ibid., p. 51)

2 Subjective models are concerned with the meanings placed on events by

people within organizations. The focus is on the individual interpretation

of behaviour rather than the situations and actions themselves. According

to Greenfield (1975, p. 83), ‘Organisations are to be understood in terms

of people’s beliefs about their behaviour within them’, rather than on the

basis of external observations of that behaviour. It is assumed that indi-

viduals may have different interpretations of the same event, as Bolman

and Deal (1991, p. 244) suggest: 

What is most important about an event is not what happened but what it means.

Events and meanings are loosely coupled: the same events can have very dif-

ferent meanings for different people because of differences in the schema that

they use to interpret their experience.

In schools there may be differences of interpretation between the head

and other staff who often derive divergent meanings from the same event.

Hoyle (1981, p. 45) draws attention to one familiar example of such dis-

crepancies:

Subjective models
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When a head talks about his [sic] school on public occasions teachers often

remark that they do not recognise the place, and, because this view of reality

is different from that of the head’s they may assume that he is deliberately mis-

leading. But a phenomenological view would hold that we have here compet-
ing realities, the head and the teachers see the world differently with each

perspective having its own legitimacy (original emphasis).

This case illustrates the point that the school or college may be concep-

tualized differently by the various individuals and groups in the organiza-

tion. These participants construct a reality out of their interests and any

commonality of perspective arises from the fortuitous fact that their inter-

ests are held in common (Hoyle, 1986).

In this respect, there are certain similarities between subjective theory

and organizational culture. Culture is also an outcome of the meanings

and values of the people who inhabit schools and colleges. ‘Culture is a

useful if intricate and elusive notion. In its broadest sense it is a way of

constructing reality and different cultures are simply alternative construc-

tions of reality’ (Prosser 1999, p. xii). The main difference between these

two concepts is that subjective models focus on individual meanings while

culture assumes that these coalesce to produce a distinctive whole-school

or sub-unit culture. We shall examine culture in more detail in Chapter 8.

3 The different meanings placed on situations by the various participants are

products of their values, background and experience. So the interpretation

of events depends on the beliefs held by each member of the organiza-

tion. Holmes (1986, p. 80) argues that it is ‘bizarre’ to develop a theory

of educational administration outside a framework of values:

The lack of consensus about the purpose of elementary and secondary schools

makes it more important rather than less to have a clear framework of goals

and values. The modern idea that schools can function in a value-free atmos-

phere brings the whole educational profession, and particularly administrators,

into disrepute.

Strain (1996, p. 59) argues that ‘choice . . . is always a subjective affair’

and identifies three sets of beliefs in examining the choice behaviour of

individuals:

(a) beliefs about the world; how it works and should work;

(b) beliefs about the chooser’s own situation; what is feasible and desir-

able in relation to a set of actions which seem to be available;

(c) beliefs about a range of desirable outcomes (Strain, 1996, 

p. 54).
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Greenfield (1979, p. 103) asserts that formal theories make the mistake of

treating the meanings of leaders as if they were the objective realities of the

organization:

Life in organisations is filled with contending ideologies . . . Too frequently in

the past, organisation and administrative theory has . . . taken sides in the ide-

ological battles of social process and presented as ‘theory’ the views of a dom-

inating set of values, the views of rulers, elites, and their administrators.

One possible outcome of the different meanings placed on events may be

conflict between participants. In this respect, subjective models may take

on some of the characteristics of political theories. Where meanings coin-

cide, individuals may come together in groups and engage in political

behaviour in pursuit of objectives. Greenfield (1986, p. 72) relates conflict

to differences in values: ‘Conflict is endemic in organizations. It arises

when different individuals or groups hold opposing values or when they

must choose between accepted but incompatible values. Administrators

represent values, but they also impose them.’ In subjective models, then,

conflict is regarded as the product of competing values. However, conflict

is only one of several possible outcomes and should not be regarded as a

norm. Rather the assumption is that meanings are highly personal, often

subtle, and subject to the values and experience of participants.

4 Subjective models treat structure as a product of human interaction rather

than something which is fixed or predetermined. The organization charts

which are characteristic of formal models are regarded as fictions in that

they cannot predict the behaviour of individuals. Subjective theorists reject

the view that people have to conform to the structure of organizations.

Most managers appear to be of the opinion that structure in organisations is

pre-existent, that all organisations have a predetermined structure into which

people must fit. This is not so. Structure is simply a description of what peo-

ple do and how they relate; organisation structure is a grossly simplified descrip-

tion of jobs and relationships . . . A structure cannot be imposed on an

organisation, it can only derive from what people do. (Gray, 1982, p. 34)

Subjective approaches move the emphasis away from structure towards a

consideration of behaviour and process. Individual behaviour is thought

to reflect the personal qualities and aspirations of the participants rather

than the formal roles they occupy. Greenfield (1980, p. 40) claims that the

variable nature of human behaviour means that organizations are subject

to change: ‘There is no ultimate reality about organisations, only a state

of constant flux. Organisations are at once both the products of action

and its cause. We act out of past circumstances and drive towards those
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we intend for the future. Social realities are constantly created and re-

shaped.’

Subjective theorists are particularly critical of those models which attrib-

ute ‘human’ characteristics to organizations or regard structure as some-

thing independent of its members. In this view, schools and colleges do

not have an existence which is separate from the actions and behaviours

of their staff, students and stakeholders. ‘Organisations exist to serve

human needs, rather than the reverse’ (Bolman and Deal, 1991, p. 121).

This subjective perspective on the relative significance of structure and

behaviour has implications for the management of organizations. It sug-

gests that more attention should be given to the theory and practice of

staff motivation, and to other aspects of human resource management, and

that rather less significance should be attached to issues of organizational

structure.

5 Subjective approaches emphasize the significance of individual purposes

and deny the existence of organizational goals. Greenfield (1973, p. 553)

asks, ‘What is an organisation that it can have such a thing as a goal?’ The

view that organizations are simply the product of the interaction of their

members leads naturally to the assumption that individuals, and not organ-

izations, have objectives. The formal model’s portrayal of organizations as

powerful goal-seeking entities is treated with disdain:

In subjective theory, because organisations have no corporeal existence apart

from the experience members have of them, there can be no ‘objectives’ for an

organisation, only objectives for individual members. Furthermore, the nature

of organisations as associations of people means that they are at best means to

an end; that is they serve purposes. The purposes, however, are individual pur-

poses – whatever members require the organisation to do in order that some-

thing or other may be achieved. (Gray, 1982, p. 35)

Applying the subjective model – Rivendell School
The essence of subjective models is the view that the individual participant

is at the heart of organizations and should not be regarded as simply a cog

within the institution. The meanings placed on events by staff, governors and

students are thought to be central to our understanding of schools and col-

leges. Analysis of educational institutions thus requires a subjective dimen-

sion if a complete picture is to emerge. However, there are very few empirical

studies of schools or colleges which have adopted a subjective or phenome-

nological perspective. One significant exception is the classic study of pas-

toral care at Rivendell School (Best, Ribbins and Jarvis, 1979; Best et al.,

1983; Ribbins et al., 1981). Although this is now more than 20 years old, it
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remains a most valuable illustration of subjective theory in action.

In their two-year study of Rivendell, Best and his colleagues give explicit

recognition to the value of subjective approaches while acknowledging the

methodological difficulties they pose:

We accept the force of the argument that to explain any social phenomenon it is

necessary to establish the subjective meanings which relevant actors attach to the

phenomenon, but it is difficult to see how one can establish meanings in any hard

and fast way. Meanings are not directly observable in the world like physical objects

are, and it would be folly indeed to imagine that imputing meanings to actors or

situations was something the researcher could lightly undertake. (Best et al., 1983,

p. 58, original emphasis)

The researchers adopted several approaches to ascertain the meanings placed

on events by staff at Rivendell. There were interviews with 59 of the 82 staff,

supported by observation of teachers in various situations. Any discrepancies

between the accounts of different staff, or inconsistencies between teachers’

comments and their behaviour, were taken up at subsequent interviews: ‘In

this way, we were able to reach a position in which we are fairly confident

of the validity of the interpretations we finally made’ (Best et al., 1983, pp.

61–2). The authors’ interpretation of the stated views and behaviour of

Rivendell’s teachers depended on the context of the statement or action. The

implication of the study is that staff may modify their opinions according to

the occasion and the nature of the audience. This variation in the manifest

positions of teachers makes it difficult to ascertain their real feelings about

situations and events:

What a teacher says has to be interpreted in the light of the context in which he

says it . . . Although at Rivendell many senior staff spoke warmly and supportively

of the school’s pastoral care arrangements at meetings of feeder school parents,

this was not necessarily the case at other times. In the context of interviews and

informal discussions with researchers, some of these teachers showed themselves

capable of a criticism of the school’s pastoral arrangements to which their state-

ments in more public situations gave no clue. (Ribbins et al., 1981, pp. 162–3,

original emphasis)

Best and his colleagues were concerned to test the ‘conventional wisdom’ that

teachers have the interests of the children at the heart of their approach to

pastoral care. Their hypothesis was that there may be significant differences

between the public statements and the reality of pastoral care in schools. The

authors’ approach to this apparent contradiction was to focus on the subjec-

tive interpretations of staff rather than the official version of pastoral care

policy.

In developing an analytical theory of the growth of institutional pastoral care, we

have given great weight to the actors and their perceptions of the ‘problem’ to
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which pastoral care is intended to provide the solution. Their perceptions will . . .

be influenced by their own interests . . . The naive assumption that pastoral care

systems deal only with the problems of the children pre-empts a consideration of

the possibility that the creation of pastoral care systems and their posts of respon-

sibility may have been a response to problems confronting teachers, headteachers,

LEAs and educational administrators. (Best, Ribbins and Jarvis, 1979, pp. 36–8)

The public statements about pastoral care at Rivendell reflect the conventional

wisdom of a child-centred approach. Staff have an obvious interest in main-

taining and enhancing the reputation of their school and official pastoral care

policy has to be interpreted in that light: 

Headteachers and senior staff have a vested interest in portraying their school as

a ‘caring’ institution because their own public image, and therefore to some extent

their self-image, depends in no small measure on the evaluation which the public

at large make of the institution for which they are responsible. This is heightened

when a school is in the position of Rivendell Comprehensive, battling constantly

against what staff believed to be an unjustifiably poor reputation in the local com-

munity. (Best et al., 1983, p. 57)

Examples of the discontinuity between the school’s official policy and pas-

toral care practice occurred during the research period at Rivendell. Ribbins

et al. (1981, p. 166) record one significant incident which serves to highlight

this contrast:

We once interviewed a fairly senior member of staff who spent some time telling

us how much he cared for children and how the ‘interests’ of his pupils came

first with him. At this point a lower school boy knocked, and without waiting

for permission, entered the room. He was immediately subjected to a diatribe

of impressive proportions and sent from the room to ‘wait to be dealt with

later’. Once the boy had left, the teacher took up his account exactly where he

had left it before the interruption, but to two researchers who were now a good

deal more sceptical than they had been a few minutes before.

The numerous perceptions which emerged from the many interviews and

observations at Rivendell were classified by the authors into five perspectives

on pastoral care:

• child-centred;

• pupil-centred;

• discipline-centred;

• administrator-centred;

• subject-centred.

These perspectives represent clusters of the various interpretations of school

policy suggested by the staff. The child-centred perspective focuses on the

problems of the child as an individual. It centres on issues of personal hap-
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piness and adaptation and supports the conventional wisdom of the school

as a caring environment for its pupils. 

The pupil-centred perspective relates primarily to children in their aca-

demic roles as pupils. The pastoral provision in the school is evaluated in

terms of its function as a facilitator of a pupil’s academic performance. Here

the concern for pupils’ welfare is mainly geared to the promotion of their

learning rather than the personal happiness of the children as individuals.

The discipline-centred perspective focuses on problems of teachers’ con-

trol in the classroom and the difficulties created by the failure of other staff

to give them support. Here the school’s pastoral care provision is perceived

as a vehicle for the control of pupils. For certain teachers the pastoral care

structure of the school was assessed in terms of discipline and control.

Pastoral staff were there to be ‘used’ by teachers to resolve their problems

of control. 

The administrator-centred perspective relates to the efficiency of the school

as an administrative organization. At Rivendell the dual structure of years

and houses was criticized by several staff on the grounds of organizational

complexity. Teachers who adopt an administrator-centred approach thus eval-

uate pastoral structures in terms of their administrative efficiency rather than

their effectiveness as welfare systems.

The subject-centred perspective relates primarily to the academic role of

the teacher. Staff are concerned with their work as subject specialists and

have little regard to their pastoral responsibilities. The learning situation is

perceived as one where distinct subjects are taught by specialists. 

The five perspectives identified by the authors are conceptually distinct

but few teachers fit neatly into a single category. Nevertheless, the classifi-

cation provides a useful framework of analysis for pastoral care while serv-

ing as a valuable illustration of the subjective model. The study confirms the

view of subjective theorists that the school is not a monolithic organization.

Each teacher has an individual interpretation of the school and these mean-

ings may cluster into broad perspectives as was the case at Rivendell.

Subjective models and qualitative research
The theoretical dialectic between formal and subjective models is reflected

in the often lively debate about positivism and interpretivism in educational

research. Positivist research, like the formal models, adheres to a scientific

approach. People are the objects of research and ‘scientific’ knowledge is

obtained through the collection of verified facts that are essentially ‘value

free’ and can lead to generalizations (Morrison, 2002). ‘Explanation proceeds

by way of scientific description’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000, p. 8).

In contrast, subjective models relate to a mode of research which is pre-
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dominantly interpretive or qualitative. This approach to enquiry is based on

the subjective experience of individuals. The main aim is to seek under-

standing of the ways in which individuals create, modify and interpret the

social world which they inhabit. It is concerned with meanings more than

facts and this is one of the major differences between qualitative and quan-

titative research. The link between qualitative research and subjective mod-

els is evident in Cohen, Manion and Morrison’s (2000) definition:

[Qualitative research] stresses the importance of the subjective experience of indi-

viduals in the creation of the social world . . . The principal concern is with an

understanding of the way in which he or she finds himself or herself. The approach

now takes on a qualitative . . . aspect. (Ibid., p. 7)

The main features of interpretive, or qualitative, research echo those of the

subjective models:

1 They focus on the perceptions of individuals rather than the whole organ-

ization. The subject’s individual perspective is central to qualitative

research (Morrison, 2002, p. 19). Interviews, for example, are respondent

centred and have few if any frameworks so that the participant’s mean-

ings can predominate.

2 Interpretive research is concerned with the meanings, or interpretations,

placed on events by participants. The focus is on individual interpretation

rather than the situations or actions themselves. ‘All human life is experi-

enced and constructed from a subjective perspective. For the interpretivist

there cannot be an objective reality which exists irrespective of the mean-

ings human beings bring to it’ (Morrison, 2002, p. 19). Cohen, Manion

and Morrison (2000, p. 22) add that subjective consciousness has primacy

in qualitative research and that ‘the central endeavour . . . is to understand

the subjective world of human experience’.

3 Research findings are interpreted using ‘grounded’ theory in contrast to

positivist researchers who generally ‘devise general theories of human

behaviour and [seek] to validate them through the use of increasingly com-

plex research methodologies’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000, p. 23).

The use of theory is very different for interpretive researchers: ‘Theory is

emergent and must arise from particular situations; it should be

‘‘grounded’’ on data generated by the research act. Theory should not

precede research but follow it’ (ibid., p. 23).

Just as researchers seek the individual perceptions of participants, leaders and

managers have to be aware of the individual needs of their colleagues and

stakeholders. A recognition of the different values and motivations of the

people who work in, or relate to, schools and colleges, is essential if they

are to be led and managed effectively.
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Subjective models: goals, structure, environment and leadership

Goals

Subjective models differ from other approaches in that they stress the goals
of individuals rather than the objectives of the institution or its subunits.

Members of organizations are thought to have their own personal aims which

they seek to achieve within the institution. The notion of organizational

objectives, central to formal and collegial models, is rejected, as Coulson

(1985, p. 44) suggests:

It is not schools or organisations but people who pursue goals or aims . . . Teachers,

especially perhaps headteachers, hold and pursue their own personal goals within

schools, and many of these may be only tenuously linked to the teaching–learning

process . . . These individual goals relate to the person’s self-esteem, career advance-

ment, and job satisfaction.

As Coulson suggests, individual goals may be related only tangentially to the

organization. Often they are not concerned with wider institutional issues but

reflect the personal wishes of the staff as individuals. Greenfield (1973,

p. 568) argues that, ‘Many people do not hold goals . . . in the sense of ends
that the organisation is to accomplish, but merely hold a set of beliefs about

what it is right to do in an organisation’. (Original emphases)

The denial of the concept of organizational goals creates difficulties because

teachers are usually aware of the purposes and aims of schools and colleges.

Many staff acknowledge the existence of school-wide goals such as teaching

all children to read or achieving a good record in public examinations. At a

common-sense level these are regarded as organizational objectives.

Greenfield (1973, p. 557) suggests that goals which appear to be those of

the organization are really the objectives of powerful individuals within the

institution: ‘The goals of the organisation are the current preoccupations and

intentions of the dominant organisational coalition.’ In schools it is assumed

that headteachers may possess sufficient power to promote their own pur-

poses as the objectives of the institution. Organizational goals are a chimera;

they are simply the personal aims of the most powerful individuals. In this

respect, subjective models are similar to political theories.

Two of the nine English primary schools researched by Bennett et al. (2000)

illustrate the view that school aims are really those of the headteacher:

The head [of Padingwick] was very much a visionary . . . the head had a clear view

of what needed to be done to improve the school and how this created particular

priorities at particular times. He spearheaded a series of improvement initiatives.

(Ibid., pp. 341 and 343)
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The head [of Elms] was described as a strong leader, who led from the front but

was sympathetic to others . . . there was a clear sense of direction – to improve

standards further and provide a lively and supportive learning environment for

children. The head was a key figure in this: she was seen as ‘knowing what she

wants for the school’. (Ibid., p. 342)

These examples support the subjective view that organizational goals are really

the personal aims of influential people within schools and colleges. The sub-

jective model’s emphasis on individual goals is a valuable counter to the for-

mal assumption about ‘organizational’ goals.

Organizational structure
Subjective models regard organizational structure as an outcome of the inter-

action of participants rather than a fixed entity which is independent of the

people within the institution. Structure is a product of the behaviour of indi-

viduals and serves to explain the relationships between members of organi-

zations. ‘An organisation structure should be seen as something constructed

and sustained through human interaction . . . Structure is a description of

behaviour rather than a constraint upon it; structure describes what people

do and how they relate’ (Cuthbert, 1984, p. 60). Formal and collegial mod-

els tend to regard structure as a fixed and stable aspect of organizations while

subjective theories emphasize the different meanings placed on structure by

the individuals within the institution. The management team might be por-

trayed as a participative forum by the headteacher but be regarded by other

staff as a vehicle for the one-way dissemination of information

Teachers interpret relationships in schools and colleges in different ways

and, in doing so, they influence the structures within their institutions.

However, there are variations in the amount of power which individuals can

wield in seeking to modify structure. In education, heads and principals are

often able to impose their interpretations of structure on the institutions they

lead. They can introduce a faculty structure to promote inter-departmental

co-operation, for example, but the effectiveness of such a change depends

crucially on the attitudes of the staff concerned. ‘Organisations will change

as rapidly (or as slowly) as the ideas of their members’ (Crowther, 1990, p.

14).

Lumby’s (2001) research with English further education colleges demon-

strates the complex relationship between organizational structure and the atti-

tudes of managers and staff. She notes that, in the period following major

reform in the early 1990s, most colleges had restructured but the motivation

for change owed more to managers’ desire for control than to any other 

factor:
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The restructuring process followed the appointment of a new principal or a merger,

and did not seem to be in response to particular factors but, rather, the principal’s

vehicle for making a new start, placing people in new roles where they might have

a vested interest in supporting the new order. Restructuring can therefore be seen

as both a process for response to the external environment and an internal polit-

ical process of reshaping power. (Lumby, 2001, p. 89)

Structural change alone may be ineffective if it lacks the support of the

people within the organization, as Greenfield, (1973, p. 565) demonstrates:

Shifting the external trappings of organisation, which we may call organisation

structure if we wish, turns out to be easier than altering the deeper meanings and

purposes which people express through organisation . . . we are forced to see prob-

lems of organisational structure as inherent not in ‘structure’ itself but in the human

meanings and purposes which support that structure. Thus it appears that we can-

not solve organisational problems by either abolishing or improving structure alone;

we must also look at their human foundations.

While accepting the strictures of Greenfield about the limitations of structural

change, there are obvious difficulties in understanding and responding to

numerous personal interpretations of situations in organizations. The elusive

and variable nature of human meanings suggests that organizational change

may be a slow and uncertain process because it depends primarily on an

understanding of individual wishes and beliefs.

Subjective theorists may be more interested in processes and relationships

than in structure. While structure relates to the institutional level, subjective

models focus on individuals and their interpretations of events and situations.

The emphasis is on small-scale issues of concern to people rather than the

macro-level of organizational structure: ‘The phenomenologist is less con-

cerned with structures than with processes involved at the microcosmic level

as groups construct new realities within the framework of relatively enduring

institutions’ (Hoyle, 1986, p. 14).

The external environment
In subjective models little attention is paid to relationships between organi-

zations and their external environments. This may be because organizations

are not portrayed as viable entities. The focus is on the meanings placed on

events by people within the organization rather than interaction between the

institution and groups or individuals external to it. The notion of outside

bodies exerting influence on the school or college makes little sense when

subjective models claim that organizations have no existence independent of

the individuals within them.

Where subjective models deal with the environment at all, the emphasis
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is on links between individuals within and outside the organization rather

than external pressures on the total institution. The assumption that human

behaviour stems from a personal interpretation of events raises the issue of

the source of these meanings. Subjective theorists argue that they emanate

from the external environment:

The kinds of organisation we live in derive not from their structure but from atti-

tudes and experiences we bring to organisations from the wider society in which

we live. (Greenfield, 1973, p. 558)

In education, the interpretations of individuals may originate from several

sources. For teachers a major influence is the socialization that results from

their induction into the profession. The process of socialization may be rein-

forced through interaction with significant individuals who emanate from the

same professional background. These may include education officers, inspec-

tors and university lecturers. These professional contacts may be less impor-

tant for self-managing schools but their historical influence has tended to

produce shared meanings and values. 

Teachers are also subject to personal influences such as their family, friends

and members of clubs and societies external to the school. These sources may

lead to a diversity of meanings. Greenfield (1973, p. 559) prefers to empha-

size differences in interpretation rather than shared meanings:

This notion of organisations as dependent upon meanings and purposes which indi-

viduals bring to organisations from the wider society does not require that all indi-

viduals share the same meanings and purposes. On the contrary, the views I am

outlining here should make us seek to discover the varying meanings and objec-

tives that individuals bring to the organisations of which they are a part.

Formal models stress the accountability of organizations, and senior staff

within them, to certain groups and individuals in the external environment.

Subjective theories give little attention to this issue but the focus is implicitly

on the answerability of individual teachers rather than the accountability of

the institution itself (Bush, 1994). Accountability may be primarily to the indi-

vidual’s own beliefs and values rather than to organizational leaders. While

the focus on individual accountability is legitimate, because it is people who

act, the subjective model fails to deal with the expectations of external groups

and individuals who often require an explanation of institutional policies and

practice.

Leadership
The concept of leadership fits rather uneasily within the framework of sub-

jective models. Individuals place different meanings on events and this applies

to all members, whatever their formal position in the organization. People
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who occupy leadership roles have their own values, beliefs and goals. All

participants, including leaders, pursue their own interests. A significant dif-

ference, however, is that leaders of organizations may be in a position to

impose their interpretations of events on other members of the institution.

Management may be seen as a form of control, with heads and principals

elevating their meanings to the status of school or college policy. These lead-

ers may use their resources of power to require compliance with these inter-

pretations even where other staff do not share those meanings.

Subjective theorists prefer to stress the personal qualities of individuals

rather than their official positions in the organization. ‘Situations require

appropriate behaviours for their resolution and this can only be done by

those best fitted to deal with them irrespective of their formal position or

status in the organisation’ (Gray, 1982, p. 41). This emphasis on the personal

attributes of staff suggests that formal roles are an inadequate guide to behav-

iour. Rather, individuals bring their own values and meanings to their work

and interpret their roles in different ways according to their beliefs and expe-

rience.

The subjective view is that leadership is a product of personal qualities

and skills and not simply an automatic outcome of official authority.

However, positional power also remains significant. Perhaps the most effec-

tive leaders are those who have positional power and the personal qualities

to command the respect of colleagues, a combination of the formal and sub-

jective perspectives.

Postmodern leadership
The notion of postmodern leadership aligns closely with the principles of

subjective models. This is a relatively recent model of leadership which has

no generally agreed definition. For example, Starratt’s (2001, p. 34) discus-

sion of ‘a postmodern theory of democratic leadership’ does not define the

concept beyond suggesting that postmodernism might legitimize the practice

of democratic leadership in schools.

Keough and Tobin (2001, p. 2) say that ‘current postmodern culture cel-

ebrates the multiplicity of subjective truths as defined by experience and rev-

els in the loss of absolute authority’. They identify several key features of

postmodernism:

• Language does not reflect reality.

• Reality does not exist; there are multiple realities.

• Any situation is open to multiple interpretations.

• Situations must be understood at local level with particular attention to

diversity (ibid., pp. 11–13).
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Similarly, Sackney and Mitchell (2001) refer to ‘widely divergent meanings’

(ibid., p. 6) and to ‘alternative truth claims’ (ibid., p. 9). They add that power

is located throughout the organisation and ‘enacted by all members’ (ibid.,

p. 11), leading to empowerment.

The postmodern model offers few clues to how leaders are expected to

operate. This is also a weakness of the parallel Greenfield (1973) model. The

most useful point to emerge from such analyses is that leaders should respect,

and give attention to, the diverse and individual perspectives of stakehold-

ers. They should also avoid reliance on the hierarchy because this concept

has little meaning in such a fluid organization. Starratt (2001) aligns post-

modernity with democracy and advocates a ‘more consultative, participatory,

inclusionary stance’ (ibid., p. 348), an approach which is consistent with col-

legiality (see Chapter 4).

Sackney and Mitchell (2001, pp. 13–14) stress the centrality of individual

interpretation of events while also criticizing transformational leadership as

potentially manipulative: ‘Leaders must pay attention to the cultural and sym-

bolic structure of meaning construed by individuals and groups . . . post-

modern theories of leadership take the focus off vision and place it squarely

on voice.’ Instead of a compelling vision articulated by leaders, there are

multiple visions and diverse cultural meanings.

The limitations of subjective models
Subjective models are prescriptive approaches in that they reflect beliefs about

the nature of organizations rather than presenting a clear framework for

analysis. Their protagonists make several cogent points about educational

institutions but this alternative perspective does not represent a comprehen-

sive approach to the management of schools and colleges. Subjective mod-

els can be regarded as ‘anti-theories’ in that they emerged as a reaction to

the perceived limitations of the formal models. Greenfield is zealous in his

advocacy of subjective approaches and his rejection of many of the central

assumptions of conventional organizational theory.

Although subjective models introduce several important concepts into the

theory of educational management, they have four significant weaknesses

which serve to limit their validity:

1 Subjective models are strongly normative in that they reflect the attitudes

and beliefs of their supporters. Greenfield, in particular, has faced a bar-

rage of criticism, much of it fuelled by emotion rather than reason, for

his advocacy of these theories. As long ago as 1980, Willower claimed that

subjective models are ‘ideological’:
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[Phenomenological] perspectives feature major ideological components and their

partisans tend to be true believers when promulgating their positions rather than

offering them for critical examination and test . . . The message is being preached

by recent converts who . . . now embrace it wholeheartedly and with the ded-

ication of the convert. (Willower, 1980, p. 7)

This comment serves to illustrate the intensity of feelings engendered by

Greenfield’s challenge to conventional theory. Nevertheless, there is sub-

stance in Willower’s criticism. Subjective models comprise a series of prin-

ciples, which have attracted the committed support of a few adherents,

rather than a coherent body of theory: ‘Greenfield sets out to destroy the

central principles of conventional theory but consistently rejects the idea

of proposing a precisely formulated alternative’ (Hughes and Bush, 1991,

p. 241).

2 Subjective models seem to assume the existence of an organization within

which individual behaviour and interpretation occur but there is no clear

indication of the nature of the organization. It is acknowledged that teach-

ers work within a school or college, but these bodies are not recognized

as viable organizations. Educational institutions are thought to have no

structure beyond that created by their members. The notion of school and

college objectives is dismissed because only people can have goals. So

organizations are nothing more than a product of the meanings of their

participants. In emphasizing the interpretations of individuals, subjective

theorists neglect the institutions within which individuals behave, interact

and derive meanings. 

3 Subjective theorists imply that meanings are so individual that there may

be as many interpretations as people. In practice, though, these meanings

tend to cluster into patterns which do enable participants and observers

to make valid generalizations about organizations. The notion of totally

independent perceptions is suspect because individual meanings depend on

participants’ background and experience. Teachers, for example, emanate

from a common professional background which often results in shared

meanings and purposes. Ryan (1988, pp. 69–70) criticizes Greenfield’s

neglect of the ‘collective’: ‘By focusing exclusively on the “individual” as

a theoretical . . . entity, he precludes analyses of collective enterprises.

Social phenomena cannot be reduced solely to “the individual”.’

Subjective models also fail to explain the many similarities between

schools. If individual perceptions provide the only valid definitions of

organizations, why do educational institutions have so many common fea-

tures? A teacher from one school would find some unique qualities in

other schools but would also come across many familiar characteristics.

This suggests that there is an entity called a ‘school’ which may evoke
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similar impressions amongst participants and observers. 

4 A major criticism of subjective models is that they provide few guidelines

for managerial action. Leaders are left with little more substantial than the

need to acknowledge the individual meanings placed on events by mem-

bers of organizations. Formal models stress the authority of heads to make

decisions while pointing to the need to acknowledge the place of official

groups such as management teams and governing bodies. Collegial mod-

els emphasize the desirability of reaching agreement with colleagues and

providing opportunities for participation in decision-making. Political

models accentuate the significance of building coalitions among interest

groups in order to ensure support for policy proposals. Subjective models

offer no such formula for the development of leadership strategies but the

focus on the individual may provide some guidance. The leader may seek

to influence individual behaviour through the application of motivation

theory in order to produce a better ‘fit’ between the participant’s personal

wishes and the leader’s preferences. This stance may help leaders but it is

much less secure than the precepts of the formal model. As Greenfield

himself acknowledges: ‘This conception of organisations does not make

them easy to control or to change’ (Greenfield, 1980, p. 27).

Conclusion: the importance of the individual
The subjective model has introduced some important considerations into the

debate on the nature of schools and colleges. The emphasis on the primacy

of individual meanings is a valuable aid to our understanding of educational

institutions. A recognition of the different values and motivations of the peo-

ple who work in organizations is an essential element if they are to be man-

aged successfully. Certainly teachers are not simply automatons carrying out

routine activities with mechanical precision. Rather, they deploy their indi-

vidual skills and talents for the benefit of pupils and students.

The subjective model is also valuable in providing conceptual underpin-

ning for interpretive research methodology. The focus on the individual per-

ceptions of actors is at the heart of qualitative research. Similarly, subjective

models have close links with the emerging, but still weakly defined, notion

of postmodern leadership. Leaders need to attend to the multiple voices in

their organizations and to develop a ‘power to’ not a ‘power over’ model of

leadership. However, as Sackney and Mitchell (2001, p. 19) note, ‘we do not

see how postmodern leadership . . . can be undertaken without the active

engagement of the school principal’. In other words, the subjective approach

works only if leaders wish it to work, a fragile basis for any approach to

educational leadership.

Subjective models provide a significant new slant on organizations but the
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perspective is partial. The stress on individual interpretation of events is valid

but ultimately it leads to a blind alley. If there are as many meanings as teach-

ers, as Greenfield claims, our capacity to understand educational institutions

is likely to be fully stretched. If individual meanings are themselves subject

to variation according to the context, as Sackney and Mitchell (2001, p. 8)

suggest, then the number of permutations is likely to be overwhelming. In

practice, however, interpretations do cluster into patterns, if only because

shared meanings emerge from the professional socialization undergone by

teachers during training and induction. If there are common meanings, it is

possible to derive some generalizations about behaviour. 

The subjective perspective does offer some valuable insights which act as

a corrective to the more rigid features of formal models. The focus on indi-

vidual interpretations of events is a useful antidote to the uniformity of sys-

tems and structural theories. Similarly, the emphasis on individual aims,

rather than organizational objectives, is an important contribution to our

understanding of schools and colleges. Greenfield’s work has broadened our

understanding of educational institutions and exposed the weaknesses of the

formal models. His admirers stress the significance of his contribution to

organizational theory:

Greenfield . . . has almost single-handedly led a generation of educational admin-

istration theorists to a new perspective on their work. It seems indisputable that a

decade from now . . . Greenfield’s work will be regarded as truly pioneering.

(Crowther, 1990, p. 15)

To understand Greenfield, whether one agrees with him or not, is to understand

the nature of organizational reality better and to be better able to advance the state

of the art. (Hodgkinson, 1993, p. xvi)

Despite these eulogies, it is evident that subjective models have supplemented,

rather than supplanted, the formal theories Greenfield set out to attack. While

his focus on individual meanings is widely applauded, the notion of schools

and colleges as organizational entities has not been discarded. There is a wider

appreciation of events and behaviour in education but many of the assump-

tions underpinning the formal model remain dominant in both theory and

practice.

The search for a synthesis between formal models and Greenfield’s analy-

sis has scarcely begun. One way of understanding the relationship between

formal and subjective models may be in terms of scale. Formal models are

particularly helpful in understanding the total institution and its relationships

with external bodies. In education, the interaction between schools and

national or local government may be explained best by using bureaucratic and

structural concepts. However, the subjective model may be especially valid in
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examining individual behaviour and relationships between individuals. Formal

and subjective models thus provide complementary approaches to our under-

standing of organizations. The official structure of schools and colleges should

be examined alongside consideration of the individual behaviour and percep-

tions of staff and students. While institutions cannot be understood fully with-

out an assessment of the meanings of participants, these interpretations are

of limited value unless the more formal and stable aspects of organizations

are also examined.
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7
Ambiguity Models

Central features of ambiguity models
Ambiguity models include all those approaches that stress uncertainty and

unpredictability in organizations. The emphasis is on the instability and com-

plexity of institutional life. These theories assume that organizational objec-

tives are problematic and that institutions experience difficulty in ordering

their priorities. Sub-units are portrayed as relatively autonomous groups

which are connected only loosely with one another and with the institution

itself. Decision-making occurs within formal and informal settings where par-

ticipation is fluid. Individuals are part-time members of policy-making groups

who move in and out of the picture according to the nature of the topic and

the interests of the potential participants. Ambiguity is a prevalent feature of

complex organizations such as schools and colleges and is likely to be par-

ticularly acute during periods of rapid change. The definition below incor-

porates the main elements of these approaches:

Ambiguity models are associated with a group of theorists, mostly from the

United States, who developed their ideas in the 1970s. They were dissatisfied

with the formal models which they regarded as inadequate for many organi-

zations, particularly during phases of instability. March (1982, p. 36) points

to the jumbled reality in certain kinds of organization:

Theories of choice underestimate the confusion and complexity surrounding actual

decision making. Many things are happening at once; technologies are changing

and poorly understood; alliances, preferences, and perceptions are changing; prob-

lems, solutions, opportunities, ideas, people, and outcomes are mixed together in

a way that makes their interpretation uncertain and their connections unclear.

Unlike certain other theories, the data supporting ambiguity models have been

drawn largely from educational settings. Schools and colleges are character-

Ambiguity models assume that turbulence and unpredictability are dominant
features of organizations.There is no clarity over the objectives of institutions
and their processes are not properly understood. Participation in policy mak-
ing is fluid as members opt in or out of decision opportunities.
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ized as having uncertain goals, unclear technology and fluid participation in

decision-making. They are also subject to changing demands from their envi-

ronments. These factors lead March and Olsen (1976, p. 12) to assert that

‘ambiguity is a major feature of decision making in most public and educa-

tional organizations’.

Ambiguity models have the following major features:

1 There is a lack of clarity about the goals of the organization. Many insti-

tutions are thought to have inconsistent and opaque objectives. Formal

models assume that organizations have clear purposes which guide the

activities of their members. Ambiguity perspectives, by contrast, suggest

that goals are so vague that they can be used to justify almost any behav-

iour. It may be argued that aims become clear only through the behaviour

of members of the organization:

It is difficult to impute a set of goals to the organization that satisfies the stan-

dard consistency requirements of theories of choice. The organization appears

to operate on a variety of inconsistent and ill-defined preferences. It can be

described better as a loose collection of changing ideas than as a coherent struc-

ture. It discovers preferences through action more often than it acts on the basis

of preferences. (Cohen and March, 1986, p. 3)

Educational institutions are regarded as typical in having no clearly defined

objectives. The discretion available to teachers enables them to identify

their own educational purposes and to act in accordance with those aims

for most of their professional activities. Because teachers work independ-

ently for much of their time, they may experience little difficulty in pur-

suing their own interests. As a result schools and colleges are thought to

have no coherent pattern of aims:

It may not be at all clear what the goals of the school are. Different members

of the school may perceive different goals or attribute different priorities to the

same goals, or even be unable to define goals which have any operational mean-

ing. Thus while it is commonly expected that those who work in schools should

have some overall purpose it is likely that the organizational context of many

schools actually renders this either impossible or very difficult. Hence schools

face an ambiguity of purpose, the result of which is that the achievement of

goals which are educational in any sense cease to be central to the functioning

of the school. (Bell, 1989, p. 134)

2 Ambiguity models assume that organizations have a problematic technol-
ogy in that their processes are not properly understood. Institutions are

unclear about how outcomes emerge from their activities. This is particu-

larly true of client-serving organizations where the technology is neces-

sarily tailored to the needs of the individual client. In education it is not
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clear how pupils and students acquire knowledge and skills so the processes

of teaching are clouded with doubt and uncertainty. Bell (1980, p. 188)

claims that ambiguity infuses the central functions of schools:

Teachers are often unsure about what it is they want their pupils to learn, about

what it is the pupils have learned about and how, if at all, learning has actually

taken place. The learning process is inadequately understood and therefore

pupils may not always be learning effectively whilst the basic technology avail-

able in schools is often not understood because its purposes are only vaguely

recognized . . . Since the related technology is so unclear the processes of teach-

ing and learning are clouded in ambiguity.

3 Ambiguity theorists argue that organizations are characterized by frag-
mentation and loose coupling. Institutions are divided into groups which

have internal coherence based on common values and goals. Links between

the groups are more tenuous and unpredictable. Weick (1976, p. 3) uses

the term ‘loose coupling’ to describe relationships between sub-units:

By loose coupling, the author intends to convey the image that coupled events

are responsive, but that each event also preserves its own identity and some evi-

dence of its physical or logical separateness . . . their attachment may be cir-

cumscribed, infrequent, weak in its mutual effects, unimportant, and/or slow to

respond . . . Loose coupling also carries connotations of impermanence, dis-

solvability, and tacitness all of which are potentially crucial properties of the

‘glue’ that holds organizations together. (original emphases)

Weick subsequently elaborated his model by identifying eight particularly

significant examples of loose coupling that occur between:

(a) individuals;

(b) sub-units;

(c) organizations;

(d) hierarchical levels;

(e) organizations and environments;

(f) ideas;

(g) activities;

(h) intentions and actions (Orton and Weick, 1990, p. 208).

The concept of loose coupling was developed for, and first applied to, edu-

cational institutions. It is particularly appropriate for organizations whose

members have a substantial degree of discretion. Client-serving bodies such

as schools and colleges fit this metaphor much better than, say, car assem-

bly plants where operations are regimented and predictable. The degree of

integration required in education is markedly less than in many other set-

tings, allowing fragmentation to develop and persist.
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4 Within ambiguity models organizational structure is regarded as problem-

atic. There is uncertainty over the relative power of the different parts of

the institution. Committees and other formal bodies have rights and

responsibilities which overlap with each other and with the authority

assigned to individual managers. The effective power of each element

within the structure varies with the issue and according to the level of par-

ticipation of committee members. The more complex the structure of the

organization, the greater the potential for ambiguity. In this view, the for-

mal structures discussed in Chapter 3 may conceal more than they reveal

about the pattern of relationships in organizations.

In education, the validity of the formal structure as a representation of

the distribution of power depends on the size and complexity of the insti-

tution. Many primary schools have a simple authority structure centred

on the head and there is little room for misunderstanding. In colleges and

large secondary schools, there is often an elaborate pattern of interlock-

ing committees and working parties. Noble and Pym’s (1970, p. 436) clas-

sic study of decision-making in a college illustrates the ambiguity of

structure in large organizations:

The lower level officials or committees argue that they, of course, can only make

recommendations. Departments must seek the approval of inter-departmental

committees, these in turn can only submit reports and recommendations to the

general management committee. It is there we are told that decisions must be

made . . . In the general management committee, however, though votes are

taken and decisions formally reached, there was a widespread feeling, not infre-

quently expressed even by some of its senior members, of powerlessness, a feel-

ing that decisions were really taken elsewhere . . . as a committee they could

only assent to decisions which had been put up to them from one of the lower

tier committees or a sub-committee . . . The common attribution of effective

decision making to a higher or lower committee has led the authors to describe

the decision-making structure in this organisation as an involuted hierarchy.

These structural ambiguities lead to uncertainties about the authority and

responsibility of individual leaders and managers. Referring to English fur-

ther education colleges, Gleeson and Shain (1999, p. 469) point to ‘the

ambiguous territory which middle managers occupy between lecturers and

senior managers’, a position which also affects middle level leaders in

schools (Bush, 2002). One middle manager interviewed by Glesson and

Shain (1999, p. 469) illustrates this point: ‘The staff don’t really know

where we fit in and I don’t think the senior management really knows

either . . . I don’t know where we fit.’ These uncertainties undoubtedly

create tension for middle level leaders but also gives them a certain amount

of scope to determine their own role. ‘Ambiguity . . . allows middle
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managers some room for manoeuvre’ (Glesson and Shain, 1999, p. 470).

5 Ambiguity models tend to be particularly appropriate for professional
client-serving organizations. In education, the pupils and students often

demand inputs into the process of decision-making, especially where it has

a direct influence on their educational experience. Teachers are expected

to be responsive to the perceived needs of their pupils rather than oper-

ating under the direct supervision of hierarchical superordinates. The

requirement that professionals make individual judgements, rather than

acting in accordance with managerial prescriptions, leads to the view that

the larger schools and colleges operate in a climate of ambiguity: ‘I believe

that large and complex, multipurpose, rapidly expanding or otherwise

changing organizations are anarchic . . . So are organizations with a high

degree of professionalisation among their rank and file; service-producing

organizations probably fit this picture better than goods-producing enter-

prises do’ (Enderud, 1980, p. 236).

6 Ambiguity theorists emphasize that there is fluid participation in the man-

agement of organizations. Members move in and out of decision-making

situations, as Cohen and March (1986, p. 3) suggest: ‘The participants in

the organization vary among themselves in the amount of time and effort

they devote to the organization; individual participants vary from one time

to another. As a result standard theories of power and choice seem to be

inadequate.’ Bell (1989, pp. 139–40) elaborates this concept and applies

it to education:

The school consists of groups of pupils and teachers all of whom make a wide

range of demands on the organization. By their very nature schools gain and

lose large numbers of pupils each year and . . . staff may move or change their

roles . . . Membership of the school also becomes fluid in the sense that the

extent to which individuals are willing and able to participate in its activities

may change over time and according to the nature of the activity itself. In this

way schools are peopled by participants who wander in and out. The notion of

membership is thus ambiguous, and therefore it becomes extremely difficult to

attribute responsibility to a particular member of the school for some areas of

the school’s activities.

Changes in the powers of governing bodies in schools in England and

Wales during the 1980s and 1990s add another dimension to the notion

of fluid participation in decision-making. Lay governors now have an

enhanced role in the governance of schools. Nominally, they have sub-

stantial responsibility for the management of staff, finance, external rela-

tions and the curriculum. In practice, however, they usually delegate most

of their powers to the headteacher and school staff. The nature of dele-

gation, the extent of the participation of individual governors in commit-
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tees and working parties, and the relationship between the headteacher

and the chair of governors may be unpredictable elements of the rela-

tionship.

At Stratford Secondary School in East London, disagreement between

the headteacher and chair of governors about the powers of the govern-

ing body led to the involvement of the Secretary of State and the courts.

In this case, the chair wanted a level of participation in school manage-

ment much greater than that expected in most other schools (Bush,

Coleman and Glover 1993). While this is an extreme case, it serves to

illustrate the ambiguity of the relationship between full-time professionals

and part-time lay governors in the management of the school.

7 A further source of ambiguity is provided by the signals emanating from

the organization’s environment. There is evidence that educational insti-

tutions are becoming more dependent on external groups. Self-managing

schools and colleges are vulnerable to changing patterns of parental and

student demand. Through the provision for open enrolment, parents and

potential parents are able to exercise more power over schools. Funding

levels, in turn, are often linked to recruitment, for example in the student-

related element of school and college finance in England and Wales. The

publication of examination and test results, and of OFSTED inspection

reports, also serves to heighten dependence on elements in the external

environment.

For all these reasons, institutions are becoming more open to external

groups. In an era of rapid change, they may experience difficulties in inter-

preting the various messages being transmitted from the environment and

in dealing with conflicting signals. The uncertainty arising from the exter-

nal context adds to the ambiguity of the decision-making process within

the institution. When there is exceptional environmental turbulence, as

with schools and universities in post-apartheid South Africa, the notion of

ambiguity is particularly powerful (Bush, 2003).

8 Ambiguity theorists emphasize the prevalence of unplanned decisions.
Formal models assume that problems arise, possible solutions are formu-

lated and the most appropriate solution is chosen. The preferred option

is then implemented and subject to evaluation in due course. Proponents

of the ambiguity model claim that this logical sequence rarely occurs in

practice. Rather the lack of agreed goals means that decisions have no

clear focus. Problems, solutions and participants interact and choices some-

how emerge from the confusion. 

Hoyle (1986, pp. 69–70) refers to Christensen’s (1976) study of a

Danish school in which three apparently firm decisions were made but

none of these ‘decisions’ were implemented, apparently for four reasons:
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(a) The outcome of a decision may be less important than the process.

(b) Implementation is in the hands of people who may not share the atti-

tudes of the decision-making group.

(c) The high level of attention given to the making of a decision may not

be sustained through to its implementation.

(d) Other problems absorb the energies of the organization as new crises

arise.

In England and Wales, ambiguity models can be illustrated by the resource

allocation process in schools and colleges. Because there is little clarity

about the goals of organizations, the notion of linking budgeting to aims

is problematic. It is difficult to determine priorities among competing alter-

natives and the notion of an optimum choice is contentious (Bush, 2000,

p. 113). Budgetary decisions are likely to be characterized by ambiguity

rather than rationality, as Levačić (1995) research suggests:

The rational model is undermined by ambiguity, since it is so heavily depend-

ent on the availability of information about relationships between inputs and

outputs – between means and ends. If ambiguity prevails, then it is not possi-

ble for organizations to have clear aims and objectives. Reliable information

about the relationships between different quantities and combinations of inputs

and resulting outputs cannot be obtained. This state of affairs would explain

why decision-making, particularly in the public sector, does not in fact follow

the rational model, but is characterized by incrementalism. (Levačić 1995,

p. 82)

Bennett et al.’s (2000) study of development planning in English primary

schools also casts doubt on the validity of rational models. They claim that

primary schools are working in a highly turbulent environment and that

this inevitably affects the planning process: ‘It is impossible to predict the

environment in which the school must operate, and management is so

taken up with day-to-day responses to events as they occur that resources

for strategic planning . . . are unlikely to be available (ibid., p. 349).

These examples serve to illustrate the problematic nature of the rela-

tionship between the decision-making process and the outcomes of that

process. The rational assumption that implementation is a straightforward

element in the decision process appears to be flawed. In practice, it is just

as uncertain as the process of choice.

9 Ambiguity models stress the advantages of decentralization. Given the com-

plexity and unpredictability of organizations, it is thought that many deci-

sions should be devolved to sub-units and individuals. Departments are

relatively coherent and may be able to adapt rapidly to changing circum-

stances. Decentralized decision-making avoids the delays and uncertainties

associated with the institutional level. Individual and departmental auton-
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omy are seen as appropriate for professional staff who are required to

exercise their judgement in dealing with clients. Successful departments

are able to expand and thrive, while weaker areas may contract or even

close during difficult periods. Weick (1976, p. 7) argues that devolution

enables organizations to survive while particular sub-units are threatened:

If there is a breakdown in one portion of a loosely coupled system then this

breakdown is sealed off and does not affect other portions of the organization

. . . when any element misfires or decays or deteriorates, the spread of this dete-

rioration is checked in a loosely coupled system . . . A loosely coupled system

can isolate its trouble spots and prevent the trouble from spreading.

While decentralization does have certain merits, it may be difficult to sus-

tain when leaders are increasingly answerable for all aspects of the insti-

tution. Underperforming departments or units can be identified through

the inspection process, and the publication of performance indicators, and

this limits the scope for ‘sealing off ’ the weak sub-units. Rather, action

must be taken to remedy the weakness if the institution is to thrive in a

period of heightened market and public accountability.

The garbage can model
The most celebrated of the ambiguity perspectives is the garbage can model

developed by Cohen and March (1986). On the basis of empirical research,

they conclude that ambiguity is one of the major characteristics of universi-

ties and colleges in the United States. They reject the sequential assumptions

of the formal models in which decisions are thought to emanate from a

rational process. Rather they regard decision-making as fundamentally

ambiguous. They liken the process to that of a ‘garbage can’:

A key to understanding the processes within organizations is to view a choice

opportunity as a garbage can into which various problems and solutions are

dumped by participants. The mix of garbage in a single can depends partly on the

labels attached to the alternative cans; but it also depends on what garbage is being

produced at the moment, on the mix of cans available, and on the speed with

which garbage is collected and removed from the scene. (Cohen and March, 1986,

p. 81)

In their analysis of decision-making, the authors focus on four relatively inde-

pendent streams within organizations. Decisions are outcomes of the interac-

tion of the four streams as follows:

1 Problems are the concern of people inside and outside the organization.

They arise over issues of lifestyle; family; frustrations of work; careers;

group relations within the organization; distribution of status, jobs and
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money; ideology; or current crises of mankind as interpreted by the mass

media or the next-door neighbour. All require attention. Problems are,

however, distinct from choices; and they may not be resolved when choices

are made.

2 Solutions. A solution is somebody’s product. A computer is not just a solu-

tion to a problem in payroll management, discovered when needed. It is

an answer actively looking for a question. The creation of need is not a

curiosity of the market in consumer products; it is a general phenomenon

of processes of choice. Despite the dictum that you cannot find the answer

until you have formulated the question, you often do not know what the

question is in organizational problem-solving until you know the answer.

3 Participants come and go. Since every entrance is an exit somewhere else,

the distribution of entrances depends on the attributes of the choice being

left as much as it does on the attributes of the new choice. Substantial

variation in participation stems from other demands on the participants’

time (rather than from features of the decision under study).

4 Choice opportunities. These are occasions when an organization is

expected to produce behaviour that can be called a decision. Opportunities

arise regularly, and any organization has ways of declaring an occasion for

choice. Contracts must be signed, people hired, promoted or fired, money

spent and responsibilities allocated (Cohen and March, 1986, p. 82).

Cohen and March’s analysis is persuasive. They argue that problems may

well be independent of solutions, which may be ‘waiting’ for a problem to

emerge. Participation in decision-making is fluid in many schools and col-

leges and the ‘decision’ emerging from choice opportunities may well depend

more on who is present for that meeting than on the intrinsic merits of the

potential solutions. French (1989, p. 32) illustrates the vagaries of fluid par-

ticipation in decision-making:

Most of us have in our time attended staff meetings, working parties, committee

meetings, faculty boards. They may have been important decision-making affairs.

How many people attended? All the required staff? Not quite? Ms A sends her

apologies, Mr B is ill, Mr C not seen all week . . . Half way through this eminent

event we were joined by Mr D and Ms E; then after one hour, two people left

. . . we eventually reached a decision.

Cohen and March regard the garbage can model as particularly appropriate

for higher education but several of the concepts are also relevant for schools.

The major characteristics of ambiguous goals, unclear technology and fluid

participation often apply in the secondary sector, although they may be less

evident in small primary schools.

The major contribution of the garbage can model is that it uncouples
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problems and choices. The notion of decision-making as a rational process

for finding solutions to problems is supplanted by an uneasy mix of prob-

lems, solutions and participants from which decisions may eventually emerge.

The garbage can model has a clear application to educational institutions

where there are many participants with ready-made solutions to apply to dif-

ferent problems. Levačić (1995, p. 82) contrasts this model with rational

approaches: ‘In the garbage can model, there is no clear distinction between

means and ends, no articulation of organizational goals, no evaluation of alter-

natives in relation to organizational goals and no selection of the best means.’ 

Applying the ambiguity model: Oakfields School
The ambiguity model is an important contribution to the theory of educa-

tional management. It is a descriptive and analytical model which sets out

its proponents’ views of how organizations are managed rather than a nor-

mative approach extolling the ‘right’ way to manage institutions. However,

there are few empirical studies which employ a conceptual framework drawn

from the ambiguity perspective. One important example is Bell’s (1989)

research at Oakfields, then a newly amalgamated secondary school in the

English East Midlands.

Oakfields was formed by the amalgamation of three schools as part of the

LEA’s strategy for dealing with falling pupil numbers. The new school opened

with 1,500 pupils but numbers were expected to fall to about 900 within

five years with obvious implications for staffing levels. This uncertainty was

aggravated by teachers’ union action which meant that planning could not

be undertaken at the end of the normal school day. The new school also

operated on two sites. These factors created a turbulent environment with a

high degree of ambiguity.

Bell refers to a lack of clarity about school aims, technology and school

membership. The new head identified the goals but these were not shared

by all staff. Attempts to resolve differences of view were inhibited by the

teacher action, as the headteacher indicates: ‘You may not agree with some

of the policies and procedures or even with the long term aims, but until we

can discuss these I should like everyone to enforce them for all our sakes,

but especially for the sake of the children’ (Bell, 1989, p. 135). Bell notes

that the lack of clarity about aims emanated from different perceptions held

by staff from each of the three constituent schools, particularly in respect of

discipline and aspects of the curriculum. It was clear also that teachers’ opin-

ions about the nature of the former schools influenced their attitudes: ‘Staff

. . . interpretation of the goals of the new school, and their stance towards

operationalizing those goals, owed as much to their perception of the three

constituent schools as it did to any statement of intent from the head of
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Oakfields’ (Bell, 1989, p. 136). Disagreement about the technology of the

school centred around teaching styles and about the relative merits of sepa-

rate or integrated subjects in science and humanities.

The notion of school membership was highly problematic because many

staff retained a loyalty to their former school rather than to the newly amal-

gamated unit. This was particularly true of teachers at the former secondary

school who returned to that school’s site for certain lessons. The most potent

example concerned the former head of the secondary school who was based

at the satellite campus as ‘associate head’ and also influenced the views of

several colleagues:

He could only be described as being a member of Oakfields school if the notion

of membership is used to indicate the most tenuous of connections. Several of his

erstwhile colleagues took up a similar position to the extent that they were in the

new school but not of it. (Bell, 1989, p. 140)

The ambiguous aims, technology and membership were reflected in the deci-

sion-making process which was often unpredictable and irrational. Bell claims

that Oakfields illustrates the limitations of formal theories and the salience of

the ambiguity model:

The traditional notion of the school as an hierarchical decision-making structure

with a horizontal division into departments and a vertical division into authority

levels needs to be abandoned. Such a conceptualization is unsuitable for the analy-

sis of an organization attempting to cope with an unstable and unpredictable envi-

ronment . . . The fundamental importance of unclear technology, fluid membership

and the problematic nature and position of educational goals has to be accorded

due recognition in any analysis of the organization and management of a school

such as Oakfields. (Bell, 1989, p. 146)

Ambiguity models: goals, structure, environment and leadership

Goals

Ambiguity models differ from all other approaches in stressing the prob-

lematic nature of goals. The other theories may emphasize the institution, or

the sub-unit, or the individual, but they all assume that objectives are clear

at the levels identified. The distinctive quality of the ambiguity perspective

is that purposes are regarded not only as vague and unclear but also as an

inadequate guide to behaviour: ‘Events are not dominated by intention. The

processes and the outcomes are likely to appear to have no close relation

with the explicit intention of actors . . . intention is lost in context depend-
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ent flow of problems, solutions, people, and choice opportunities’ (Cohen,

March and Olsen, 1976, p. 37). Ambiguity theorists argue that decision-mak-

ing represents an opportunity for discovering goals rather than promoting

policies based on existing objectives. The specific choice situation acts as a

catalyst in helping individuals to clarify their preferences: ‘Human choice

behaviour is at least as much a process for discovering goals as for acting on

them’ (Cohen and March, 1986, p. 220).

Hoyle (1986, pp. 69 and 71) argues that the broad aims of schools are

usually very general and uncontroversial but that difficulties arise when these

goals are translated into specific commitments. He claims that the concept

of organizational goal is ‘slippery’ and appears to adopt an approach that

combines the ambiguity and political models:

[The ambiguity] approach takes over when it becomes a question of determining

by what process particular goals become salient and what factors lead to choices

being made . . . Although most schools will certainly move in some broad direc-

tion, the notion of a set of goals to which all the components are geared fails to

correspond to the reality which is that insofar as a school has specific goals these

will emerge from the interplay of interests within the school.

Organizational structure
Ambiguity models regard organizational structure as problematic. Institutions

are portrayed as aggregations of loosely coupled sub-units with structures

that may be both ambiguous and subject to change. In many educational

organizations, and certainly in larger schools and colleges, policy is deter-

mined primarily by committees rather than by individuals. The various com-

mittees and working parties collectively comprise the structure of the

organization.

Enderud (1980, p. 248) argues that organizational structure may be sub-

ject to a variety of interpretations because of the ambiguity and sub-unit

autonomy that exists in many large and complex organizations: ‘What really

matters to the way in which the formal structure influences the processes is

not what the structure formally “looks like”, but the way it is actually used.’

Enderud (1980) points to four factors which influence the interpretation of

structure:

1 Institutions usually classify responsibilities into decision areas which are

then allocated to different bodies or individuals. An obvious example is

the distinction made between the academic and pastoral structures in many

secondary schools. However, these decision areas may not be delineated

clearly, or the topics treated within each area may overlap. A pupil’s aca-

demic progress, for example, may be hampered by personal or domestic
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considerations. ‘The result is that a given decision may quite reasonably

be subject to different classifications of decision area. This again means

that the circle of participants who are to deal with the matter is also open

to interpretation’ (Enderud, 1980, p. 249).

2 Decisions may also be classified in other ways. Issues may be major or

minor, urgent or long term, administrative or political, and so on. These

distinctions offer the same opportunities for different interpretations as

exist with delineation by area.

3 Rules and regulations concerning the decision process within the formal

structure may be unclear. The choice of rules for decision-making is often

subject to ad hoc interpretation. The adoption of a voting process, or an

attempt to reach consensus, or a proposal to defer a decision, may be

unpredictable and have a significant influence on the final outcome.

4 Rules and regulations may be disregarded in certain circumstances. Most

organizational structures have elements designed to deal with emergencies

or procedural conflicts. The formal structure may be circumvented to deal

with particular occurrences where participants can agree on such practice

(Enderud, 1980).

A further source of ambiguity concerns the extent of participation within the

organizational structure. Certain individuals within the institution have the

right to participate in decision-making through their membership of com-

mittees and working parties. Cohen, March and Olsen (1976, p. 27) stress

that committee membership is only the starting point for participation in

decision-making: ‘Such rights are necessary, but not sufficient, for actual

involvement in a decision. They can be viewed as invitations to participa-

tion. Invitations that may or may not be accepted.’ 

The elaborate participative structure at Churchfields High School in West

Bromwich, England, in the early 1990s illustrates this point well. There were

many committees which provided substantial opportunities for staff to influ-

ence decisions. In practice, however, teachers were selective about their par-

ticipation in the decision process. One deputy head explained how staff use

the structure: ‘Individuals select certain items which interest them particu-

larly and then they will make a statement and make their feelings known on

that particular issue; but many day-to-day things go through on the say so

of the headteacher’ (quoted in Bush, 1993, p. 41). 

A basic assumption of ambiguity models is that participation in decision-

making is fluid as members underuse their decision rights. One consequence

of such structural ambiguities is that decisions may be possible only where

there are enough participants. Attempts to make decisions without sufficient

participation may founder at subsequent stages of the process.

Lumby’s (2001, p. 99) research on English further education colleges sug-
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gests that staff roles are likely to be even more problematic than formal struc-

tures: ‘Whether the official place within the structure of any role had changed

or not, the way the role was seen by the role holder and by others contin-

ued to change, and was likely to be subject to ambiguity, conflict and over-

load.’

The external environment
The external environment is a source of ambiguity which contributes to the

unpredictability of organizations. Schools and colleges have a continuing exis-

tence only as long as they are able to satisfy the needs of their external con-

stituencies. So educational institutions have to be sensitive and responsive to

the messages transmitted by groups and individuals. 

Perhaps it needs to be recognized more explicitly that organizations, including

schools, sometimes operate in a complex and unstable environment over which

they exert only modest control and which is capable of producing effects which

penetrate the strongest and most selective of boundaries . . . many schools are now

unable to disregard pressures emanating from their wider environment. They are

no longer able to respond to the uncertainty which such pressures often bring by

attempting to buffer themselves against the unforeseen or by gaining control over

the source of the uncertainty and thus restoring stability. The external pressures

are, in many cases, too strong for that. (Bell, 1980, pp. 186–7)

The development of a ‘market economy’ for education in many countries

means that schools and colleges have to be increasingly sensitive to the

demands of clients and potential clients. Institutions which fail to meet the

requirements of their environments may suffer the penalty of contraction or

closure. The demise of certain schools as a result of falling rolls may be

regarded as a failure to satisfy market needs. Closure is often preceded by a

period of decline as parents opt to send their children to other schools which

are thought to be more suitable. One way of assessing these events is to view

the unpopularity of schools as a product of their inability to interpret the

wishes of the environment.

These external uncertainties interact with the other unpredictable aspects

of organizations to produce a confused pattern far removed from the clear,

straightforward assumptions associated with the formal models. A turbulent

environment combines with the internal ambiguities and may mean that man-

agement in education is often a hazardous and irrational activity, as Gunter’s

(1997) study of ‘Jurassic’ management suggests:

Management behaviour is . . . operating in an environment of constant order and

disorder. The future cannot be visioned as it is unpredictable and depends on

chance. Feedback can produce behaviour that is complex, in which a direct link
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between cause and effect cannot be seen . . . the future is created by the sensitive

response to fluctuations in the environment rather than proactive and systematic

installations of new structures and tasks. (Ibid., p. 95)

Leadership
In a climate of ambiguity traditional notions of leadership require modifica-

tion. The unpredictable features of anarchic organizations create difficulties

for leaders and suggest a different approach to the management of schools

and colleges. According to Cohen and March (1986, pp. 195–203), leaders

face four fundamental ambiguities:

1 There is an ambiguity of purpose because the goals of the organization are

unclear. It is difficult to specify a set of clear, consistent goals which would

receive the endorsement of members of the institution. Moreover, it may

be impossible to infer a set of objectives from the activities of the organ-

ization. If there are no clear goals, leaders have an inadequate basis for

assessing the actions and achievements of the institution.

2 There is an ambiguity of power because it is difficult to make a clear assess-

ment of the power of leaders. Heads and principals do possess authority

arising from their position as the formal leaders of their institutions.

However, in an unpredictable setting, formal authority is an uncertain

guide to the power of leaders. Decisions emerge from a complex process

of interaction. Leaders are participants in the process but their ‘solutions’

may not emerge as the preferred outcomes of the organization.

3 There is an ambiguity of experience because, in conditions of uncertainty,

leaders may not be able to learn from the consequences of their actions.

In a straightforward situation, leaders choose from a range of alternatives

and assess the outcome in terms of the goals of the institution. This assess-

ment then provides a basis for action in similar situations. In conditions

of ambiguity, however, outcomes depend on factors other than the behav-

iour of the leaders. External changes occur and distort the situation so

that experience becomes an unreliable guide to future action.

4 There is an ambiguity of success because it is difficult to measure the

achievements of leaders. Heads and principals are usually appointed to

these posts after good careers as teachers and middle managers. They have

become familiar with success. However, the ambiguities of purpose, power

and experience make it difficult for leaders to distinguish between success

and failure.

Cohen and March (1986, p. 195) point to the problems for leaders faced

with these uncertainties:
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These ambiguities are fundamental . . . because they strike at the heart of the usual

interpretations of leadership. When purpose is ambiguous, ordinary theories of

decision-making and intelligence become problematic. When power is ambiguous,

ordinary theories of social order and control become problematic. When experi-

ence is ambiguous, ordinary theories of learning and adaptation become problem-

atic. When success is ambiguous, ordinary theories of motivation and personal

pleasure become problematic.

These ambiguous features imply that leaders cannot control the institution in

the manner suggested by the formal models. Rather they become facilitators

of a complex decision-making process, creating opportunities for the discus-

sion of problems, the participation of members and the exposition of solu-

tions.

Two alternative leadership strategies are postulated for conditions of ambi-

guity. One stratagem involves a participative role for leaders to maximize their

influence on policy. Cohen and March (1986) and March (1982) suggest the

following approaches for the management of uncertainty:

1 Leaders should be ready to devote time to the process of decision-mak-

ing. By taking the trouble to participate fully, leaders are likely to be pres-

ent when issues are finally resolved and will have the opportunity to

influence the decision.

2 Leaders should be prepared to persist with those proposals which do not

gain the initial support of groups within the institution. Issues are likely

to surface at several forums and a negative reception at one setting 

may be reversed on another occasion when there may be different 

participants.

3 Leaders should facilitate the participation of opponents of the leader’s pro-

posals. Occasional participants tend to have aspirations which are out of

touch with reality. Direct involvement in decision-making increases mem-

bers’ awareness of the ramifications of various courses of action. The inclu-

sion of opponents at appropriate forums may lead to the modification or

withdrawal of alternative ideas and allow the leader’s plans to prosper.

4 Leaders should overload the system with ideas to ensure the success of

some of the initiatives. When the organization has to cope with a surfeit

of issues it is likely that some of the proposals will succeed even if others

fall by the wayside.

These tactical manoeuvres may appear rather cynical and they have certain

similarities with the political models discussed in Chapter 5. The alternative

stratagem is for leaders to forsake direct involvement in the policy-making

process and to concentrate on structural and personnel matters. Attention to

the formal structure enables leaders to influence the framework of decision-
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making. In deciding where issues should be discussed there is an effect on

the outcome of those discussions.

This second stratagem also requires leaders to pay careful attention to the

selection and deployment of staff. If heads or principals recruit teachers who

share their educational philosophies, then it is likely that their preferred solu-

tions will become school or college policy. The structural and personnel

aspects of management can overlap. Heads may encourage like-minded staff

to join committees and working parties to improve the prospects of

favourable outcomes. 

Both these strategies suggest that leaders in ambiguous situations should

proceed by stealth rather than overt proclamation of particular policies. As

Baldridge et al. (1978, p. 26) point out, the management of uncertainty

requires different qualities from the management of bureaucracies:

In such fluid circumstances . . . leaders serve primarily as catalysts. They do not so

much lead the institutions as they channel its activities in subtle ways. They do not

command, they negotiate. They do not plan comprehensively, they try to nudge

problems together with pre-existing solutions. They are not heroic leaders, they

are facilitators of an ongoing process.

While these strategies may be appropriate for periods of high ambiguity, the

tensions inherent in turbulent organizations may be very stressful for heads

and principals who have to absorb these pressures both to facilitate institu-

tional development and to foster personal survival and growth. ‘Successful

heads have a high tolerance of ambiguity. Heads whose personal needs for

structuring, continuity and stability are high may find frequent change and

constant uncertainty a potent source of frustration and tension’ (Coulson,

1986, p. 85).

The most appropriate leadership approach for turbulent conditions is the

contingency model. 

Contingent leadership
The models of leadership examined in the previous chapters are all partial.

They provide valid and helpful insights into one particular aspect of leader-

ship. Some focus on the process by which influence is exerted while others

emphasize one or more dimensions of leadership. They are mostly norma-

tive and often have vigorous support from their advocates. None of these

models provide a complete picture of school leadership. As Lambert (1995,

p. 2) notes, there is ‘no single best type’.

The contingent model provides an alternative approach, recognizing the

diverse nature of school contexts and the advantages of adapting leadership

styles to the particular situation, rather than adopting a ‘one size fits all’ stance:

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

150

chap 7 Theories  13/8/03  11:58 pm  Page 150



This approach assumes that what is important is how leaders respond to the unique

organizational circumstances or problems . . . there are wide variations in the con-

texts for leadership and that, to be effective, these contexts require different lead-

ership responses . . . individuals providing leadership, typically those in formal

positions of authority, are capable of mastering a large repertoire of leadership

practices. Their influence will depend, in large measure, on such mastery.

(Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999, p. 15)

Yukl (2002, p. 234) adds that ‘the managerial job is too complex and unpre-

dictable to rely on a set of standardised responses to events. Effective lead-

ers are continuously reading the situation and evaluating how to adapt their

behaviour to it’.

Bolman and Deal’s (1991) ‘conceptual pluralism’ is similar to contingent

leadership. An eclectic stance is required where leaders adapt their styles to

the context in which they are operating. Leadership requires effective diag-

nosis of problems, followed by adopting the most appropriate response to

the issue or situation (Morgan 1997). This reflexive approach is particularly

important in periods of turbulence when leaders need to be able to assess

the situation carefully and react as appropriate rather than relying on a stan-

dard leadership model.

The limitations of ambiguity models
Ambiguity models add some important dimensions to the theory of educa-

tional management. The concepts of problematic goals, unclear technology

and fluid participation are significant contributions to organizational analy-

sis. Most schools and colleges possess these features to a greater or lesser

extent, so ambiguity models should be regarded primarily as analytical or

descriptive approaches rather than normative theories. They claim to mirror

reality rather than suggesting that organizations should operate as anarchies.

The turbulence of educational policy in England and Wales, and in many

other countries, during the 1990s and into the twenty-first century, lends cre-

dence to ambiguity theories. The rapid pace of curriculum change, enhanced

government expectations of schools and colleges, and the unpredictable

nature of educational funding, lead to multiple uncertainty which can be

explained adequately only within the ambiguity framework (Bush, 1994, p.

46). Similarly, Sapre’s (2002) analysis of educational reform in India points

to the continual failure of top-down reforms, arising largely as a result of

ambiguity: ‘Repeated failure of reform initiatives is unsettling for practition-

ers and students. Reformers need a deeper understanding of the dynamics of

change, what sustains a reform and what does not’ (ibid., p. 106).

The ambiguity model appears to be increasingly plausible but it does have

four significant weaknesses:
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1 It is difficult to reconcile ambiguity perspectives with the customary struc-

tures and processes of schools and colleges. Participants may move in and

out of decision-making situations but the policy framework remains intact

and has a continuing influence on the outcome of discussions. Specific

goals may be unclear but teachers usually understand and accept the broad

aims of education. 

2 Ambiguity models exaggerate the degree of uncertainty in educational

institutions. Schools and colleges have a number of predictable features

which serve to clarify the responsibilities of their members. Students, pupils

and staff are expected to behave in accordance with standard rules and

procedures. The timetable regulates the location and movement of all par-

ticipants. There are usually clear plans to guide the classroom activities of

teachers and pupils. Staff are aware of the accountability patterns, with

teachers responsible ultimately to heads and principals who, in turn, are

answerable to government and, in self managing institutions, to governing

bodies and funding agencies.

The predictability of schools and colleges is reinforced by the profes-

sional socialization which occurs during teacher training, induction and

mentoring. Teachers assimilate the expected patterns of behaviour and

reproduce them in their professional lives. Socialization thus serves to

reduce uncertainty and unpredictability in education. Educational institu-

tions are rather more stable and predictable than the ambiguity perspec-

tive suggests: ‘The term organised anarchy may seem overly colourful,

suggesting more confusion, disarray, and conflict than is really present’

(Baldridge et al., 1978, p. 28).

3 Ambiguity models are less appropriate for stable organizations or for any

institutions during periods of stability. The degree of predictability in

schools depends on the nature of relationships with the external environ-

ment. Where institutions are able to maintain relatively impervious bound-

aries, they can exert strong control over their own processes.

Oversubscribed schools, for example, may be able to rely on their popu-

larity to insulate their activities from external pressures.

4 Ambiguity models offer little practical guidance to leaders in educational

institutions. While formal models emphasize the head’s leading role in pol-

icy-making and collegial models stress the importance of team work, ambi-

guity models can offer nothing more tangible than contingent leadership.

Cohen and March (1986, p. 91) accept that their garbage can model has lim-

itations while proclaiming its relevance to many organizations: ‘We acknowl-

edge immediately that no real system can be fully characterized in this way.

Nonetheless, the simulated organizations exhibit behaviour that can be
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observed some of the time in almost all organizations and frequently in some.’

Conclusion: ambiguity or rationality?
Ambiguity models make a valuable contribution to the theory of educational

leadership and management. The emphasis on the unpredictability of organ-

izations is a significant counter to the view that problems can be solved

through a rational process. The notion of leaders making a considered choice

from a range of alternatives depends crucially on their ability to predict the

consequences of a particular action. The edifice of the formal models is

shaken by the recognition that conditions in schools and colleges may be too

uncertain to allow an informed choice among alternatives.

In practice, however, educational institutions operate with a mix of

rational and anarchic processes. The more unpredictable the internal and

external environment, the more applicable is the ambiguity metaphor:

‘Organizations . . . are probably more rational than they are adventitious and

the quest for rational procedures is not misplaced. However . . . rationalis-

tic approaches will always be blown off course by the contingent, the unex-

pected and the irrational’ (Hoyle, 1986, p. 72).

The emphasis on development planning provides a rational element in

school and college management, although Bennett et al.’s (2000) work demon-

strates its limitations in a climate of ambiguity and change. The action plans

required of school governing bodies following OFSTED inspections in

England and Wales can also be regarded as a rational response to external tur-

bulence. Wallace (1991, pp. 182 and 185) emphasizes that schools have to

plan within a framework of uncertainty: ‘The nature of many external inno-

vations is liable to change unpredictably. It is in this rather frenetic context,

which includes much ambiguity, that planning . . . must take place . . . the con-

text for development planning [is] neither wholly chaotic nor entirely stable.’

The ambiguity model has much to offer but it has to be assessed along-

side the formal perspective and other theories of educational management.

On its own, it is not sufficiently comprehensive to explain behaviour and

events in education. Its relevance is overstated by its adherents but it does

offer fascinating and valuable insights into the nature of school and college

management:

In many ways the organized anarchy image is an exceptionally strong and persua-

sive concept. It breaks through much traditional formality that surrounds discus-

sions of decision making. The imagery of organized anarchy helps capture the spirit

of the confused organizational dynamics in academic institutions: unclear goals,

unclear technologies, and environmental vulnerability . . . the term helps to expand

our conceptions, dislodge the bureaucracy image, and suggest a looser, more fluid

kind of organization. (Baldridge et al., 1978, p. 27)
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8
Cultural Models

What do we mean by culture?
Cultural models emphasize the informal aspects of organizations rather then

their official elements. They focus on the values, beliefs and norms of indi-

viduals in the organization and how these individual perceptions coalesce

into shared organizational meanings. Cultural models are manifested by sym-

bols and rituals rather than through the formal structure of the organization.

The definition below captures the main elements of these approaches:

Cultural models have become increasingly significant in education since the

first edition of this book was published in 1986. Harris (1992, p. 4) claims

that educational writers attach considerable value to culture: ‘Theorists argue

that educational administration has a technical management aspect but is

mainly about the culture within an organization. This culture includes the rit-

uals which occur (or should occur) within an organization . . . Educational

managers . . . are taken to be those capable of shaping ritual in educational

institutions.’ This extract demonstrates that culture may be both operational

and normative (‘occur (or should occur)’) and that leaders have a central role

in influencing culture.

The increasing interest in culture as one element in school and college man-

agement may be understood as another example of dissatisfaction with the

limitations of the formal models. Their emphasis on the technical aspects of

institutions appears to be inadequate for schools and colleges aspiring to excel-

lence. The stress on the intangible world of values and attitudes is a useful

counter to these bureaucratic assumptions and helps to produce a more bal-

anced portrait of educational institutions.

The developing importance of cultural models arises partly from a wish to
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understand, and operate more effectively within, this informal domain of the

values and beliefs of teachers and other members of the organization. Morgan

(1997) and O’Neill (1994) both stress the increasing significance of cultural

factors in management. The latter charts the appearance of cultural ‘labels’

and explains why they became more prevalent in the 1990s:

The increased use of such cultural descriptors in the literature of educational man-

agement is significant because it reflects a need for educational organizations to be

able to articulate deeply held and shared values in more tangible ways and there-

fore respond more effectively to new, uncertain and potentially threatening

demands on their capabilities. Organizations, therefore, articulate values in order

to provide form and meaning for the activities of organizational members in the

absence of visible and certain organizational structures and relationships. In this

sense the analysis and influence of organizational culture become essential man-

agement tools in the pursuit of increased organizational growth and effectiveness.

(O’Neill, 1994, p. 116)

Beare, Caldwell and Millikan (1989, p. 173) claim that culture serves to define

the unique qualities of individual organizations: ‘An increasing number of

. . . writers . . . have adopted the term “culture” to define that social and phe-

nomenological uniqueness of a particular organisational community . . . We

have finally acknowledged publicly that uniqueness is a virtue, that values are

important and that they should be fostered.’

The international trend towards self-managing institutions reinforces the

notion of schools and colleges as unique entities. It is likely that self-man-

agement will be accompanied by greater diversity and, in England, this is one

of the explicit aims of the government’s educational policy. Caldwell and

Spinks (1992, p. 74) argue that there is ‘a culture of self-management’. The

essential components of this culture are the empowerment of leaders and their

acceptance of responsibility.

Societal culture
Most of the literature on culture in education relates to organizational cul-

ture and that is also the main focus of this chapter. However, there is also

an emerging literature on the broader theme of national or societal culture.

Dimmock and Walker (2002a, p. 3) claim that ‘the field of educational

administration . . . has largely ignored the influence of societal culture’ but

their work has contributed to an increasing awareness of this concept.

Given the globalization of education, issues of societal culture are increas-

ingly significant. Walker and Dimmock (2002, p. 1) refer to issues of con-

text and stress the need to avoid ‘decontextualized paradigms’ in researching

and analysing educational systems and institutions:
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The field of educational leadership and management has developed along ethno-

centric lines, being heavily dominated by Anglo-American paradigms and theories

. . . Frequently, either a narrow ethnicity pervades research and policy, or an

implicit assumption is made that findings in one part of the world will necessar-

ily apply in others. It is clear that a key factor missing from many debates on edu-

cational administration and leadership is context . . . context is represented by

societal culture and its mediating influence on theory, policy and practice. (Walker

and Dimmock, 2002, p. 2)

Walker and Dimmock are by no means alone in advocating attention to issues

of context. Crossley and Broadfoot (1992, p. 100) say that ‘policies and prac-

tice cannot be translated intact from one culture to another since the media-

tion of different cultural contexts can quite transform the latter’s salience’

while Bush, Qiang and Fang (1998, p. 137) stress that ‘all theories and inter-

pretations of practice must be “grounded” in the specific context . . . before

they can be regarded as useful’.

Dimmock and Walker (2002b) have given sustained attention to these issues

and provide a helpful distinction between societal and organizational culture:

Societal cultures differ mostly at the level of basic values, while organizational cul-

tures differ mostly at the level of more superficial practices, as reflected in the

recognition of particular symbols, heroes and rituals. This allows organizational

cultures to be deliberately managed and changed, whereas societal or national cul-

tures are more enduring and change only gradually over longer time periods.

School leaders influence, and in turn are influenced by, the organizational culture.

Societal culture, on the other hand, is a given, being outside the sphere of influ-

ence of an individual school leader. (Ibid, p. 71)

Dimmock and Walker (2002b) identify seven ‘dimensions’ of societal culture,

each of which is expressed as a continuum:

1 Power-distributed/power concentrated: power is either distributed more

equally among the various levels of a culture or is more concentrated.

2 Group-oriented/self-oriented: people in self-oriented cultures perceive

themselves to be more independent and self-reliant. In group-oriented cul-

tures, ties between people are tight, relationships are firmly structured and

individual needs are subservient to the collective needs.

3 Consideration/aggression: in aggression cultures, achievement is stressed,

competition dominates and conflicts are resolved through the exercise of

power and assertiveness. In contrast, consideration societies emphasize

relationship, solidarity and resolution of conflicts by compromise and

negotiation.

4 Proactivism/fatalism: this dimension reflects the proactive or ‘we can

change things around here’ attitude in some cultures, and the willingness

to accept things as they are in others – a fatalistic perspective.

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

158

chap8 theories  13/8/03  11:59 pm  Page 158



5 Generative/replicative: some cultures appear more predisposed towards

innovation, or the generation of new ideas and methods, whereas other

cultures appear more inclined to replicate or to adopt ideas and approaches

from elsewhere.

6 Limited relationship/holistic relationship: in limited relationship cultures,

interactions and relationships tend to be determined by explicit rules which

are applied to everyone. In holistic cultures, greater attention is given to

relationship obligations, for example kinship, patronage and friendship,

than to impartially applied rules.

7 Male influence/female influence: in some societies, the male domination of

decision-making in political, economic and professional life is perpetuated.

In others, women have come to play a significant role.

(adapted from Dimmock and Walker, 2002b, pp. 74–6)

This model can be applied to educational systems in different countries. Bush

and Qiang’s (2000) study shows that most of these dimensions are relevant

to Chinese education:

• Power is concentrated in the hands of a limited number of leaders. ‘The

principal has positional authority within an essentially bureaucratic system

. . . China might be regarded as the archetypal high power-distance (power-

concentrated) society’ (ibid., p. 60).

• Chinese culture is group-oriented. ‘Collective benefits [are] seen as more

important than individual needs’ (ibid., p. 61).

• Chinese culture stresses consideration rather than aggression. ‘The Confu-

cian scholars advocate modesty and encourage friendly co-operation, giv-

ing priority to people’s relationships. The purpose of education is to mould

every individual into a harmonious member of society’ (ibid., p. 62).

• Patriarchal leadership dominates in education, business, government and

the Communist Party itself. There are no women principals in the 89 sec-

ondary schools in three counties of the Shaanxi province. Coleman, Qiang

and Li (1998, p. 144) attribute such inequalities to the continuing domi-

nance of patriarchy.

Similar outcomes are evident in Hallinger and Kantamara’s (2000) research

in Thailand. They show that Thailand is a power-concentrated culture with

collectivist values, replicative rather than generative approaches, and a focus

on relationship-building in local communities.

Societal culture is one important aspect of the context within which school

leaders must operate. They must also contend with organizational culture

which provides a more immediate framework for leadership action. Principals

and others can help to shape culture but they are also influenced by it. We

turn now to examine the main features of organizational culture.
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Central features of organizational culture
Organizational culture has the following major features:

1 It focuses on the values and beliefs of members of organizations. These

values underpin the behaviour and attitudes of individuals within schools

and colleges but they may not always be explicit. In Nias, Southworth and

Yeomans’s (1989, p. 11) research in primary schools, beliefs were often

difficult to discern: ‘Because group members share and understand them,

they have little need to articulate them. Many beliefs are indeed so deeply

buried that individuals do not even know what they are.’ The assumption

of ‘shared’ values is reflected in much of the literature on culture: ‘Shared

values, shared beliefs, shared meaning, shared understanding, and shared

sensemaking are all different ways of describing culture . . . These patterns

of understanding also provide a basis for making one’s own behaviour sen-

sible and meaningful’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 138).

The sharing of values and beliefs is one way in which cultural models

may be distinguished from the subjective perspective. While Greenfield

(1973) and other subjective theorists stress the values of individuals, the

cultural model focuses on the notion of a single or dominant culture in

organizations. This does not necessarily mean that individual values are

always in harmony with one another. Morgan suggests that ‘There may be

different and competing value systems that create a mosaic of organiza-

tional realities rather than a uniform corporate culture’ (Morgan, 1997,

p. 137).

Large, multipurpose organizations, in particular, are likely to have more

than one culture. ‘Our experience with large organizations tells us that at

a certain size, the variations among the sub-groups are substantial . . . any

social unit will produce subunits that will produce subcultures as a nor-

mal process of evolution’ (Schein, 1997, p. 14).

Within education, sub-cultures are more likely in large organizations

such as universities and colleges, but they may also exist in primary edu-

cation. Nias, Southworth and Yeomans (1989) note that, in relation to two

of their case-study schools, there were sub-groups which had their own

cultures separate from that held by their heads. Fullan and Hargreaves

(1992, pp. 71–2) argue that some schools develop a ‘balkanized’ culture

made up of separate and sometimes competing groups:

Teachers in balkanized cultures attach their loyalties and identities to particular

groups of their colleagues. They are usually colleagues with whom they work

most closely, spend most time, socialize most often in the staffroom. The exis-

tence of such groups in a school often reflects and reinforces very different

group outlooks on learning, teaching styles, discipline and curriculum.
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2 Organizational culture emphasizes the development of shared norms and
meanings. The assumption is that interaction between members of the

organization, or its subgroups, eventually leads to behavioural norms that

gradually become cultural features of the school or college: ‘The nature

of a culture is found in its social norms and customs, and that if one

adheres to these rules of behaviour one will be successful in constructing

an appropriate social reality’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 139). Nias, Southworth

and Yeomans’s (1989, pp. 39–40) research shows how group norms were

established in their case-study schools:

As staff talked, worked and relaxed together, they began to negotiate shared

meanings which enabled them to predict each others’ behaviour. Consequently

each staff developed its own taken-for-granted norms. Because shared meanings

and ways of behaving became so taken for granted, existing staff were largely

unaware of them. But they were visible to newcomers . . . Researchers moving

between schools were constantly reminded of the uniqueness of each school’s

norms.

These group norms sometimes allow the development of a monoculture in

a school with meanings shared throughout the staff – ‘the way we do things

around here’. We have already noted, however, that there may be several

sub-cultures based on the professional and personal interests of different

groups. These typically have internal coherence but experience difficulty in

relationships with other groups whose behavioural norms are different.

Wallace and Hall (1994, pp. 28 and 127) identify senior management teams

(SMTs) as one example of group culture with clear internal norms but often

weak connections to other groups and individuals:

SMTs in our research developed a ‘culture of teamwork’ . . . A norm common

to the SMTs was that decisions must be reached by achieving a working con-

sensus, entailing the acknowledgement of any dissenting views . . . there was a

clear distinction between interaction inside the team and contact with those out-

side . . . [who] were excluded from the inner world of the team.

In this respect cultural models are similar to collegiality where loyalty may

be to a department or other sub-unit rather than to the school or college

as an entity.

3 Culture is typically expressed through rituals and ceremonies which are

used to support and celebrate beliefs and norms. Schools, in particular, are

rich in such symbols as assemblies, prize-givings and, in many voluntary

schools, corporate worship. Hoyle (1986, pp. 150 and 152) argues that

ritual is at the heart of cultural models: ‘Symbols are a key component of

the culture of all schools . . . [they] have expressive tasks and symbols

which are the only means whereby abstract values can be conveyed . . .
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Symbols are central to the process of constructing meaning.’ Beare,

Caldwell and Millikan (1989, p. 176) claim that culture is symbolized in

three modes:

(a) Conceptually or verbally, for example through use of language and

the expression of organizational aims.

(b) Behaviourally, through rituals, ceremonies, rules, support mechan-

isms, and patterns of social interaction.

(c) Visually or materially, through facilities, equipment, memorabilia,

mottoes, crests and uniforms.

Schein (1997, p. 248) argues that ‘rites and rituals [are] central to the deci-

phering as well as to the communicating of cultural assumptions’. Wallace

and Hall (1994, p. 29) refer to rituals developed by SMTs, including seat-

ing arrangements for meetings and social occasions for team members.

4 Organizational culture assumes the existence of heroes and heroines who

embody the values and beliefs of the organization. These honoured mem-

bers typify the behaviours associated with the culture of the institution.

Campbell-Evans (1993, p. 106) stresses that heroes or heroines are those

whose achievements match the culture: ‘Choice and recognition of heroes

. . . occurs within the cultural boundaries identified through the value fil-

ter . . . The accomplishments of those individuals who come to be regarded

as heroes are compatible with the cultural emphases.’ Beare, Caldwell and

Millikan (1989, p. 191) stress the importance of heroes for educational

organizations:

The heroes (and anti-heroes) around whom a saga is built personify the values,

philosophy and ideology which the community wishes to sustain . . . The hero

figure invites emulation and helps to sustain group unity. Every school has its

heroes and potential heroes; they can be found among principals and staff, both

present and past; among students and scholars who have gone on to higher suc-

cesses; and among parents and others associated with the school. Every school

honour board contains hero material.

In practice, only those heroes whose achievements are consistent with the cul-

ture are likely to be celebrated. ‘Whether religion or spirituality, pupils’ learn-

ing, sporting achievements, or discipline are emphasized in assemblies provides

a lens on one facet of school culture . . . [schools] are making statements about

what is considered important’ (Stoll, 1999, p. 35). In South Africa, for exam-

ple, the huge interest in school sport means that sporting heroes are frequently

identified and celebrated. This was evident in a Durban school visited by the

author, where former student Shaun Pollock, the South African cricket cap-

tain, had numerous photographs on display and a room named after him.
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Handy’s four culture model
Each school and college has its own distinctive culture, dependent on the

mix of values, beliefs and norms prevalent in the organization. We have also

noted that larger schools and colleges may have several sub-cultures, oper-

ating simultaneously. Each culture has its own features which differentiate

one school from another and give it a unique ethos. However, it is possible

to identify certain ‘ideal types’ of culture. Organizations may typify one of

these models through most if not all of their characteristics. The best known

typology is that by Handy (1985), applied to schools by Handy and Aitken

(1986). He identifies four cultures as follows:

• club culture;

• role culture;

• task culture;

• person culture.

Club culture is illustrated by the spider’s web. The person at the head of the

organization is located at the centre of the web, surrounded by concentric

circles of associates. The organization is there as an extension of the head.

Club cultures are rich in personality and abound in mythical stories and folk-

lore from the past. Their danger lies in the dominance of the central figure.

It works well when the organization is relatively small and when the leader

is good. Handy and Aitken (1986) suggest that some primary schools may

be benevolent club cultures.

Role culture is represented by the organization charts familiar to larger

schools and colleges and discussed in Chapter 3. The formal structure is evi-

dent from the chart which identifies roles, and assigns responsibilities largely

on the basis of official position. Communications are formalized and go from

role to role rather than person to person. Role organizations are suitable for

periods of stability and for routine tasks but less appropriate when there is

rapid change. The focus is on organizational design and people are trained

to fulfil their specific role. Handy and Aitken (1986) claim that secondary

schools are often role cultures and this also applies to some colleges.

In task cultures a group or team is applied to a problem or task. The task

culture is usually warm and friendly because it is co-operative rather than

hierarchical. It has certain similarities with the collegial model. This culture

thrives in problem-solving situations but may be very time-consuming.

Working parties are examples of task cultures whereas standing committees

are typical of role cultures. Handy’s research (Handy and Aitken, 1986) sug-

gests that many primary teachers regard their schools as task cultures. Clark

(1992, p. 65) illustrates the task culture in education: ‘We seem to have aban-

doned committees and sub-committees in the last three years and gone in

Cultural models

163

chap8 theories  13/8/03  11:59 pm  Page 163



for many more working parties. These are set up, make reports and close

down again quickly, then before you know it another one springs up on

another problem.’

The person culture puts the individual first and makes the organization the

resource for individual talents. This is consistent with the subjective model.

The managers of the organization are of lower status than the individual pro-

fessionals whose talents are at the heart of the organization. Expert or per-

sonal power is decisive because the star individuals are critical to the success

of the organization. Few schools or colleges can be typified as person cul-

tures although it may apply to heads of very successful departments which

perform exceptionally well. It is relevant within universities where the tal-

ents of individual professors may be vital in securing the organization’s rep-

utation and research income.

Handy and Aitken (1986) stress that cultures are not inherently good or

bad because they are situational. The important point is that culture should

be appropriate for the organization and the people within it.

Bennett (1993, p. 36) accepts that the Handy model is a useful represen-

tation of organizational forms but argues persuasively that it does not explain

culture: ‘I do not think it is actually about cultures . . . It seems to marry

well with theories of management, and to provide a useful way of charac-

terizing the structure of organizations. But it does not address what makes

a particular school . . . what it is.’ Despite Bennett’s reservations, the Handy

model is useful in connecting culture and structure. It shows how structure

may represent certain aspects of culture but it does not explain how values

and beliefs coalesce to create the distinctive cultures of individual schools

and colleges.

Developing a culture of learning in South Africa
The predominant culture in South African schools reflects the wider social

structure of the post-apartheid era. Decades of institutionalized racism and

injustice have been replaced by an overt commitment to democracy in all

aspects of life, including education. The move from four separate and unequal

education systems to integrated educational provision was underpinned by

the rhetoric of democracy.

Badat (1995) traces the nature of educational transition since 1990 and

links it to democratic values. He points out the difficulties involved in switch-

ing from racist and ethnic education to a system restructured ‘along pro-

gressive and democratic lines’ (ibid., p. 141). Education was an important

battleground in the struggle for national liberation, encapsulated in slogans

such as ‘Equal Education’ and ‘Education towards Democracy’, and linked

to the wider objective of political rights:
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The form and content of struggles around education have been shaped by a social

structure characterized by severe economic and social inequalities of a race, class,

gender and geographic nature, political authoritarianism and repression, and the

ideology, politics, and organizational strengths and weaknesses of the social move-

ments and organizations that have waged the struggle around apartheid education.

(Badat, 1995, p. 145)

The years of struggle against apartheid inevitably affected schools, particularly

those in the townships. One of the ‘weapons’ of the black majority was for

youngsters to ‘strike’ and demonstrate against the policies of the white gov-

ernment. Similarly, teacher unions were an important aspect of the liberation

movement and teachers would frequently be absent from school to engage in

protest activity. It is perhaps inevitable that a culture of learning was difficult

to establish in such a hostile climate.

As long ago as 1955, the education clause of the South African ‘Freedom

Charter’ emphasized that ‘the doors of learning and culture shall be open to

all’ (Johnson, 1995, p. 131). In practice, however, it has been difficult to shift

from struggle and protest to a culture of learning. Badat (1995, p. 143) claims

that ‘the crisis in black education, including what has come to be referred to

as the “breakdown” in the “culture of learning” . . . continued unabated’ while

the National Education Policy Investigation links this problem to poor con-

ditions in schools:

South African teachers, especially those in black education, have had to contend

with severe difficulties in rendering professional service to their clients, frequently

because of the wretched physical conditions prevailing in their schools. Most teach-

ers in black education have experienced a weakening of the social fabric in their

communities, and the consequent disintegration of the culture of learning within

their institutions. Most have experienced the trauma of having their bona fides

questioned and their service rejected by their clients, as well as the humiliation of

not being able to offer an adequate defence against these charges. (National

Education Policy Investigation, 1992, p. 32)

This issue surfaced in the author’s survey of school principals in the

KwaZuluNatal province. In response to a question about the aims of the

school, principals stated that the school is striving:

• to instil in the minds of learners that ‘education is their future’;

• to show the importance of education within and outside the school;

• to provide a conducive educational environment;

• to develop a culture of learning.

The absence of a culture of learning in many South African schools illus-

trates the long-term and uncertain nature of cultural change The long years

of resistance to apartheid education have to be replaced by a commitment
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to teaching and learning if South Africa is to thrive in an increasingly com-

petitive world economy. However, educational values have to compete with

the still prevalent discourse of struggle and it seems likely that the develop-

ment of a genuine culture of learning will be slow and dependent on the

quality of leadership in individual schools (Bush and Anderson, 2003).

Organizational culture: goals, structure, environment and 
leadership

Goals

The culture of a school or college may be expressed through its goals. The

statement of purposes, and their espousal in action, serve to reinforce the

values and beliefs of the organization. Where goals and values are consistent

the institution is likely to cohere: ‘A clear description of the aims of a school,

college or any section within it helps to provide a common vision and set

of values. Well-stated aims will seize everybody’s interest. Such aims will help

in creating a strong culture’ (Clark, 1992, p. 74). Clark suggests that the

process of goal-setting should be linked to organizational values. The core

values help to determine the vision for the school or college. The vision is

expressed in a mission statement which in turn leads to specific goals. This

essentially rational process is similar to that set out in the formal models but

within a more overt framework of values. In practice, however, the link

between mission and goals is often tenuous:

Consensus on the core mission does not automatically guarantee that the members

of the group will have common goals. The mission is often understood but not

well articulated. To achieve consensus on goals, the group needs a common lan-

guage and shared assumptions about the basic logical operations by which one

moves from something as abstract and general as a sense of mission to the con-

crete goals. (Schein, 1997, p. 56)

As Schein implies, official goals are often vague and tend to be inadequate as

a basis for guiding decisions and action. Much then depends on the inter-

pretation of aims by participants. This is likely to be driven by the values of

the interpreter. Where there is a monoculture within the organization, a con-

sistent policy is likely to emerge. If there are competing cultures, or ‘balka-

nization’ (Fullan and Hargreaves, 1992), the official aims may be subverted

by members of sub-units who will interpret them in line with their own sec-

tional values and goals.

Organizational structure
Structure may be regarded as the physical manifestation of the culture of the
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organization. ‘There is a close link between culture and structure: indeed,

they are interdependent’ (Stoll, 1999, p. 40). The values and beliefs of the

institution are expressed in the pattern of roles and role relationships estab-

lished by the school or college. Handy’s four culture model (Handy and

Aitken, 1986), discussed earlier, is the best-known typology linking structure

with the culture of the organization.

Schein (1997, pp. 180–1) cautions against a simplistic analysis of the rela-

tionship between structure and culture: ‘The problem with inferring culture

from an existing structure is that one cannot decipher what underlying

assumptions initially led to that structure. The same structure could result

from different sets of underlying assumptions . . . The structure is a clear,

visible artifact, but its meaning and significance cannot be deciphered with-

out additional data.’

Morgan (1997, pp. 141–2) argues that a focus on organizations as cultural

phenomena should lead to a different conceptualization of structure based

on shared meanings. He adopts a perspective similar to the subjective model

in discussing the link between culture and structure:

Culture . . . must be understood as an active, living phenomenon through which

people create and recreate the worlds in which they live . . . we must root our

understanding of organization in the processes that produce systems of shared

meaning . . . organizations are in essence socially constructed realities that are as

much in the minds of their members as they are in concrete structures, rules and

relations. (Ibid.)

Structure is usually expressed in two distinct features of the organization.

Individual roles are established and there is a prescribed or recommended pat-

tern of relationships between role holders. There is also a structure of com-

mittees, working parties and other bodies which have regular or ad hoc

meetings. These official encounters present opportunities for the enunciation

and reinforcement of organizational culture. Hoyle (1986, pp. 163–4) stresses

the importance of ‘interpretation’ at meetings:

Ostensibly formal meetings are called to transact school business either in a full

staff meeting or in various sub-committees and working parties. But meetings are

rich in symbolic significance both as meetings and in the forms they take . . . The

teachers have the task of interpreting the purposes of the meeting and they may

endow a meeting with functions which are significant to them (original emphasis).

The larger and more complex the organization the greater the prospect of

divergent meanings leading to the development of sub-cultures and the pos-

sibility of conflict between them:

The relationship between organizational structure and culture is of crucial im-

portance. A large and complex organizational structure increases the possibility of

Cultural models

167

chap8 theories  13/8/03  11:59 pm  Page 167



several cultures developing simultaneously within the one organization. A minimal

organizational structure, such as that found in most primary schools, enhances the

possibility of a solid culture guiding all areas of organizational activity. (O’Neill,

1994, p. 108)

The development of divergent cultures in complex organizations is not

inevitable but the establishment of a unitary culture with wide and active

endorsement within the institution requires skilled leadership to ensure trans-

mission and reinforcement of the desired values and beliefs (see ‘Leadership’

section below).

The external environment
The external environment may be regarded as the source of many of the val-

ues and beliefs that coalesce to form the culture of the school or college.

The professional background and experience of teachers yield the educational

values that provide the potential for the development of a common culture.

However, there is also the possibility of differences of interpretation, or mul-

tiple cultures, arising from the external interests, professional or personal, of

teachers and other staff.

O’Neill (1994, p. 104) charts the links between the external environment

and the development of organizational culture (see Figure 8.1). The envi-

ronment is the source of the values, norms and behaviours that collectively

represent culture:

The well-being of schools and colleges depends increasingly on their ability to relate

successfully to their external environments. As such they are open rather than

closed systems. It is therefore fundamentally important that the organization is able

to offer visible and tangible manifestations of cultural ‘match’ to that environment.

(Ibid.)

O’Neill (1994) argues that the existence of complementary values should be

publicized to external groups in order to sustain their sponsorship and sup-

port. This stance is particularly significant for autonomous colleges and

schools whose success, or very survival, is dependent on their reputation with

potential clients and the community. Caldwell and Spinks (1992) stress the

need for self-managing schools to develop a concept of marketing that allows

for the two-way transmission of values between the school and its community.
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Leadership
Leaders have the main responsibility for generating and sustaining culture

and communicating core values and beliefs both within the organization and

to external stakeholders (Bush, 1998, p. 43). Heads and principals have their

own values and beliefs arising from many years of successful professional

practice. They are also expected to embody the culture of the school or col-

lege. Hoyle (1986, pp. 155–6) stresses the symbolic dimension of leadership

and the central role of heads in defining school culture:

Few heads will avoid constructing an image of the school. They will differ in the

degree to which this is a deliberate and charismatic task. Some heads . . . will self-

consciously seek to construct a great mission for the school. Others will convey

their idea of the school less dramatically and construct a meaning from the basic

materials of symbol-making: words, actions, artefacts and settings.

Schein (1997, p. 211) argues that cultures spring primarily from the beliefs,

values and assumptions of founders of organizations. Nias, Southworth and

Yeomans (1989, p. 103) suggest that heads are ‘founders’ of their school’s cul-

ture. They refer to two of their case-study schools where new heads disman-

tled the existing culture in order to create a new one based on their own

values. The culture was rebuilt through example: ‘All the heads of the proj-

ect schools were aware of the power of example. Each head expected to influ-

ence staff through his/her example. Yet their actions may also have been

symbolic of the values they tried to represent.’ Nias, Southworth and Yeomans

(1989) also mention the significance of co-leaders, such as deputy heads and

curriculum co-ordinators, in disseminating school culture.

Deal (1985, pp. 615–18) suggests several strategies for leaders who wish to

generate culture:

• Document the school’s history to be codified and passed on.

• Anoint and celebrate heroes and heroines.

• Review the school’s rituals to convey cultural values and beliefs.

• Exploit and develop ceremony.

• Identify priests, priestesses and gossips and incorporate them into main-

stream activity. This provides access to the informal communications net-

work.

However, it should be noted that cultural change is difficult and prob-

lematic. Turner (1990, p. 11) acknowledges the pressures on leaders to

‘mould’ culture but rejects the belief that ‘something as powerful as culture

can be much affected by the puny efforts of top managers’. Hargreaves (1999,

p. 59) makes a similar point, claiming that ‘most people’s beliefs, attitudes

and values are far more resistant to change than leaders typically allow’. He
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identifies three circumstances when culture may be subject to rapid change:

• The school faces an obvious crisis, for example a highly critical inspection

report or falling pupil numbers, leading to the prospect of staff redun-

dancies or school closure.

• The leader is very charismatic, commanding instant trust, loyalty and fol-

lowership. This may enable cultural change to be more radical and be

achieved more quickly.

• The leader succeeds a very poor principal. Staff will be looking for change

to instil a new sense of direction.

(adapted from Hargreaves, 1999, pp. 59–60)

Hargreaves (1999, p. 60) concludes that, ‘if none of these special conditions

applies, assume that cultural change will be rather slow’.

Leaders also have responsibility for sustaining culture, and cultural main-

tenance is often regarded as a central feature of effective leadership.

Sergiovanni (1984a, p. 9) claims that the cultural aspect is the most impor-

tant dimension of leadership. Within his ‘leadership forces hierarchy’, the

cultural element is more significant than the technical, human and educa-

tional aspects of leadership:

The net effect of the cultural force of leadership is to bond together students,

teachers, and others as believers in the work of the school . . . As persons become

members of this strong and binding culture, they are provided with opportunities

for enjoying a special sense of personal importance and significance. (Ibid.)

Moral leadership

The leadership model most closely linked to organizational culture is that of

moral leadership. This model assumes that the critical focus of leadership

ought to be on the values, beliefs and ethics of leaders themselves. Authority

and influence are to be derived from defensible conceptions of what is right

or good (Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999, p. 10). These authors add

that this model includes normative, political/democratic and symbolic con-

cepts of leadership. 

Sergiovanni (1984b, p. 10) says that ‘excellent schools have central zones

composed of values and beliefs that take on sacred or cultural characteris-

tics’. Subsequently, he adds that ‘administering’ is a ‘moral craft’ (Sergiovanni,

1991, p. 322). The moral dimension of leadership is based on ‘normative

rationality; rationality based on what we believe and what we consider to be

good’ (ibid., p. 326):

The school must move beyond concern for goals and roles to the task of

building purposes into its structure and embodying these purposes in
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everything that it does with the effect of transforming school members

from neutral participants to committed followers. The embodiment of

purpose and the development of followership are inescapably moral.

(Ibid., p. 323)

West-Burnham (1997) discusses two approaches to leadership which may be

categorized as ‘moral’. The first he describes as ‘spiritual’ and relates to ‘the

recognition that many leaders possess what might be called ‘‘higher order’’

perspectives. These may well be . . . represented by a particular religious affil-

iation’ (ibid., p. 239). Such leaders have a set of principles which provide

the basis of self-awareness.

West-Burnham’s (1997) second category is ‘moral confidence’, the capac-

ity to act in a way that is consistent with an ethical system and is consistent

over time. The morally confident leader is someone who can:

• demonstrate causal consistency between principle and practice;

• apply principles to new situations;

• create shared understanding and a common vocabulary;

• explain and justify decisions in moral terms;

• sustain principles over time;

• reinterpret and restate principles as necessary.

(West-Burnham, 1997, p. 241)

Gold et al.’s (2003) research in English primary, secondary and special

schools provides some evidence about the nature of the values held and artic-

ulated by heads regarded as ‘outstanding’ by OFSTED inspectors. These

authors point to the inconsistency between ‘the technicist and managerial

view of school leadership operationalised by the Government’s inspection

regime’ and the heads’ focus on ‘values, learning communities and shared

leadership’ (ibid., p. 127).

The heads in Gold et al.’s (2003) research demonstrated the following

values and beliefs through their words and deeds:

• inclusivity;

• equal opportunities;

• equity or justice;

• high expectations;

• engagement with stakeholders;

• co-operation;

• teamwork;

• commitment;

• understanding.
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Gold et al. (2003, p. 136) conclude that their case study heads ‘mediate the

many externally generated directives to ensure, as far as possible, that their

take-up was consistent with what the school was trying to achieve’.

Grace (2000) adopts a temporal perspective in linking moral and mana-

gerial leadership in England and Wales. He asserts that, for more than 100

years, ‘the position of the headteacher was associated with the articulation

of spiritual and moral conceptions’ (ibid., p. 241). Subsequently, the require-

ments of the Education Reform Act led to the ‘rising dominance’ (ibid., p.

234) of management, exemplified by the National Professional Qualification

for Headship. Grace (2000, p. 244) argues, prescriptively, that ‘the discourse

and understanding of management must be matched by a discourse and

understanding of ethics, morality and spirituality’.

Sergiovanni (1991) takes a different approach to the leadership/manage-

ment debate in arguing for both moral and managerial leadership. His con-

ception points to the vital role of management but also shows that moral

leadership is required to develop a learning community:

In the principalship the challenge of leadership is to make peace with two com-

peting imperatives, the managerial and the moral. The two imperatives are unavoid-

able and the neglect of either creates problems. Schools must be run effectively if

they are to survive . . . But for the school to transform itself into an institution, a

learning community must emerge . . . [This] is the moral imperative that principals

face. (Ibid., p. 329)

Greenfield (1991) also stresses that managerial leadership must have a moral

base:

Values lie beyond rationality. Rationality to be rationality must stand upon a value

base. Values are asserted, chosen, imposed or believed. They lie beyond quantifi-

cation, beyond measurement. (Ibid., p. 208, original emphasis)

Moral leadership is consistent with organizational culture in that it is based

on the values, beliefs and attitudes of principals and other educational lead-

ers. It focuses on the moral purpose of education and on the behaviours to

be expected of leaders operating within the moral domain. It also assumes

that these values and beliefs coalesce into shared norms and meanings that

either shape or reinforce culture. The rituals and symbols associated with

moral leadership support these values and underpin school culture.

Limitations of organizational culture
Cultural models add several useful elements to the analysis of school and

college leadership and management. The focus on the informal dimension is

a valuable counter to the rigid and official components of the formal models.
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By stressing the values and beliefs of participants, cultural models reinforce

the human aspects of management rather than their structural elements. The

emphasis on the symbols of the organization is also a valuable contribution

to management theory while the moral leadership model provides a useful

way of understanding what constitutes a values-based approach to leader-

ship. However, cultural models do have three significant weaknesses:

1 There may be ethical dilemmas in espousing the cultural model because it

may be regarded as the imposition of a culture by leaders on other mem-

bers of the organization. The search for a monoculture may mean subor-

dinating the values and beliefs of some participants to those of leaders or

the dominant group. ‘Shared’ cultures may be simply the values of lead-

ers imposed on less powerful participants. Morgan (1997, pp. 150–1)

refers to ‘a process of ideological control’ and warns of the risk of ‘manip-

ulation’: ‘Ideological manipulation and control is being advocated as an

essential managerial strategy . . . such manipulation may well be accom-

panied by resistance, resentment and mistrust . . . where the culture con-

trols rather than expresses human character, the metaphor may thus prove

quite manipulative and totalitarian in its influence.’

Prosser (1999, p. 4) refers to the ‘dark underworld’ of school culture

and links it to the micropolitical ideas addressed in Chapter 5. ‘The micro-

political perspective recognized that formal powers, rules, regulations, tra-

ditions and rituals were capable of being subverted by individuals, groups

or affiliations in schools.’ Hargreaves (1999, p. 60) uses the term ‘resist-

ance group’ to refer to sub-units seeking to subvert leaders and their

intended cultural change.

2 The cultural model may be unduly mechanistic, assuming that leaders can

determine the culture of the organization (Morgan, 1997). While they have

influence over the evolution of culture by espousing desired values, they

cannot ensure the emergence of a monoculture. As we have seen, sec-

ondary schools and colleges may have several sub-cultures operating in

departments and other sections. This is not necessarily dysfunctional

because successful sub-units are vital components of thriving institutions.

In an era of self-managing schools and colleges in many countries, lay

influences on policy are increasingly significant. Governing bodies often

have the formal responsibility for major decisions and they share in the

creation of institutional culture. This does not mean simple acquiescence

to the values of the head or principal. Rather, there may be negotiation

leading to the possibility of conflict and the adoption of policies incon-

sistent with the leader’s own values. Nias, Southworth and Yeomans (1989)

refer to the dissatisfaction of two heads who experienced difficulty in gain-

ing acceptance for their preferred ways of working.
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3 The cultural model’s focus on symbols such as rituals and ceremonies may

mean that other elements of organizations are underestimated. The sym-

bols may misrepresent the reality of the school or college. Hoyle (1986,

p. 166) illustrates this point by reference to ‘innovation without change’.

He suggests that schools may go through the appearance of change but

the reality continues as before:

A symbol can represent something which is ‘real’ in the sense that it . . . acts as

a surrogate for reality . . . there will be a mutual recognition by the parties con-

cerned that the substance has not been evoked but they are nevertheless con-

tent to sustain the fiction that it has if there has been some symbolization of

the substance . . . in reality the system carries on as formerly.

Schein (1997, p. 249) also warns against placing too much reliance on ritual:

‘When the only salient data we have are the rites and rituals that have

survived over a period of time, we must, of course, use them as best we can

. . . however . . . it is difficult to decipher just what assumptions leaders have

held that have led to the creation of particular rites and rituals.’

Conclusion: values and action
The cultural model is a valuable addition to our understanding of organiza-

tions. The emerging focus on societal culture provides the framework within

which school and college leaders must operate. It also serves to re-empha-

size the significance of context at a time when globalization threatens to

undermine it. Values and beliefs are not universal, as Dimmock and Walker’s

(2002a) work demonstrates. A ‘one size fits all’ model does not work for

nations any more than it does for schools.

The recognition that school and college development needs to be preceded

by attitudinal change is also salutary, and consistent with the oft-stated maxim

that teachers must feel ‘ownership’ of change if it is to be implemented effec-

tively. Externally imposed innovation often fails because it is out of tune with

the values of the teachers who have to implement it. ‘Since organization ulti-

mately resides in the heads of the people involved, effective organizational

change always implies cultural change’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 150).

The emphasis on values and symbols may also help to balance the focus

on structure and process in many of the other models. The informal world

of norms and ritual behaviour may be just as significant as the formal ele-

ments of schools and colleges. Morgan (1997, p. 146) stresses the symbolic

aspects of apparently rational phenomena such as meetings: ‘Even the most

concrete and rational aspects of organization – whether structures, hierar-

chies, rules, or organizational routines – embody social constructions and

meanings that are crucial for understanding how organization functions day

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

174

chap8 theories  13/8/03  11:59 pm  Page 174



to day. For example meetings are more than just meetings. They carry impor-

tant aspects of organizational culture.’ 

Cultural models also provide a focus for organizational action, a dimen-

sion that is largely absent from the subjective perspective. Leaders often adopt

a moral approach and may focus on influencing values so that they become

closer to, if not identical with, their own beliefs. In this way, they hope to

achieve widespread support for, or ‘ownership’ of, new policies. By working

through this informal domain, rather than imposing change through posi-

tional authority or political processes, heads and principals are more likely

to gain support for innovation. An appreciation of the relevance of both soci-

etal and organizational culture, and of the values, beliefs and rituals that

underpin them, is an important element in the leadership and management

of schools and colleges.
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9
Conclusion

Comparing the management models
The six management models discussed in this book represent different ways

of looking at educational institutions. They are analogous to windows, offer-

ing a view of life in schools or colleges. Each screen offers valuable insights

into the nature of management in education but none provides a complete

picture. The six approaches are all valid analyses but their relevance varies

according to the context. Each event, situation or problem may be under-

stood by using one or more of these models but no organization can be

explained by using only a single approach. In certain circumstances a par-

ticular model may appear to be applicable while another theory may seem

more appropriate in a different setting. There is no single perspective capa-

ble of presenting a total framework for our understanding of educational

institutions: 

[T]he search for an all-encompassing model is simplistic, for no one model can

delineate the intricacies of decision processes in complex organizations such as uni-

versities and colleges . . . there is a pleasant parsimony about having a single model

that summarises a complicated world for us. This is not bad except when we allow

our models to blind us to important features of the organization. (Baldridge et al.

1978, p. 28)

The formal models dominated the early stages of theory development in edu-

cational management. Formal structure, rational decision-making and ‘top-

down’ leadership were regarded as the central concepts of effective

management and attention was given to refining these processes to increase

efficiency. Since the 1970s, however, there has been a gradual realization that

formal models are ‘at best partial and at worst grossly deficient’ (Chapman,

1993, p. 215).

The other five models featured in this volume all developed in response to

the perceived weaknesses of what was then regarded as ‘conventional theory’.

They have demonstrated the limitations of the formal models and put in place

alternative conceptualizations that provide different portrayals of school and

college management. While these more recent models are all valid, they are

just as partial as the dominant perspective their advocates seek to replace.
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There is more theory and, by exploring different dimensions of management,

its total explanatory power is greater than that provided by any single model:

‘Traditional views . . . still dominate understandings of theory, research and

administrative practice but there are now systematic alternatives to this

approach. As a result, educational administration is now theoretically much

richer, more diverse and complex than at any other time in its short history’

(Evers and Lakomski, 1991, p. 99).

The six models presented in this book are broad categories, encompassing

a variety of different perspectives on management in education. Each has ele-

ments that provide a ‘shock of recognition’ and seem to be essential compo-

nents of theory.

Collegial models are attractive because they advocate teacher participation

in decision-making. The author’s experience in postgraduate teaching, and as

a consultant, suggests that most heads aspire to collegiality, a claim which

rarely survives rigorous scrutiny. The collegial framework all too often pro-

vides the setting for political activity or ‘top-down’ decision-making.

The cultural model’s stress on values and beliefs, and the subjective theo-

rists’ emphasis on the significance of individual meanings, also appear to be

both plausible and ethical. In practice, however, these may lead to manipula-

tion as leaders seek to impose their own values on schools and colleges.

The increasing complexity of the educational context may appear to lend

support to the ambiguity model with its emphasis on turbulence and anarchy.

However, this approach provides few guidelines for managerial action and

leads to the view that ‘there has to be a better way’.

The six models differ along crucial dimensions but taken together they do

provide a comprehensive picture of the nature of management in educational

institutions. Throughout the book, four main aspects of management have

been addressed:

• goals;

• organizational structure;

• the external environment;

• leadership.

A review of these themes provides the focus for a comparative analysis of the

six models. 

Goals
There are significant differences in the assumptions made about the goals of

educational organizations. In formal models, objectives are set at the insti-

tutional level. Goals are determined by senior staff and the support of other

teachers is taken for granted. The activities of schools and colleges are
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evaluated in the light of these official purposes.

The advocates of collegial models claim that members of an organization

agree on its goals. These approaches have a harmony bias in that they assume

that it is always possible for staff to reach agreement based on common val-

ues. Unlike formal perspectives, the aims are not imposed from above but

emerge from a participative process.

Political models differ from both the formal and collegial perspectives in

stressing the goals of sub-units or departments rather than those of the insti-

tution. There is assumed to be conflict as groups seek to promote their own

purposes. Goals are unstable as sub-units engage in negotiation and alliances

form and break down.

Subjective models emphasize the goals of individuals rather than institu-

tional or group purposes. The concept of organizational objectives is sup-

planted by the view that individuals have personal aims. Schools and colleges

are regarded as the subjective creations of the people within them and the

only reality is their individual perceptions of the organization. Goals attrib-

uted to organizations are thought to be the purposes of the most powerful

individuals within them.

Ambiguity theorists claim that goals are problematic. While other per-

spectives assume that objectives are clear at institutional, group or individ-

ual levels, the ambiguity approach assumes that goals are opaque. Aims are

also regarded as an unreliable guide to behaviour. In this view it is a mis-

take to regard policies or events as a corollary of the goals of the institu-

tion.

In cultural models, goals are an expression of the culture of the organi-

zation. The statement of purposes, and their espousal in action, serve to rein-

force the beliefs of the institution. The core values help to determine a vision

for the school or college. This vision is expressed in a mission statement

which in turn leads to specific goals.

Organizational structure
The notion of organizational structure takes on different meanings within the

various perspectives. Formal and collegial models regard structures as objec-

tive realities. Individuals hold defined positions in the organization and work-

ing relationships are assumed to be strongly influenced by these official

positions. Formal models treat structures as hierarchical with decision-mak-

ing as a ‘top-down’ process. Collegial models present structures as lateral

with all members having the right to participate in the decision process.

Political models portray structure as one of the unstable and conflictual

elements of the institution. The design of the structure is thought to reflect

the interests of the dominant groups and individuals within the school or
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college. Committees and working parties may provide the framework for

conflict between interest groups anxious to promote their policy objectives.

Subjective models regard organizational structure as a fluid concept that

arises from relationships between individuals, rather than an established

framework constraining the behaviour of its members. The emphasis is on

the participants rather than the roles they occupy. The interaction of people

within the organization is reflected in the structure which is valid only as

long as it represents those relationships accurately.

Ambiguity models assume that organizational structure is problematic

because of the uncertain nature of the relationships between loosely coupled

sub-units. It may not be clear which group has the power to determine out-

comes. Committees and working parties are characterized by the fluid par-

ticipation of their members. Attendance is variable and decisions may be

compromised by the absence of certain individuals who may challenge out-

comes on other occasions.

In cultural models, structure may be regarded as the physical manifesta-

tion of the culture of the organization. The values and beliefs of the insti-

tution are thought to be expressed in the pattern of roles and role

relationships established by the school or college. Committees and whole staff

meetings provide opportunities for the enunciation and reinforcement of

organizational culture.

The external environment
Relations with external groups are an increasingly important consideration

for educational institutions if they are to survive and prosper. These links

with the environment are portrayed in very different ways by the various

models. Some of the formal approaches tend to regard schools and colleges

as ‘closed systems’, relatively impervious to outside influences. Other formal

theories typify educational organizations as ‘open systems’, responding to the

needs of their communities and building a positive image to attract new

clients.

Collegial models tend to be inadequate in explaining relationships with

the environment. Policy is thought to be determined within a participatory

framework which can make it difficult to locate responsibility for decisions.

Heads may be held accountable for outcomes which do not enjoy their per-

sonal support, a position which is difficult to sustain for both the leader and

the external group. Collegial approaches gloss over this difficulty by the unre-

alistic assumption that heads are always in agreement with decisions.

Political models tend to portray relationships with the environment as

unstable. External bodies are regarded as interest groups which may partic-

ipate in the complex bargaining process that characterizes decision-making.
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Internal and external groups may form alliances to press for the adoption of

certain policies. Interaction with the environment is seen as a central aspect

of an essentially political decision process.

In subjective models, the environment is treated as a prime source of the

meanings placed on events by people within the organization. Individuals are

thought to interpret situations in different ways and these variations in mean-

ing are attributed in part to the different external influences upon partici-

pants.

Ambiguity models regard the environment as a source of the uncertainty

which contributes to the unpredictability of organizations. The signals from

outside groups are often unclear and contradictory, leading to confusion

inside schools and colleges. Interpretation of messages from a turbulent envi-

ronment may be difficult, adding to the ambiguity of the decision process.

In cultural models, the external environment may be regarded as the source

of many of the values and beliefs that coalesce to form the culture of the

school or college. The professional background and experience of teachers

yield the educational values that provide the potential for the development

of a common culture. However, there is also the possibility of multiple cul-

tures arising from the divergent external interests, professional or personal,

of teachers and other staff.

Leadership
The perceived styles of leadership inevitably reflect the particular features of

the diverse models of management. Within formal perspectives, the official

leader is thought to have the major role in goal-setting, decision-making and

policy formulation. Heads and principals are located at the apex of a hier-

archy and they are acknowledged as the leaders both inside and outside the

institution. The positional leader is assumed to be the most powerful person

in the organization.

In collegial models, policies are thought to emerge from a complex process

of discussion at committees and in other formal and informal settings.

Influence is distributed widely within the institution and the leader is one

participant in a collegial style of decision-making. Principals are assumed to

have the prime responsibility for the promotion of consensus among their

fellow professionals. A hierarchical approach is thought to be inappropriate

for participative organizations and the leader is portrayed as primus inter
pares.

Political models assume that leaders are active participants in the process

of bargaining and negotiation which characterizes decision-making in organ-

izations. Heads and principals have significant resources of power which they

are able to deploy in support of their interests and objectives. Leaders may

Theories of Educational Leadership and Management

182

chap 9 theories  14/8/03  12:02 am  Page 182



also mediate between groups in order to develop acceptable policy outcomes.

Subjective models de-emphasize the concept of leadership, preferring to

stress the personal attributes of individuals rather than their official positions

in the organization. All participants, including leaders, are assumed to have

their own values and objectives which necessarily influence their interpreta-

tion of events. Heads and principals may be able to exert control over col-

leagues by enunciating institutional policies in line with their own personal

interests and requiring the compliance of staff with these interpretations.

Ambiguity models stress the uncertainty facing leaders and the difficulties

associated with the management of unpredictability. There are two schools

of thought about the most appropriate leadership strategies for conditions of

ambiguity. One mode involves active participation, with the leader engaging

in various tactical machinations, an approach similar to that assumed in the

political models. The alternative stance is to adopt an unobtrusive style with

an emphasis on personnel and structural issues. Here the leader sets the

framework for decision-making but avoids direct involvement in the policy-

making process.

In cultural models, the leader of the organization has the main responsi-

bility for developing and sustaining its culture. Heads and principals have

their own values and beliefs arising from many years of successful profes-

sional practice and these may become the fulcrum of institutional culture.

Leaders are expected to communicate the organization’s core values and

beliefs, both internally and to external stakeholders. Promotion and mainte-

nance of the culture are regarded as central features of effective leadership.

The six perspectives differ significantly in the ways in which they treat the

various components of institutional management, including goals, structure,

environment and leadership. The major features of the six models are com-

pared, and linked to the leadership models, in Figure 9.1.

Comparing the leadership models
Leadership can be understood as a process of influence based on clear val-

ues and beliefs and leading to a ‘vision’ for the school. The vision is articu-

lated by leaders who seek to gain the commitment of staff and stakeholders

to the ideal of a better future for the school, its students and stakeholders.

Each of the leadership models discussed in this book is partial. In this

respect, they are similar to the management models. They provide distinc-

tive but unidimensional perspectives on school leadership. Sergiovanni (1984,

p. 6) adds that much ‘leadership theory and practice provides a limited view,

dwelling excessively on some aspects of leadership to the virtual exclusion

of others’.
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The nine models, adapted from Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach (1999)

and presented by Bush and Glover (2002), collectively suggest that concepts

of school leadership are complex and diverse. They provide clear normative

frameworks by which leadership can be understood but relatively weak

empirical support for these constructs. They are also artificial distinctions,

or ‘ideal types’, in that most successful leaders are likely to embody most or

all of these approaches in their work.

Hallinger (1992) provides a helpful, although dated, temporal perspective

on what are probably the three most important models; managerial, instruc-

tional and transformational. He argues that there has been a shift in expec-

tations of American principals which can be explained as changing

conceptions of school leadership. These three phases were:

1 Managerial. During the 1960s and 1970s, principals came to be viewed as

change agents for government initiatives:

These categorical programmes and curriculum reforms represented innovations

conceived and introduced by policymakers outside the local school . . . the prin-

cipal’s role, though apparently crucial, was limited to managing the implemen-

tation of an externally devised solution to a social or educational problem. (Ibid.,

p. 36, original emphasis)

2 Instructional. By the mid-1980s, the emphasis had shifted to the ‘new

orthodoxy’ of instructional leadership. ‘The instructional leader was

viewed as the primary source of knowledge for development of the

school’s educational programme’ (ibid., p. 37).

As noted earlier, this model is primarily about the direction rather than

the process of influence. This view is reflected in two contemporary crit-

icisms of instructional leadership:

(a) an inability ‘to document the processes by which leaders helped their

schools to become instructionally effective’ (ibid., pp. 37–8).

(b) principals did not have ‘the instructional leadership capacities needed

for meaningful school improvement’ (ibid., p. 38).

3 Transformational. During the 1990s, a new conception of leadership

emerged based on the assumption that schools were becoming the ‘unit

responsible for the initiation of change, not just the implementation of

change conceived by others’ (ibid., p. 40). This led to the notion of trans-

formational leadership, as principals sought to enlist support from teach-

ers and other stakeholders to participate in a process of identifying and

addressing school priorities.

Hallinger (1992) claims that instructional leadership should not be the pre-

dominant role of principals:

The legitimate instructional leaders . . . ought to be teachers. And principals ought
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to be leaders of leaders: people who develop the instructional leadership in their

teachers. (Ibid., p. 41)

In this view, transformational leadership is the vehicle for promoting and

developing the instructional leadership capabilities of classroom teachers and

those leaders with direct responsibility for promoting learning.

The Hallinger (1992) distinction provides a starting point for an assessment

of school leadership in the twenty-first century, beginning with an overview

of the nine leadership models.

Managerial leadership 
Managerial leadership is analogous to the formal models of management. It

has been discredited and dismissed as limited and technicist but it is an essen-

tial component of successful leadership, ensuring the implementation of the

school’s vision and strategy. When vision and mission have been defined, and

goals agreed, they have to be converted into strategic and operational man-

agement. The implementation phase of the decision process is just as crucial

as the development of the school’s vision. Management without vision is

rightly criticized as ‘managerialist’ but vision without effective implementa-

tion is bound to lead to frustration. Managerial leadership is a vital part of

the armoury of any successful principal.

Instructional leadership 
Instructional leadership is different to the other models in focusing on the

direction rather than the process of leadership. In Chapter 1, there is a firm

emphasis on the purpose of education and the instructional leadership model

stresses the need to focus on teaching and learning as the prime purpose of

educational institutions. This model has been endorsed by the English

National College for School Leadership, which has included it as one of its

ten leadership propositions (NCSL, 2001), but it has two major weaknesses:

• It underestimates the other important purposes of education, including

pupil welfare, socialization and the process of developing young people

into responsible adults. It also de-emphasizes the less academic aspects of

education, including sport, drama and music.

• It says little about the process by which instructional leadership is to be

developed. It focuses on the ‘what’ rather than the ‘how’ of educational

leadership. In this respect, it is a limited and partial model.

Transformational leadership
Transformational leadership is currently in vogue as it accords closely with
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the present emphasis on vision as the central dimension of leadership.

Successful leaders are expected to engage with staff and other stakeholders

to produce higher levels of commitment to achieving the goals of the organ-

ization which, in turn, are linked to the vision. As Miller and Miller (2001,

p. 182) suggest, ‘through the transforming process, the motives of the leader

and follower merge’.

There is evidence to suggest that transformational leadership is effective

in improving student outcomes (Leithwood, 1994) but this model also has

two major limitations:

• It may be used as a vehicle for the manipulation or control of teachers

who are required to support the ‘vision’ and aims of the leader.

• In England, the government uses the language of transformation but this

is about the implementation of centrally determined policies not the iden-

tification of, and commitment to, school-level vision and goals.

Participative leadership
Participative leadership is an attractive model because it appears to provide

for teachers and other stakeholders to become involved in the decision-mak-

ing process. It is a normatively preferred approach in the early twenty-first

century and may be described as shared, distributed, dispersed, collaborative

or collegial, as well as participative. The model may be manifested in col-

lective decision-making and/or in the allocation of responsibility for decision-

making to specific individuals and groups.

This model is likely to be effective in increasing the commitment of par-

ticipants, and in the development of team work, but the price may be an

increase in the time taken to reach agreement, and there may be difficulties

for the formal leader, who remains accountable for decisions reached through

the collective process.

Interpersonal leadership
Interpersonal leadership involves a process of self-awareness leading to suc-

cessful engagement with school stakeholders. As with collegiality, it stresses

the importance of collaboration and interpersonal relationships. Leaders

require high level personal and interpersonal skills to work effectively and col-

laboratively with staff, students and other stakeholders. Bennett et al.’s (2000)

research with English primary schools suggests that this model can be effec-

tive in developing a conducive environment for learning and teamwork.

Transactional leadership
In transactional leadership, relationships with teachers and other stakehold-
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ers are based on a process of exchange. Leaders offer rewards or induce-

ments to followers rather than seeking to improve their commitment or moti-

vation, as in the transformational model. At its most basic, this model is

demonstrated in contracts of employment where the employee’s terms and

conditions of work are articulated and the rewards structure and process clar-

ified. In day-to-day management, principals may offer inducements, such as

promotion or discretionary salary increments, to persuade others to support

their plans or to undertake certain tasks. 

The main limitation of the transactional model is that the exchange is often

short-term and limited to the specific issue under discussion. It does not have

a wider impact on the behaviour of the teacher or on school outcomes.

Transactional leadership does not produce long-term commitment to the val-

ues and vision being promoted by school leaders. 

Postmodern leadership
Postmodern leadership is very similar to the subjective model of management

in focusing on multiple individual perceptions rather than objective reality.

There can be as many meanings as there are people in the organization, with

power being distributed throughout the school rather than being the pre-

serve of the formal leader. Each participant has a unique view of the insti-

tution. There is no absolute truth, only a set of individual insights. There

are multiple visions and diverse cultural meanings instead of a single vision

enunciated by leaders.

The main limitation of this model, as with the parallel subjective per-

spective, is that it offers few guidelines for leadership action. Its main con-

tribution to leadership theory is its focus on individual perceptions and its

emphasis on the need to deal with people as individuals rather than as an

undifferentiated group.

Contingent leadership
Contingent leadership acknowledges the diverse nature of school contexts

and the advantages of adapting leadership styles to the particular situation,

rather than adopting a ‘one size fits all’ stance. As Leithwood, Jantzi and

Steinbach (1999, p. 15) suggest, ‘what is important is how leaders respond

to the unique organizational circumstances or problems’. The educational

context is too complex and unpredictable for a single leadership approach

to be adopted for all events and issues. Given the turbulent environment,

leaders need to be able to read the situation and adopt the most appropri-

ate response.

Contingent leadership, then, is not a single model but represents a mode

of responsiveness which requires effective diagnosis followed by careful selec-
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tion of the most appropriate leadership style. It is analogous to selecting the

right club for each golf shot or the appropriate clothes for each occasion. It

is pragmatic rather than principled and can be criticized for having no overt

sense of the ‘big picture’.

Moral leadership
Moral leadership is based on the values, beliefs and ethics of leaders them-

selves. Leaders are expected to operate on the basis of what is ‘right’ or

‘good’. It has similar characteristics to transformational leadership, in its

emphasis on developing the commitment of followers, but its distinctive ele-

ment is the focus on values and moral purpose. Leaders are expected to

behave with integrity and to develop and support goals underpinned by

explicit values. Such leadership may be found in religious schools, where the

values are those of the particular group concerned, or may be a product of

the leader’s own background and experience. The main difficulty arises when

staff or stakeholders do not support the values of leaders. This is likely to

be uncomfortable for the people concerned and may lead to dissonance

within the school.

Applying the models to schools and colleges
The six management models represent conceptually distinct approaches to

the management of educational institutions. Similarly, the nine leadership

models illustrate different approaches to educational leadership. However, as

we have seen, it is rare for a single theory to capture the reality of leader-

ship or management in any particular school or college. Rather, aspects of

several perspectives are present in different proportions within each institu-

tion. The applicability of each approach may vary with the event, the situa-

tion and the participants. The validity of the various models also depends

on five overlapping considerations:

1 Size of the institution.

2 Organizational structure.

3 Time available for management.

4 The availability of resources.

5 The external environment.

We first examine the impact of institutional size.

1 The size of the institution is an important influence on the nature of man-

agement structure and process. A small two-teacher primary school nec-

essarily operates very differently from a large multipurpose college. The

two primary teachers are likely to determine policy by informal agreement
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while the head is acknowledged as the official leader by external groups

and individuals. It may be appropriate to regard the management of such

schools as comprising elements of both the collegial and formal models.

In large and complex institutions, such as colleges and most secondary

schools, there are numerous decision points leading to the development

of alternative power centres. Staff may owe their first loyalty to their dis-

cipline and their department. These sub-units compete for the resources

they require to advance their objectives in a process encapsulated by the

political model. In certain circumstances the situation may be so fluid that

the ambiguity perspective appears to be appropriate.

Size may also be a factor influencing leadership styles. It is easier to

adopt a participative approach in small organizations while managerial

leadership is likely to be an essential dimension in larger schools and col-

leges. It is straightforward to be sensitive to individual meanings in smaller

schools, making the postmodern model salient in such settings. The inter-

personal model may also be more applicable in small units where personal

knowledge of all staff and some stakeholders is possible. Transactional

approaches are likely to be most useful in large institutions where

leaders may have to bargain with staff as individuals or in groups.

Transformational and moral leadership models may be applicable in both

large and small organizations although it may be easier to secure the adher-

ence of followers in smaller units.

2 The nature of the organizational structure is likely to have a significant

impact on school and college management. Heads who establish partici-

pative machinery may be motivated by a desire to involve professional col-

leagues in decision-making. The intention, then, is to create a collegial

framework for policy formulation and to lead in a participative style.

However, the introduction of committees and working parties also pro-

vides several focal points for political behaviour and transactional leader-

ship. Interest groups seek representation on these bodies, engage in

bargaining and attempt to build coalitions in order to secure favourable

outcomes.

Leadership styles may also be influenced by organizational structure

although leaders do have the power to modify structure to achieve their

own policy objectives. For example, committees and working parties could

be restructured to ensure a stronger focus on teaching and learning, a strat-

egy consistent with the instructional leadership model.

3 The nature of the leadership and management process depends on the time
available for management. Participants differ in the amount of time they

are able and willing to devote to the wider organizational and managerial

aspects of their work. In the primary sector in England and Wales, teach-
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ers have full-time classroom responsibilities and only the head may be

available to deal with management issues during the school day. This fac-

tor contributes to the limited influence of subject leaders in many primary

schools (Campbell and Neill, 1997). Limited time is also a major problem

for heads of department in English secondary schools (Wise and Bush,

1999). The limited time available for management may serve to reinforce

the ‘top-down’ leadership style associated with the formal model and man-

agerial leadership. It also exacerbates the fluid participation in decision-

making which is one of the central characteristics of the ambiguity model.

4 The availability of resources is likely to play a part in determining the rel-

evance of the various models. In periods of expansion it may be possible

to adopt a rational approach to the distribution of resources or to rely on

a collegial stance. When funding is limited, departments may face the pos-

sibility of reductions in real resources such as staff, books or equipment.

In these circumstances, units are likely to seek to defend their interests.

Committees and working parties may begin to resemble political arenas as

sub-units seek to retain existing resource levels. Simkins (1998, p. 71)

shows how political models and transactional leadership are likely to thrive

when resource allocation is being decided:

Resource management is . . . a micropolitical process, providing an arena within

which participants compete for the resources which will enable them to develop

programmes of activity which embody their values, further their interests and

help to provide legitimation for the activities in which they are engaged.

5 The external environment inevitably influences the process of management

inside schools and colleges. The shift to self management and a ‘market

economy’ in many countries means that schools and colleges have to be

responsive to signals from their environment if they are to thrive. Hoy

and Miskel (1987, p. 103) stress the links between the environment and

school management: ‘The emergence of open-systems theory during the

past two decades has highlighted the importance [of the] external envi-

ronment on internal school structures and processes.’

In periods of relative stability, organizations may be able to adopt for-

mal or collegial approaches. This may be true of institutions with good

reputations; they may have an assured clientele and be insulated from envi-

ronmental turbulence. Fluctuating levels of recruitment in many schools

and colleges, however, lead to unpredictable funding with clear implica-

tions for staffing and other real resources. The ambiguity model is par-

ticularly salient in such an unstable climate and leaders may need to adopt

a contingent approach.

While these issues are important influences on management structure and
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process, it is rarely appropriate to label any school or college as typifying a

single model. Rather, elements of many or all of the models may be found in

almost all organizations. In any one institution, certain models may be more

prevalent than the others but it is a question of relative not absolute signifi-

cance.

This caution is important but it may be possible to conclude that small

schools are likely to possess most of the characteristics of formal or collegial

organizations, particularly in periods of stability, and be able to operate with

a mix of transformational, participative, interpersonal and managerial leader-

ship. Large, multipurpose colleges undergoing rapid change may display many

of the features of the political and ambiguity theories and leaders may adopt

transactional and contingent models. Many secondary schools have elements

of all these models, whose significance varies from time to time according to

the nature of the activity and the nature and level of participation. Adherents

of the subjective and cultural models, and the postmodern and moral leader-

ship approaches, would add that much depends on the values, perceptions

and interpretations of individuals and groups in the organization.

Attempts at synthesis
Each of the models discussed in this volume offers valid insights into the

nature of leadership and management in schools and colleges. Yet all the per-

spectives are limited in that they do not give a complete picture of educa-

tional institutions. Rather, they turn the spotlight on particular aspects of the

organization and consequently leave other features in the shade. As we have

seen, most educational institutions display features from most or all of the

models: ‘Organizations are many things at once! They are complex and mul-

tifaceted. They are paradoxical. That’s why the challenges facing manage-

ment are so difficult. In any given situation there may be many different

tendencies and dimensions, all of which have an impact on effective man-

agement’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 347).

The inadequacies of each theory, taken singly, have led to a search for a

comprehensive model that integrates concepts to provide a coherent analyt-

ical framework. Ellstrom (1983, p. 236) makes the case for such a synthe-

sis: ‘Each model emphasises certain variables, while others are de-emphasised

or ignored. Consequently, each model can be expected to give only partial

understanding of the organisational reality . . . it might be possible to obtain

a more comprehensive understanding of organisations by integrating the

. . . models into an overarching framework.’ 

The attempt to develop coherence is not just a matter of esoteric interest

for educational theorists. Chapman (1993, p. 212) stresses the need for lead-

ers to develop this broader perspective in order to enhance organizational
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effectiveness: ‘Visionary and creative leadership and effective management in

education require a deliberate and conscious attempt at integration, enmesh-

ment and coherence.’

Enderud (1980), and Davies and Morgan (1983), have developed inte-

grative models incorporating ambiguity, political, collegial and formal per-

spectives. These syntheses are based on the assumption that policy formation

proceeds through four distinct phases which all require adequate time if the

decision is to be successful. Attempts by leaders to omit certain stages or to

proceed too fast with initiatives may lead to a breakdown of the decision

process or create the necessity for a ‘loopback’ to earlier phases.

These authors assume an initial period of high ambiguity as problems, solu-

tions and participants interact at appropriate choice opportunities. This anar-

chic phase serves to identify the issues and acts as a preliminary sifting

mechanism. If conducted properly it should lead to an initial coupling of

problems with potential solutions.

The output of the ambiguous period is regarded as the input to the polit-

ical phase. This stage is characterized by bargaining and negotiations, and

usually involves relatively few participants in small, closed committees. The

outcome is likely to be a broad measure of agreement on possible solutions.

In the third collegial phase, the participants committed to the proposed

solution attempt to persuade less active members to accept the compromise

reached during the political stage. The solutions are tested against criteria of

acceptability and feasibility, and may result in minor changes. Eventually this

process should lead to agreed policy outcomes and a degree of commitment

to the decision.

The final phase is the formal or bureaucratic stage during which agreed

policy may be subject to modification in the light of administrative consid-

erations. The outcome of this period is a policy which is both legitimate and

operationally satisfactory. 

Enderud (1980, p. 241) emphasizes that the significance of each phase

varies according to the different perceptions of participants as well as the

nature of the issue:

With its four phases, the model . . . reflects a mix of different realities in . . . deci-

sion making – an anarchistic, a political, a collegial and a bureaucratic reality –

which may all be part of any one joint decision process. This composite picture

will be one of the reasons why different participants often can interpret the same

decision as largely anarchic, political, collegial or bureaucratic, according to the

phase which is most visible to them, because of their own participation or for other

reasons.

Although Enderud acknowledges that the individual interpretations of partic-

ipants may influence the visibility of the models, the subjective perspective is
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not featured explicitly in the syntheses discussed by him, or by Davies and

Morgan (1983). Theodossin (1983, p. 88), however, does link the subjective

or phenomenological approach to the formal or systems model using an ana-

lytical continuum. He argues that a systems perspective is the most appro-

priate way of explaining national developments while individual and sub-unit

activities may be understood best by utilizing the individual meanings of par-

ticipants:

Asked to account for and to explain national movements . . . we are more likely

to find that a systems perspective is an appropriate form of conceptual organiza-

tion: to think in terms of thousands of private biographies of the participating indi-

viduals is clearly to concern oneself with more detail than one can handle

conceptually, let alone collect, and to segment the experience into an incoherent

fragmentation. However, asked to explain the emergence of mixed-ability group-

ing in a particular school . . . we are likely to find the phenomenological approach

more helpful: we are here dealing with change agents whose activities spring from

personal, individual experience. (Ibid.)

Theodossin’s analysis is interesting and plausible. It helps to delineate the con-

tribution of the formal and subjective models to educational management the-

ory. In focusing on these two perspectives, however, it necessarily ignores the

contribution of other approaches, including the cultural model which has not

been incorporated into any of the syntheses applied to education

The Enderud (1980), and Davies and Morgan (1983), models are valuable

in suggesting a plausible sequential link between four of the major theories.

However, it is certainly possible to postulate different sets of relationships

between the models. For example, a collegial approach may become political

as participants engage in conflict instead of seeking to achieve consensus. It

is perhaps significant that there have been few attempts to integrate the man-

agement models since the 1980s. There are probably too many potential com-

binations for an integration of the nine leadership models to be a profitable

activity.

Using theory to improve practice
The six models present different approaches to the management of educa-

tion and the syntheses indicate a few of the possible relationships between

them. However, the ultimate test of theory is whether it improves practice.

Theory which is arid and remote from practice will not improve leadership

and management or help to enhance teaching and learning, which should be

at the heart of the educational process.

There should be little doubt about the potential for theory to inform prac-

tice. School and college managers generally engage in a process of implicit

theorizing in deciding how to formulate policy or respond to events. Theory
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provides the analytical basis for determining the response to events and helps

in the interpretation of management information. Facts cannot simply be left

to speak for themselves. They require the explanatory framework of theory

in order to ascertain their real meaning.

The multiplicity of competing models means that no single theory is suf-

ficient to guide practice. Rather, managers need to develop ‘conceptual plu-

ralism’ (Bolman and Deal, 1984, p. 4) in order to be able to select the most

appropriate approach to particular issues and avoid a unidimensional stance:

‘Understanding organizations is nearly impossible when the manager is

unconsciously wed to a single, narrow perspective . . . Managers in all organ-

izations . . . can increase their effectiveness and their freedom through the

use of multiple vantage points. To be locked into a single path is likely to

produce error and self-imprisonment.’

Conceptual pluralism is similar to the notion of contingent leadership.

Both recognize the diverse nature of educational contexts and the advantages

of adapting leadership styles to the particular situation rather than adopting

a ‘one size fits all’ stance. Leaders should choose the theory most appropri-

ate for the organization and for the particular situation under consideration.

Appreciation of the various models is the starting point for effective action.

It provides a ‘conceptual tool-kit’ for the manager to deploy as appropriate

in addressing problems and developing strategy. The explicit acquisition of

a range of theoretical perspectives should lead to ‘the wise manager making

the most informed and appropriate selection of the multiple “truths” avail-

able’ (French, 1989, p. 49).

This eclectic approach may be illustrated by reference to the task of chair-

ing a meeting. The chair may begin by adopting the normatively preferable

collegial model and a participative leadership style. If consensus cannot be

achieved, s/he may need to adopt the political strategy of mediation to

achieve a compromise. If the emerging outcome appears to contradict gov-

erning body policy, it may be necessary to stress accountability, a central con-

cept in both the formal model and managerial leadership. During the

meeting, there may be different interpretations of the same phenomena and

sensitivity may be required to this essentially subjective or postmodern posi-

tion. There may also be elements of the ambiguity model, particularly if there

is fluid participation in the discussion. Throughout the process, the chair may

seek to ensure that the tone of the debate, and any policy proposals, are con-

sistent with the values and cultural norms of the organization.

Morgan (1997, p. 359) argues that organizational analysis based on these

multiple perspectives comprises two elements:

• a diagnostic reading of the situation being investigated, using different

metaphors to identify or highlight key aspects of the situation;
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• a critical evaluation of the significance of the different interpretations

resulting from the diagnosis.

These skills are consistent with the concept of the ‘reflective practitioner’

whose managerial approach incorporates both good experience and a distil-

lation of theoretical models based on wide reading and discussion with both

academics and fellow practitioners. This combination of theory and practice

enables the leader to acquire the overview required for strategic manage-

ment. Middlewood (1998, p. 8) claims that this ‘helicopter’ quality is a cen-

tral element of strategic thinking.

While it is widely recognized that appreciation of theory is likely to

enhance practice, there remain relatively few published accounts of how the

various models have been tested in school or college-based research. More

empirical work is needed to enable judgements on the validity of the mod-

els to be made with confidence. As Bell (1984, p. 199) indicates, detailed

observations are required to establish how decisions are made: ‘These obser-

vations are the key to understanding those forces of power and influence,

both inside and outside schools, which control and regulate them. Only in

this way can the internal organization of schools be fully understood.’

While observation is important, it may not be sufficient to judge the valid-

ity of the models: ‘Empirical adequacy is not a sufficient criterion for decid-

ing the merits of competing theories: the same empirical foundation may

adequately confirm any number of different theories’ (Evers and Lakomski,

1991, p. 101). Adherents of the subjective model, and postmodern leader-

ship, would argue that observation is inadequate because it overlooks the

perceptions of participants, whose interpretations of events are central to any

real understanding of educational institutions. Research is required which

combines observation and participants’ perceptions to provide a compre-

hensive analysis of school and college management. The objectives of such

a research programme would be to test the validity of the models presented

in this volume and to develop an overarching conceptual framework. It is a

tough task but if awareness of theory helps to improve practice, as we have

sought to demonstrate, then more rigorous theory should produce more

effective practitioners and better schools and colleges.
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