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The involvement of teachers, parents, and administrators in shared 

decision making is a critical component in recent attempts to implement site-

based decision making in Texas schools. This involvement is usually 

maintained through the school council, which is the sanctioned forum for 

discourse as defined by Texas laws. The purpose of this qualitative study was 

to describe and analyze the content and patterns of decision making discourse 

in three Texas elementary school councils. The research questions focused on 

(a) council member role descriptions, (b) training, (c) patterns of deliberation, 

and (d) varieties of issues discussed. A total of 44 council members 

participated in the research. Observation, interviews, structured group 

interviews, decision-making inventories, and documents were used to collect 

data from December 1992 until January 1994. 

The findings reveal that all council members saw their primary authority 

in the areas of goal setting and organization, but were less confident of their 

authority or role in the areas of budget, curriculum, or staffing. Training for 

members of all three councils was primarily in preparation for their roles, and 

continued training in the process or content of shared decision making was 

scattered. Of the 63 issues or topics of discussion in all three councils, 65% of 

the issues were in the goal setting or school organization categories. Thirty-four 



issues resulted in no decisions, and consensus or implied consensus were only 

used a total of 18 times to make decisions. 

Five categories of themes were found across all three councils: (a) 

managing plans, (b) organization of the council and work, (c) evaluation of work 

and the council, (d) issues of power, and (e) perceptions of learning impact. 

The principals greatly impacted the councils, decision making, 

discussion topics, and role perceptions. While all three councils addressed 

instruction in their campus plans, the perception of widespread impact on 

curriculum and instruction was unsupported by the observed evidence. Only 

one school frequently and consistently addressed school-wide activities which 

could have had an impact on classroom instruction. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Although power realignments in the educational arena have always 

been a part of our public schools, it has only been during the past few years that 

questions regarding "Who owns the schools?" have become a primary focus of 

educational discussion (Sarason, 1990). Among the many attempts to 

reorganize the school and realign school power, perhaps the most widely 

discussed organizational method is site-based management. In fact, site-based 

management is rapidly becoming a major focus of many current reforms. As 

districts restructure their schools, references are almost always made to some 

form of increased school-based autonomy (David, 1989). Proponents of site-

based management hold that the closer a decision is made to a student, the 

better it is likely to serve the student (Clune & White, 1988). This type of 

organizational administration identifies the school as the primary unit of 

educational decision making. 

A popular argument for school-based authority is that by granting 

teachers, administrators, and parents more control and flexibility, and by 

holding school authorities accountable for outcomes, more effective schools 

can be created (Clune & White, 1988). Many schools and school districts, in an 

attempt to restructure for greater effectiveness and to achieve community 

support and involvement in schools, are embracing site-based management as 

a means to improve the quality of education for students. 



In the purest form of site-based management, the schools are both the 

objects of, and the arenas for, educational improvement and change. 

Acknowledging the forces that influence schools, such as the district, county, 

and state agencies, parents, and community groups, the school is portrayed as 

the "center of decision making and renewal" (Sirotnik & Clark, 1988). Schools 

and leaders are embracing site-based management as a means to encourage 

real dialogue among staff members and patrons about improving student 

performance (Clune, 1990). By encouraging this kind of participation, they 

assume that better decisions and results will occur, and that ideas will flow 

throughout all facets of the school and throughout the district organization 

(Schlechty, 1990). As centers of decision making and renewal through site-

based management, educators expect that school-based structures will nurture 

the exchange of information and opinions about the process of improving 

student performance, and that patrons will have more authority and 

accountability at the school site for that improvement. 

In site-based managed schools and districts, this exchange of 

information and opinions about improving student outcomes usually takes place 

by means of shared decision making. Shared decision making is an attempt to 

bring together disparate groups of stakeholders in an attempt to join forces for 

collaboration and a "school-based, schoolwide orientation to improvement" 

(David, 1989, p. 46). In school-shared decision making, the authority to make 

decisions is distributed among administrators, teachers, parents, community 

members, and sometimes students. Theoretically, this delegation of authority 

brings responsibility for results. 



The active involvement of parents and teachers in shared decision 

making is generally a critical component in the implementation of site-based 

management as a means of closing the school-community alienation gap 

(Clune & White, 1988). In order to include parents, teachers, the principal, and 

other staff members or even students, a school committee is generally formed to 

link a community to its school and unite the school's purposes (Foster, 1984). 

These committees function under a variety of descriptive names, such as school 

improvement teams, school committees, site-based teams, leadership teams, 

and school councils. For the remainder of this study, these committees will be 

referred to as school councils. Theoretically, school councils give parents and 

teachers the right to participate in important school decisions and the means to 

acquire greater control over school programs and policies. The council 

becomes the "primary forum for shared decision making" and the designated 

arena for professional and patron exchange (Malen & Ogawa, 1988, p. 251). 

State legislation sometimes plays an important role in restructuring 

public schools so that they include shared decision making and some form of 

school council. In an attempt to stimulate the restructuring of its public schools, 

legislators in the State of Texas have recently mandated site-based 

management as a primary means of reformation. Texas law has specifically 

included site-based committees as an integral part of this restructuring. Texas 

Education Code §21.931 mandated that each school district develop and 

implement a plan for site-based decision making before September 1, 1992, 

and specifically required school committees which must include community 

representatives, school-based staff, parents, and principals. The decision 

making role of these committees was left to the discretion of the districts, but the 



law required some kind of role in five areas: goal setting, curriculum, 

budgeting, staffing patterns, and school organization. The Texas law also 

required that committees establish objectives for each campus. TEC §21.7532 

stated that each principal, with the assistance of parents, community residents, 

and school staff, must establish academic and other performance objectives for 

each of the Academic Excellence Indicator System measures. 

As noted in the Resource Guide on Site-Based Decision Making and 

District and Campus Planning (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 1992), the intent 

of these most recent Texas laws was to improve learning opportunities for 

students. The Texas law specifically defined the school councils as playing a 

key role in determining performance objectives for students, and in identifying 

long-range goals for schools. As mandated by law, Texas school councils must 

involve parents, community leaders, teachers, and administrators in decision 

making covering a wide range of topics, including goal setting, curriculum, 

budgeting, staffing patterns, school organization, and other topics related to 

school improvement. 

As sanctioned forums for discourse in at least five broadly defined areas, 

and in the spirit of the Texas law, it is logical to assume that school councils 

make decisions in order to improve student performance. School councils have 

the potential to exert a great deal of influence on school change, operating 

procedures and policies, and instructional improvement. As a significant 

catalyst for school change, the school council provides fertile ground for 

interesting research. This research is particularly valuable to school district 

employees and other public education patrons when site-based management is 

examined as a significant restructuring mechanism. Useful data can be 



gleaned from a thorough examination of school council meetings, school 

improvement plans, and other planning documents in an effort to examine the 

areas targeted by the restructured schools. Appropriate means for determining 

school council discourse include observations of school council meetings and 

interviews with participants to gain their perceptions of how discussions are 

initiated and how decisions are reached. This research was based on the need 

to examine the intended role of Texas school councils as an integral part of 

school decision making and as an agent of instructional change. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem of this study was to describe and analyze the content and 

patterns of decision-making discourse in three site-based elementary school 

councils. 

Research Questions 

This study was guided by the following questions: 

1. How do school council members describe their roles? 

2. How were school council members prepared or trained for their work? 

3. What are the patterns of deliberation in school council meetings? 

4. What are the varieties and patterns of school council decision making? 

Definition of Terms 

1. Site-based management is a process of decentralization in which the 

school becomes the primary unit of management and educational improvement 

(Marburger, 1985). In site-based management, the redistribution of decision-



making authority reflects the increased responsibility of school-based 

employees and patrons. 

2. Decision-making discourse refers to the exchange of information leading to a 

conclusion, with the intent to act or allocate resources. The conclusion is 

usually made through the means of a vote, compromise, consensus, or rejection 

of the decision altogether. 

3. A school council serves as the primary forum for shared decision making in 

the school, and serves as the designated arena for professional and patron 

exchange (Malen & Ogawa, 1988). School councils usually include staff 

members, parents, teachers, administrators, and community leaders. The 

purpose of school councils is to define and guide the school improvement 

process. 

4. An observer is a researcher who repeatedly enters the school site to gather 

information, observe school transactions, and interview participants. 

5. A kev informant is a participant who is more willing to talk and be 

interviewed, and may have more experience in the setting. The key informant 

may be particularly insightful about the process (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). 

6. The constant comparative method is a research design for multiple-site 

studies, in which the formal analysis begins early in the study and is nearly 

completed by the end of the data collection (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This 

recursive method of combining information and analysis enables the theory to 

be driven by the information gathered. 



Background and Review of the Literature 

Recently passed Texas law sets forth the requirements for site-based 

management and the inclusion of school councils. Texas Education Code 

§21.7532 established the need for student performance objectives committees 

in each Texas school to set performance goals. In The Resource Guide on Site-

Based Decision Making and District and Campus Planning (TEA, 1992, p.4), 

TEC §21.7532 is clarified: 

For each school year, the principal of each school campus, 
with the assistance of parents, community residents, and the 
professional staff of the school shall establish academic and other 
performance objectives of the campus for each academic excellence 
indicator. 

This section of the law also required that the objectives would also address the 

performance of special needs students. 

Texas laws provide guidelines for the school councils and their 

composition. In 1991, TEC §21.931 established the need for school committees 

or councils, and required that each district submit a plan outlining their role. 

Texas school council requirements included parents and community members 

as participants. Texas Education Agency (TEA) interpretation clarified the law 

by specifying at least two parents and two community members to serve on 

each school council. According to TEA guidelines, a community member is 

defined as a patron of the school who lives in the school attendance area but 

does not currently have children in attendance at that school (TEA, 1992). 

Professional input in council decisions must be through elected representatives, 

two-thirds of whom must be teachers (Texas Association of School Boards 

[TASB], 1992). TEC §21.931 holds districts responsible for defining school 
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council decision making authority related to goal setting, curriculum, budgeting, 

staffing patterns, and school organization. 

There has been widespread discussion of the purposes of site-based 

management and school councils. In the context of site-based management, 

the term shared decision making generally refers to the involvement of 

administrators, teachers, parents, and community members in determining 

certain functions of the school (David, 1989). A mechanism to encourage this 

sharing of decision making is the school council, which includes 

representatives of those constituencies. School councils are also known as 

school improvement teams, school committees, site-based teams, planning 

teams, or leadership teams. These councils are composed of representatives 

from various groups from within the school's community and commonly include 

the teaching staff, administrative staff, parents, community members, and 

occasionally, students. 

School council responsibilities and membership criteria vary 

considerably across and within districts and states (Clune & White, 1988). 

Some councils are composed of teachers who are elected schoolwide or by 

grade level or department; others are composed of representatives from 

preexisting committees (David, 1989). The following three distinct examples of 

school council responsibilities and membership criteria provide a sense of the 

variation among the districts and states involved in stages of implementation. 

Oregon's 2020 School Improvement and Professional Development program 

currently gives 97 schools funding to develop school improvement plans that 

are initiated and administered by teacher-led site committees. Each 2020 

school is required to establish a site committee that is composed primarily of 



teaching staff with some administrative representation. The Oregon site 

committees' functions and membership vary from school to school. All 

committees, however, are elected and are chaired by a teacher. The 

committees report real authority over managing the 2020 projects, and most 

verify their actual influence and concrete accomplishments (Goldman, Dunlap, 

& Conley, 1991). Oregon's 2020 schools report decision making regarding 

supplies, budgets, distribution of special education funding, implementation of 

computer labs, grant writing, and planning. 

Another variation of implementation has been undertaken in the 

Columbus, Ohio public school system. In 1989, Columbus, Ohio public schools 

adopted a comprehensive reform plan which implemented site-based 

management and shared decision making. An integral part of this reform is an 

association building council which consists of teachers and staff members or, in 

"scout" schools, a shared decision making cabinet which is composed of staff 

members, teachers, and parents. The purpose of both committees is to develop 

a school improvement plan (Hill & Bonan, 1991). 

School council membership criteria and responsibilities are defined for 

the Salt Lake City public school system in still another way. This district's 

shared governance policy requires that each school establish two bodies: a 

School Improvement Council composed of building administrators, teachers, 

and noncertified staff, and a School Community Council composed of School 

Improvement Council members and parents. The councils are given broad 

policymaking authority in order to wield influence on school-level policy (Malen 

& Ogawa, 1988). 
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Other representative districts across the nation also reflect a variety of 

school council responsibilities. Chicago public schools have actively 

promoted the shared planning model for a number of years. Chicago's School 

Reform Act, enacted in 1989, mandated local councils for every school which 

consist of the principal, school employees, parents, and community members, 

and share authority over the local school budget and the continued employment 

of the school principal. The Memphis, Tennessee site-based decision making 

model includes a school council which operates for the school much as a 

school board functions for the school system. The council is the primary 

organizational vehicle through which the patrons of the schools share decision 

making authority at the local school level (Etheridge & Hall, 1991). The 

Memphis school councils do not make decisions about daily operations but set 

goals, advise on the implementation of programs, and help to evaluate the 

progress toward school goals. 

In schools across the country, procedures for selecting council members 

and their decision making authority and roles are generally set forth in state 

legislation in a written agreement, a local policy statement from the school 

board, or in other less formal documents. The Texas Education Agency 

interpretation of the Texas law implies that professional staff input must be 

through elected professional staff representatives, that at least two parents and 

two community members must serve on the councils, and that principals are to 

establish a method of selection for these representatives. Texas law requires 

that district school boards define the role of school councils regarding goal 

setting, curriculum, budgeting, staffing patterns, and school organization. 
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Other states have provided the impetus for shared decision making and 

school councils. School improvement councils have formally existed in the 

State of South Carolina since the passage of the Education Finance Act of 

1977. The membership of these councils includes parents, teachers, students 

(in grades 9-12) and community representatives. The legislation requires that 

the councils assist in the preparation of an annual school improvement report 

and assist in the development and monitoring of school improvement (Monrad 

& Norman, 1992). In Kentucky, state law has authorized site-based decision 

making councils to determine and oversee several matters of school operation, 

including the development of school policies regarding curriculum, assignment 

of instructional and non-instructional staff, assignment of students to classes 

and programs, determination of the schedule of the school day and week, and 

the selection and implementation of discipline and classroom management 

techniques. In sum, the Kentucky site-based decision making model views the 

local school council as a policy-making body for the school much as the local 

school board establishes policy for the school district (Van Meter, 1991). 

These are but a few examples of site-based decision making where 

school councils serve as a significant component. Although variations are 

evident between school districts which have implemented school councils, the 

purpose of the councils can be generally defined as a forum for shared decision 

making which gives members the right to participate in important school 

decisions (Malen & Ogawa, 1988). 

A review of research to date reveals interesting results from site-based 

implementation, shared decision making, and school councils. It is apparent 

that the reform themes are played out in public schools in a complex manner. 
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Where there are site-based schools with school councils, interviews with 

principals have revealed a perceived change in the roles of teachers. Teachers 

who served on school councils were perceived as being energized, as gaining 

knowledge on their own or attending institutes on particular learning strategies. 

Principals saw benefits in stepping out of traditional leadership roles and taking 

on supportive, facilitative roles (Goldman et al., 1991). Although teachers 

involved in site-based management generally report increased satisfaction and 

feelings of professionalism, there have been only a few examples of site-based 

changes which involved significant redesigning or restructuring of current 

practices (David, 1989; Monrad & Norman, 1992). In sum, however, the 

advantages of shared decision making seem to include improved morale, 

improved cooperation between administrators and subordinates, and improved 

adaptability to changes that might result from the decision (Elenbogen & 

Hiestand, 1990). 

Despite favorable aspects of shared decision making and involvement in 

site-based management, research tends to support the view that school 

councils rarely devote time to critical instructional or curricular issues (David, 

1989). Sagor (1992) suggested that the goal of many councils is to achieve a 

kind of school harmony in which individuals are brought together not for their 

disparate views, but to achieve a kind of supportive climate for practices already 

in place. Some researchers have found that despite the existence of a 

favorable site-based structural arrangement, teachers and parents do not 

demonstrate powerful influence over significant school issues (Malen & Ogawa, 

1988). In fact, attention to school governance and student social support needs 

often divert the councils' attention away from critical issues in curriculum and 
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instruction (Newmann & Clune, 1992). Confusion over the roles of participants 

in school councils is often prevalent (Elenbogen & Hiestand, 1990). 

School council members often feel constrained by some of the rules 

which were, in fact, implemented to ensure a system of checks and balances in 

council proceedings. The recent RAND study (cited in Hill & Bonan, 1991) 

revealed that some of the schools in five districts were paralyzed by their own 

decision making processes. In many schools, a formal rule of unanimity gave 

veto power on every issue to every group represented on the council. Under 

these circumstances, the researchers in the RAND study found that only trivial 

actions could be taken by the council. 

Many school-based councils, therefore, spend time with operational 

decisions or "first-order" changes, because existing school structures, roles, and 

goals are assumed to be acceptable and the aim is merely to correct 

deficiencies (Cuban, 1988). Examples of first-order changes include the 

redecorating of the teacher's lounge, the devotion of more time to planning, and 

changes in the existing student discipline plan for the school. A content 

analysis of school council committee minutes in 15 site-managed schools in 

Quebec revealed that pedagogical issues were infrequently discussed, more 

topics were presented as information only, and that the topics of discussion 

were initiated mostly by administrators or teachers (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 

1991). This control of agenda topics seems to be coupled by an inability or 

unwillingness for school councils to address systemic school changes, and may 

be explained or attributed to the awareness of new tasks that are not the usually 

business of teachers and parents. These tasks ask them to "extend themselves 
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into new arenas of expertise," and may prove uncomfortable to participants 

(Weiss, Cambone, & Wyeth, 1992, p. 351). 

In Texas, councils are required to address curricular and instructional 

issues, as well as student performance information. Research regarding school 

councils is limited and few studies have been conducted in Texas schools 

because of the short length of time that site-based management has been 

required. Several schools in the state anticipated the move to shared 

governance, or site-based management, however, and began implementation 

of school councils and school planning years ago. Texas requirements 

mandated the school council as a part of TEC §21.931, which required a plan 

for site-based decision making by September 1,1992. Therefore, many districts 

and schools implemented the concept of a school council during the 1992-1993 

school year. 

This research, then, is valuable because it provides an in-depth 

examination of the kinds of topics addressed by school councils as a result of 

Texas legislation. It also examines the attempts to implement site-based 

decision making as a means to focus the efforts of the patrons of each school on 

school reform. 

Methodology 

Nature of the Sample 

This research consisted of a case study of several school councils, each 

in a different year of implementation and activity. A variety of information 

sources were examined from the three elementary school councils studied. 

Each council represented a different school district in fairly close proximity to a 
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city of over one million inhabitants. The three school councils represented a 

span of from about 1 to 6 years of existence and activity. Choice of the 

elementary schools was based on similar demographic features such as size, 

student diversity, and socioeconomic status. Other factors influencing school 

selection included accessibility, control of extraneous demographic variables, 

and the general acceptance of the district and the principal of this kind of school 

research. 

Data Collection 

As the research began, all three schools were visited, meetings were 

held with the school councils, and the nature of the research was generally 

described as "observing what takes place in school council meetings." 

Anonymity was assured as much as possible. Pseudonyms were used for 

reporting, and campus and school district names were disguised. 

Initial raw data collection began with all three schools in December, 

1992, and school council meetings were attended from that time until January, 

1994. Informants were identified and in-depth interviews were conducted 

during the third phase of data collection, between March, 1993 and November, 

1993 (Appendix A). Focus groups, or structured group interviews, were 

conducted between October, 1993 and January, 1994, in which preliminary 

findings were discussed with each school council's participants and time was 

allowed for response and reaction. The structured group interview questions 

were intended to confirm findings and to stimulate discussion among the 

participants. 
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One school selected for the study was Abbott Elementary School, located 

in a suburb of the major city. This suburban district has 33,000 students and 35 

elementary schools. Abbott is located in a residential neighborhood of 

predominantly single-family, lower-middle class homes, and reflects a diversity 

of ethnic backgrounds. Abbott's principal, who is female, has served as 

principal for 9 years. The school was a pilot site for site-based decision 

making and established a school council in 1987. During the council 

observation times, the school student population was 655 and the staff 

numbered 55. The Abbott school council is called the Advisory Council, and 

consists of 23 members. Five parents, 3 community members, 11 teachers, 3 

staff members, and the principal comprise its membership. 

Ballard Elementary School was the second elementary site selected from 

a district about 40 miles northwest of the major city. At the time of observation, 

this district had 11,200 students and nine elementary schools. Ballard is 

located in a neighborhood very similar to Abbott Elementary School, and the 

school population was 683 at the time of the study. There were 56 staff 

members employed at the school. The principal of the school, who is female, 

had been at Ballard for 6 years. During the 1992-1993 school year, Ballard was 

in its first full year of site-based council meetings and, according to its principal, 

was still clarifying its role in shared decision making as it met. A full-time 

assistant principal was assigned to the building during the year of research. 

The school council at Ballard consisted of 10 representatives; five were 

classroom teachers. Of the remaining members, 2 were staff members, 1 

member was a parent, 1 was a community member, and 1 was the principal. 
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Chaney Elementary School was the third site included in the research. 

Like Abbott and Ballard, Chaney Elementary School is located in a lower 

middle-class neighborhood of homes. The student population at Chaney was 

880 during the period of observation, and the school staff numbered 64. The 

principal, a female, had been at Chaney for 3 years and had instituted a site-

based council when she was named as principal of the school. Chaney also 

employed a full-time assistant principal. Nine teachers, the assistant principal, 

and the principal formed the council. Two parents were named to the council, 

but attended only one meeting during the time of observation. Chaney's shared 

decision making plan also included a system of subcommittees which wrote 

specific school improvement action plans and reported progress to the school 

council. 

The three councils were investigated using qualitative methods. The 

term qualitative research refers to research strategies that yield rich descriptions 

of people, places, and conversations, all of which are not easily handled by 

statistical procedures. Qualitative research questions are not framed by 

operationalizing variables; rather, they are formulated to investigate topics in all 

of their complexity, and most significantly, in context (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). 

Employing a qualitative rather than a quantitative point of view makes it 

possible to gain an understanding of participants' behaviors in a natural setting. 

Through the comprehensive descriptions of the proceedings of school council 

meetings, and through the collection of data from a variety of other written 

sources, descriptive information related to the experiences of school council 

members, their perceptions of the decision-making proceedings, and how the 

context of their school environment influenced the individuals and the 
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development of the council could be gathered and analyzed. In short, the 

actions of the individuals and the groups of individuals in the school councils 

were best understood when observed in the settings in which they occurred. 

A comparative case study research design was utilized for this study. In 

case study design the participant's observation is used as the primary method 

of data collection (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). In any case study, the focus is on a 

particular organization or some aspect of the organization. In a comparative 

case study, two or more case studies are done and then compared and 

contrasted. In this comparative case study, this design was followed and the 

three school councils served as the organizations to be compared and 

contrasted. Because an active participant's role was not maintained in the 

proceedings of the school council meetings, observation was used as the 

primary means of collecting data for this study. 

Sources of data reviewed included school and district documents from all 

three schools and districts, school improvement plans, district site-based 

management implementation plans, regulations, school council membership 

rosters and written procedures, and council agendas and minutes. Board 

policies defining the roles of school councils from the three districts were 

analyzed for similarities and differences. Participating principals were initially 

interviewed regarding council membership and methods of council member 

selection. 

Participants in the research were members of the three school councils 

and included teachers, principals, assistant principals, parents, community 

members, and staff members. Information was derived from these members as 

they participated in school council meetings and in follow-up individual 
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interviews. Information was also obtained through informal meetings and 

conversations with participants during arrival and departure from school 

campuses and the council meetings. In addition to the school council meetings, 

other planning or subcommittee meetings were attended and data were 

collected by means of field notes, audio taping, and council decision making 

inventories. The field notes primarily used to record descriptions of individuals, 

places, events, activities, decisions, and conversations. They also included 

personal ideas, strategies, reflections, and hunches. The field notes were 

central to the observations and provided the core of the research (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1992). 

By December, 1992, all three school councils were formed and the 

participants were attending regular meetings. Initial meetings with the school 

councils and pilot data collection began that same month. It was anticipated 

that data collection would continue for approximately 1 year; in fact, data 

collection extended until January, 1994. Data collection procedures, 

techniques, and time lines are provided in Appendix A. Because most of the 

school councils kept the majority of their membership over a period of years, the 

council meetings were observed after the summer break and into the new 

school year. Information was derived from a content analysis of the three 

schools' campus improvement plans, as well as other written communications, 

agendas, and planning worksheets. These documents were reviewed for 

planning content, agenda topics, and specific school improvement objectives 

and activities. This information supplemented and strengthened the 

observations of the school council planning process and content. 
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Interviews were conducted to clarify who was involved in the decision 

making, the level of participant involvement, and participants' perceptions of the 

process. Interviews were either transcribed as they occurred or recorded and 

reconstructed as field notes within several days of the interviews. Informal 

interviews were conducted of members, including parents, teachers, and the 

principals. Key informants, selected at each site, were informally interviewed 

each month to discuss their impressions of the proceedings of the meetings. 

The content of these informal interviews was driven by the data gathered to 

date. Examples of the questions asked in the informal interviews are provided 

in Appendix B. 

Formal interviews were scheduled with key informants and were 

conducted using interview protocol. All informal and formal interview 

information was transcribed and became part of the field note record. Samples 

of formal interview questions are provided in Appendix C. A decision-making 

inventory, provided in Appendix D, was used to document the types of issues 

discussed at the school council meetings, the process used in discussion, and 

the outcomes and reactions to the decisions. The decision making inventory 

complemented the data retrieved from field notes and interviews. The retrieval 

of information from interviews, school improvement plans, school council field 

notes, decision making inventories, and school and district documents made it 

possible to validate the findings by subjecting it to intensive, multiple measures 

from multiple sources. This validation process is known as triangulating the 

data (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

Focus groups, or structured group interviews, were organized after the 

data collection, observation of meetings, and formal interviews. One group 
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interview was held for each of the three participating schools, and all members 

of each council were asked to attend. The purpose of the group interview was 

to ascertain the participants' perceptions of the meetings, to ask participants to 

describe the kind of work that had served as the core of council meetings, and 

to allow participants to respond to initial thoughts and reactions which were 

based on the observations. A briefdocument was given to each member 

attending the group interviews, and participants were asked to respond to 

certain marked questions in writing. Other questions on the group interview 

document served as open discussion questions. Members' answers to these 

questions were audio taped for later transcription. Results of the structured 

group interviews were used to validate observations and to provide interesting 

commentary on the participants' behaviors during council meetings. A copy of 

the structured group interview document is provided in Appendix E. 

Data Analysis 

An ongoing analysis was conducted to systematically scrutinize and 

arrange all of the data as it provided a more thorough understanding of school 

councils, the council process, and participant behaviors. At times, additional 

data collection sessions were planned in light of what was found in previous 

observations. In order to organize the data into a manageable format, coding 

was used as a primary tool. Coding made it possible to cluster segments of 

data related to recurring themes, concepts, types of decisions, or research 

questions (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

This coding system evolved from an examination of the patterns and 

regularities that emerged, as well as from research questions. After the initial 
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coding system was developed, subcoding was used to categorize the 

information at various levels. Care was taken to examine transcribed sentences 

in order to judge which code or subcode to assign, and some units of data were 

coded with more than one category. 

The reduction and coding of the data, which were ongoing, began in the 

collection phase of the research. Further analysis of the data followed, with 

unordered matrices followed by more structured site-ordered matrices. If 

appropriate, at least one matrix was constructed for the research question to 

allow for initial cross-site comparison. When these comparisons yielded 

similarities, recurring themes were identified and were confirmed or denied with 

additional cross-site comparisons. If exceptions to these themes were 

identified, explanations were formulated or new concepts were identified to 

address the exception. The majority of the data analysis was completed by 

December, 1993, thus making it possible to gather supplementary data and 

confirm findings by May, 1994. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Site-based management is a form of decentralization. It identifies the 

school as the primary center of improvement and relies on the redistribution of 

decision-making authority as the means through which improvements are 

stimulated and sustained (Malen, Ogawa, & Kranz, 1990). Site-based 

management differs from many current forms of school district organization in 

which the central office dominates the decision making process. In fact, current 

plans for site-based management stem largely from the belief that centralized 

decision making is inefficient, and that all bureaucratic attempts to promote a 

uniform organizational and pedagogical program in all schools are unlikely to 

result in schools which respond to the needs of the diverse range of students 

and their parents. 

The site-based management rationale is that the closer a decision is 

made to a student, the more likely it is to serve the student at that school (Clune 

& White, 1988). Site-based management is advanced as a remedy to a variety 

of current school problems, but its proponents contend that it improves schools 

in several ways, by (a) enabling school participants to exert substantial 

influence on school policy decision, (b) strengthening the quality of school-wide 

planning processes, (c) stimulating instructional improvement, and (d) 

improving the academic achievement of students (Malen et al., 1990). 

Therefore, site-based management shifts decision making responsibility and 
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authority from the central office to the school and reverses a trend, evident at 

least since the mid-1960s, to try to improve school performance through 

centralized instruments of policy, regulation, mandate, enforcement, and legal 

action (Hill & Bonan, 1990). In theory, most decisions of educational 

consequence are to be made at the school. The school, therefore, is identified 

as the primary unit of educational decision making, constituting a natural 

management team of those who are closest to the source of education 

(Duttweiler, 1988). 

The History of Site-Based Management 

The concept of site-based management is not new. It has been 

practiced in varying degrees in school systems around the country since it first 

received notice approximately 30 years ago. In the 1960s and 1970s, certain 

forms of site-based management were usually called decentralization and 

school-site budgeting. They were adopted to give political power to local 

communities, and to offset centralized authority or state inefficiency (David, 

1989). The New York State Fleischmann Commission formulated preliminary 

guidelines for the term site-based management in 1971, which included (a) 

funds to be allocated to schools based on the needs of the children at the 

schools, (b) specific school objectives to be set by persons associated with the 

school, (c) autonomy as to how instructional funds would be spent, (d) 

autonomy as to the organization of the instructional program at the school, and 

(e) parent participation in decision making at the school (Pierce, 1980). These 

guidelines served as early benchmarks for other districts' implementation of 

site-based management. 
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Earlv Implementation 

Educators began to implement forms of site-based management in an 

effort to respond to, among other factors, the changing characteristics of the 

neighborhoods and communities they served (Taylor & Levine, 1991). Several 

districts across the country showed early interest and implemented site-based 

management as a result of state and local policies. While these districts did not 

always implement the site-based concept as fully as identified by the 

Fleischmann report, they did implement key components based on perceived 

needs. Florida mandated site-based management teams in 1972, and required 

that a school improvement plan be written by the teams. The Dade County, 

Florida school system has received much publicity for its site-based 

management implementation. Starting from a nucleus of 32 schools in the mid-

1980s, site-based management was expanded to include 147 schools by the 

1990-1991 school year, and involved school teams which redesigned the 

school day, class schedules, and staff development (Hill & Bonan, 1991). Site-

based management in California was stimulated in part by state legislation. A 

consortium of 25 superintendents, Governor Jerry Brown, and members of the 

California State Board of Education in the early 1970s expressed interest in 

site-based management and encouraged the implementation of the system, 

which included school site councils and parent involvement in programs (Clune 

& White, 1988). 

Other districts implemented forms of site-based decision making in the 

1970s. The Salt Lake City public schools began site-based management in the 

mid-1970s with the hiring of a new superintendent who accepted the position 

only if the board agreed to implement shared decision making and governance 
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(Clune & White, 1988). The Edmonton Public School District in Alberta, 

Canada implemented site-based budgeting in its 160 schools after a 3-year 

pilot project in seven volunteer schools in the district. The Edmonton site-based 

management program involved budgeting for staff, supplies, equipment, and 

services (Clune & White, 1988). School improvement councils have formally 

existed in the State of South Carolina since the passage of the Education 

Finance Act of 1977. This legislation mandated that each school district board 

of trustees establish an improvement council in each school within the South 

Carolina district by 1978. School improvement plans have been required from 

each school since that date (Monrad & Norman, 1992). 

As the years progressed, many other districts across the country have 

initiated at least some aspect of site-based management. Proponents of site-

based management, however, point out that in spite of the years of movement 

toward decentralization, contemporary site-based management is more than a 

new name for a shift of decision-making responsibilities to the school site. New 

proponents argue that site-based management invokes fundamental changes 

in district and school organization and the restructuring of roles of the 

superintendent, central office staff, principals, teachers, parents, and community 

leaders. By the late 1980s, site-based management had been refocused from 

its original limited framework and was redirected toward empowering school 

staffs and patrons to create conditions in schools which facilitate improvement, 

innovation, and professional growth (David, 1989). 

Many districts had, therefore, initiated site-based decision making 

ventures, and the research shows that districts are still considering it as a 

means to restructure. Foster (1984) estimated that by 1984, approximately 
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60,000 school councils had been formed over the last 12 years by local, state, 

or federal decree. Districts across the country are regarding the school council 

as one mechanism to ensure site-based decision making and responsibility for 

school improvement. 

Texas Initiatives 

Although not the first to study similar reform, the Texas legislature and 

Texas educators are among the many to show interest in site-based 

management and site-based school councils. Since 1984, the Texas 

legislature and the State Board of Education have engaged in continual 

educational reform. In an attempt to stimulate the restructuring of public 

schools, state legislators mandated site-based management as a primary 

means of reformation. TEC §21.931 required each school district to develop 

and implement a plan for site-based decision making before September 1, 

1992, and required that the district's implementation plan be submitted to the 

Texas Education Agency for approval (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 1992). 

In this plan, districts must ensure that school-based committees are established 

and include parents, community representatives, school-based staff, and the 

principal. Thus, Texas law specifically identifies school-based committees, or 

councils, as integral components in the state restructuring plan. The decision-

making scope and responsibilities of these councils can be defined by each 

Texas district in five areas: goal setting, curriculum, budgeting, staffing patterns, 

and school organization. 

Texas law specifically describes the school councils as playing a key role 

in determining performance objectives for students and in identifying long-
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range goals for schools. TEC §21.931 has recently been amended to ensure 

public access to site-based councils. Section 7.08 of the recent Senate Bill 7 

amends §21.931 by requiring each school council to schedule at least one 

public meeting per year and to inform the school community regarding the most 

recent student performance information and annual campus rating from the 

Texas Education Agency (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 1994b). Recent 

documents from the Texas Education Agency Office of Accountability 

emphasize the relationship between school councils' campus decision making 

procedures and campus performance objectives, thus strengthening the 

council's purpose as an agent of school improvement (TEA, 1994b). While 

§21.931 defines parameters for school committees and their responsibilities, 

the Texas law also includes limitations regarding the council members' ability to 

limit or affect the power of the board of trustees of the district to effectively 

manage the district (TEA, 1994b). Indeed, in §21.931 and §21.930, the law 

specifically prohibits limitations to the board of trustees' power and suggestions 

that the council might act as a tool for collective bargaining. And so, for 

approximately 10 years, Texas law has served to gradually define rules for 

restructuring, and for the past few years, has begun encouraging each district to 

define its role in shared decision making as a means of restructuring while at 

the same time, attempting to provide parameters for that decision making. 

School Councils and Site-Based Management 

School council continue to be a significant component in the use of site-

based management to bring about enduring school improvement. The council 

serves as a mechanism to link site-based management to shared decision 
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making (Mutchler & Duttweiler, 1990). Site-based management is frequently 

paired with the term, shared decision making; however, even though all site-

based managed schools do not necessarily incorporate widespread 

participation in decisions, the two terms are usually combined, because they 

share common assumptions about the efficiency and effectiveness of decision 

making and the empowerment of individuals to make decisions about how 

students should be served (Hill & Bonan, 1991). In shared decision making, 

superordinates and subordinates work together as equals in joint decision 

making which occurs as influence over the final choice is shared equally with 

no distinction between the two groups. In site-based school councils, the 

authority to make decisions is distributed among administrators, teachers, 

parents, community members, and, sometimes, students. This delegation of 

authority, in theory, brings the acceptance of responsibility for results. Thus, 

school councils are a tangible device for creating conditions in which principals, 

teachers, and parents are given greater control over school resources and 

greater freedom to initiate changes in organization, instruction, scheduling, and 

other student services. The school districts which showed early and continued 

interest in site-based management have all implemented some form of the 

school council to promote the benefits of shared decision making and 

empowerment. 

School Councils and Empowerment 

Site-based management, then, has naturally led to the implementation of 

this new decision making device, the school council, which, in turn, has raised 

complex issues in defining both the scope and authority of school participants 
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and the processes through which they work (Newmann, 1991). Control over 

resources and the freedom to initiate changes in schools involve the 

empowerment of individuals within school communities to influence decisions 

that directly affect them, and in theory, will lead to more effective operations of 

schools and greater benefits to students (Paterson, 1991). This scope of 

authority, or empowerment, can be defined as the degree to which the 

opportunity to use power effectively is granted or withheld from school 

individuals, and basically identifies the opportunity to act upon one's ideas 

(DuFour & Eaker, 1991). 

The empowerment of parents, teachers, and principals for shared 

decision making is generally a critical component in the implementation of site-

based management as a means of closing the school-community gap (Clune & 

White, 1988). One aspect of empowerment is the influence individuals perceive 

that they have in school decisions. This desired influence comes, presumably, 

from parents, community members who want more say in the governance of 

their schools, and teachers and building principals who are frustrated by 

central office and board-level constraints on their actions (Jenni & Mauriel, 

1990). The general consensus of opinion seems to be that individuals who are 

empowered to improve their schools are more satisfied with the decisions and, 

therefore, are more supportive, cooperative and focused in getting the decisions 

implemented. 

Teachers, because they are close to classrooms and students, 

presumably have especially important information to contribute to the decision-

making process. Advocates of site-based management argue that empowering 

teachers to make decisions guarantees that the decisions will be better tuned to 
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the needs of students (Weiss et al., 1992). Empowered teachers are also 

expected to share a sense of ownership and to be more likely to see that 

decisions are actually implemented. 

Perceived Benefits 

In spite of the identification of various obstacles to site-based 

management and school council effectiveness, many districts are either moving 

to site-based school councils or are considering these structures as vehicles for 

school improvement. Teachers also seem to perceive that there are benefits to 

empowerment through site-based school councils. 

Teachers involved in site-based management and school councils report 

increased professionalism and satisfaction (David, 1989). Advocates claim that 

teachers have important information to contribute to the decision-making 

process, and that when teachers are encouraged to participate in the decision-

making process, they demonstrate full-fledged professionalism in using the 

power to shape the conditions and the work they do (Weiss et al., 1992). Staff 

members generally describe site-managed schools as more responsive when 

decison-making arrangements and structures such as school councils are 

utilized (Cotton, 1994). Neal (1991) emphasized that there was little doubt that 

schools are better with these site committees than without them. Jenni and 

Mauriel (1990) found that while teachers do not generally feel empowered 

through site-based management and school councils, they give the school 

council vehicle high marks for providing teachers a more formal voice for 

addressing issues of concern. 
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Parents, too, report positive attitudes about serving on school councils 

(Jenni & Mauriel, 1990). Parents gain benefits such as personal growth and 

knowledge in addition to benefits such as a perception of better delivery of 

instruction (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991). 

Despite the perceived positive effects of empowerment, differences exist 

between the theoretical connections of site-based decision making and 

empowerment through school councils. There is scant research to support the 

theory of empowering site-based council members to act upon their ideas. 

Other research highlights a variety of perceptions regarding the amount of 

empowerment participants have in relation to decision making. Individuals on 

site-based councils often report that they have little actual influence over 

key decisions of curriculum, personnel, and budget (Jenni & Mauriel, 1990). 

Thus, there are questions about the degree of real power held by the members 

of the councils. Uncertainty about the extent of their authority or unfamiliarity 

with decision-making processes sometimes prevents council members from 

using the authority that they have theoretically been delegated (Cotton, 1994). 

Indeed, much of the literature on site-based management describes the 

problems experienced by schools and districts in implementing it. Some 

implementation problems are related to the complex empowerment issue. 

Others have to do with the structure of council work, failure of site-

based management to bring about the results desired by the district and the 

school, and a lack of training for and understanding of the kinds of interpersonal 

issues that arise with a shared decision making mechanism such as the council. 
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Obstacles to Effective Implementation of School Councils 

Considerable research has been done to identify and describe 

obstacles to the success of site-based management and school councils in 

particular. The research on obstacles to council effectiveness seems to fall into 

several previously identified categories. (Cotton, 1994; David, 1989; Fullan & 

Stiegelbauer, 1991): (a) access to and understanding of pertinent information, 

(b) adequacy of training of group process skills, (c) role definitions, and (d) 

focus on outcomes. 

Knowledge and Information 

The first area of difficulty for school councils seems to be in the area of 

knowledge and information. Members of councils-teachers, noncertified staff, 

parents, community leaders, and sometimes students-typically possess little 

knowledge of school budgets, facilities, personnel, instruction, policy issues, 

and other matters about which they are expected to provide input and make 

decisions (Cotton, 1994). This information gap directly corresponds to the need 

to build individual participants' capacity to use information to make critical 

decisions (Malen et al., 1990). Districts or schools rarely infuse councils with 

critical resources such as independent sources of information and technical 

assistance. 

This need for information underscores the need for training in the issues 

that school councils must face. Even schools that appear most successful in 

managing participatory decision making often display little sensitivity to the 

importance of valid information or to the search for or use of relevant information 

in reaching decisions (Weiss et al., 1992). This lack of critical understanding 
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about the operations of schools, instructional information, and student 

performance data is frustrating to participants who are asked to participate in 

decisions about which they have no information. Indeed, council effectiveness 

seems to be directly related to members' access to new knowledge and skills— 

and the real authority comes from acting on this new knowledge (David, 1989). 

The traditional model of school improvement suggests that critical 

knowledge comes from experts and is to be handed to practitioners. In this 

model, educators in the schools are not seen as professionals but as "workers 

deficient in one or more skills" (Sirotnik and Clark, 1988, p.661). In this 

example, schools are seen as targets for change, but not as centers of change. 

This difference in philosophy suggests that teachers and parents should be 

passive recipients of knowledge imported from the outside (Sirotnik & Clark, 

1988). If this traditional model of school improvement is a philosophical 

undergirding of site-based management, council participants rarely address 

central, salient policy issues in the council or committee meetings. Teachers 

and parents frequently characterize the subjects considered by councils and 

committees as routine or trivial (Malen et al., 1990). The lack of information or 

knowledge often forces council members to typically characterize their 

involvement as only listening or advising (Malen & Ogawa, 1988). 

Often, therefore, councils become vehicles for dispensing peripheral 

information, moderating criticisms, and garnering support; rather than arenas for 

redefining roles, sharing power, and making policy (Malen & Ogawa, 1988). 

Thus, it seems that the lack of sufficient information and access to school data 

and student performance information are critical obstacles to council 



35 

effectiveness which forces councils to serve as more traditional forums for input 

and dialogue rather than decision-making bodies. 

Group Process Skills 

A second obstacle to effective school council work is the lack of group 

process skills. Council members are often deficient in the skills necessary for 

group decision making, consensus building, conflict resolution, and problem 

solving (Cotton, 1994). School improvement has been defined as an 

interactive, mutually reinforcing activity that requires the collaboration of all 

participants in a collegial work environment (Clark & Astuto, 1994). To build a 

cooperative work environment, individuals must exhibit cooperative behaviors. 

In many cases, a bureaucratic structure isolates individuals within the school 

and organizes work around procedures. Conversely, a structure supportive of 

learning communities provides opportunities for interaction and reaches out to 

provide room for collaboration and strategies to enhance communication 

among parents, community residents, and teachers (Clark & Astuto, 1994). 

Site-based councils are generally formed to promote this kind of 

dialogue between stakeholders, and yet specific research illustrates that even 

though the structural ingredients for substantial teacher and parent influence 

and dialogue are present in council guidelines, the amount and significance of 

the dialogue and involvement has little effect on decisions in councils (Malen & 

Ogawa, 1988). Teachers seem to be thrust into particular dilemmas as they 

participate in shared decisions in councils. In this environment, teachers are 

required to engage other adults, negotiate, resolve differences, and make 

decisions. These tasks are not their usual business, and they "extend them into 
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new arenas of expertise" (Weiss et al., 1992, p. 351). These tasks are a far cry 

from those encountered in the traditional organization of schools, where 

teachers are usually isolated from each other and rarely have to deal with 

adults in decision making (Lieberman & Miller, 1984). 

A variety of conflicts arise among, between, and within teachers who 

participate in shared decisions (Weiss et al., 1992). One common conflict is 

created when teachers must have contact with each other in ways with which 

they are not familiar. In council decisions, teachers serve along with peers, but 

their relationships are no longer simply social. The structure of the councils is 

designed to promote particular purposes. In research in several schools across 

the country, teachers have reported difficulty in being forthright with each other 

(Malen & Ogawa, 1988, Weiss et al., 1992). Teachers often seem unprepared 

to deal with differences of opinion among faculty members. In traditional 

schools and traditional teacher roles, teachers' initial impulse is to withdraw 

from conflict. Candor can be difficult and even painful as teachers realize that 

their skills are inadequate for negotiating and reaching agreement among their 

council peers. 

Perhaps as a reaction to this reluctance to engage in open and honest 

dialogue, some council members display a strong commitment to what has 

been called the "norm of civility" (Malen and Ogawa, 1988, p. 264). In adhering 

to this norm, participants in school councils openly discussed the need to be 

"pleasant," "agreeable," and "harmonious," and maintained that disagreements 

were viewed as personal affronts (Malen & Ogawa, 1988). As a result, this 

norm restricted teachers' discussion and suppressed conflicts, and encouraged 

superficial compliance of traditional control. This commitment to cordial, civil 
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interactions also prompted council members to avoid or minimize conflict by 

confining agendas to marginal matters (David, 1989, Malen & Ogawa, 1988). 

Thus, just as council members seem to need training in the content of 

many of the issues that they must face, they also appear to need training in the 

processes of decision making (Weiss et al., 1992). Researchers have found 

only intermittent training of council members in the processes of decision 

making, including conflict resolution and group processing skills (Malen, et al., 

1989). Training related to the change process and the inevitability of conflict is 

often seen as a solution to council members' need for group processing skills in 

order to perform business (Harrison, Killion, & Mitchell, 1989). 

Confusion Regarding the Role of Councils 

Council members' unwillingness or inability to use group processing 

skills to make decisions often is amplified by another common obstacle to the 

success of school councils--that being a lack of clarity about participants' roles 

in the process. Some of the numerous questions which arise in school councils 

include the extent of decision-making authority, whether or not a council can 

make decisions about all aspects of a school, and the mandates and other 

"givens" that influence councils' work. School council members are often asked 

to function without answers to these questions, and are expected to discover the 

extent and the parameters of their work as they participate in decisions (Cotton, 

1994). 

Many council participants are simply bewildered about where the final 

responsibility for decisions lies (Weiss et al., 1992). It is not uncommon for a 

council to make a decision, only to have the decision reviewed by the principal 
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who may introduce changes (Malen et al., 1989, Weiss et al., 1992). 

Confounding the process is a general feeling of uncertainty about who has the 

final word. Council decisions are often made in which teachers expect the 

principal to follow through, and the principal expects the council to assume 

responsibility for follow-through. Even more common is the feeling among 

teachers that more difficult discussions and decisions should not be aired 

because they are too difficult or value-laden and should be resolved by the 

principal (Weiss, et al, 1992). 

The relationship of the participants and the principal manifests itself in 

other ways, also. Typically, participants feel that their role is, when advised, to 

"endorse the decisions others have already made" (Malen, et al, 1990, p. 260). 

The principal's capacity to exert control is enhanced by the tendency of 

teachers to defer to the principal. Therefore, when responses are selected, 

teachers often "approve what the principal wants" (Malen et al., 1990, p.260). 

This strict adherence to deferring to the "boss's opinion" is in direct 

opposition to the promotion of schools as centers of inquiry and active 

involvement in the reflection and identification of potential solutions to problems 

(Sirotnik & Clark, 1988). Instead of achieving equal status through the vehicle 

of school councils, site participants are often uncertain of the parameters of their 

formal power and may become skeptical of the new decision-making 

arrangements (Malen et al., 1990). 

Targeted Purpose 

The avoidance of an important measure of school-based council 

decision making-its impact on student learning-is another obstacle to effective 
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council work. Researchers have generally confirmed the council members' 

desire to participate in the school's technical core-its curriculum and 

instructional program. Districts, however, are often unwilling to delegate real 

decision-making authority to schools in these areas (Cotton, 1994). Of 

particular significance are the outcomes observed in students who attend site-

based managed schools. Thus far, researchers have identified little direct link-

positive or negative-between school based management, council decisions, 

and student achievement or other student outcomes such as attendance 

(Cotton, 1994; David, 1989; Easton, 1991; Fullan, 1994; Malen et al., 1990; 

Weiss et al., 1992;). 

School improvement studies have revealed that school councils rarely 

tackle even instructional issues, let alone fundamental changes, because 

dealing with such issues is much more difficult than creating a new discipline 

policy or redecorating the exterior and interior of the school (David, 1989). 

Council decisions, which are usually seen as a response to top-down demands 

and mandates, rarely focus on fundamental issues which could change student 

behavior or teacher behavior. 

Malen et al. (1990) reported that while council activities cover a wide 

range of activities such as student recognition programs, workshops, and 

newsletters, there is little evidence that major instructional changes are 

discussed or developed. Council members rarely address subjects central to 

the instructional program in their school council or school committee meetings 

(Malen etal., 1990; Fullan, 1994). 

Researchers have found that teachers would prefer to talk about aspects 

of the academic program, teacher evaluations, teacher morale and how to get 
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more democratic input without fear of retaliation (Malen & Ogawa, 1988). A 

recent study of 33 schools revealed that teachers in site-based managed 

schools reported higher levels of participation in decision making but no 

differences in teaching strategies (Fullan, 1994). The fact that teachers who 

participated in council activities did not alter their practice and did 

not see practices altered in their peers' classrooms led to the conclusion that 

participation in decision making does not "overcome norms of autonomy so that 

teachers would feel empowered to collaborate with their colleagues" (Fullan, 

1994, p. 188). Fullan added that many teachers and principals simply do not 

make connections between new governance structures and the teaching-

learning process. 

An investigation by Weiss et al. (1992) of 12 high schools revealed that 

teachers in site-based managed schools were likely to mention changes in the 

decision-making process but were not apt to pay more attention to issues of 

curriculum than traditionally managed schools. Similar findings were obtained 

in the report on the implementation of the Chicago Reform Act of 1989, where it 

was found that most elementary teachers reported that their instruction had not 

changed as a result of school reform, school improvement plans, and school 

council decisions. In summary, Fullan (1994) reported that decentralized 

initiatives, including the work of school councils, are not faring any better than 

centralized reforms. 

Examples of School Council Implementation 

Although teachers and parents often report that they are satisfied with 

site-based management and school councils, they are less likely to report 
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relationships between their work and school improvement or student 

performance. Parents and teachers generally report school climate 

improvement and devotion to more discussions or school matters and greater 

commitment by the staff to school decisions (Neal, 1991). Districts are still 

encouraged by the interest in site-based management, and many state and 

local policies are therefore still considering the implementation of this 

decentralized strategy. This review of several districts which have implemented 

site-based management and, specifically, school councils, provides a basis by 

which to compare school council roles, decision-making discourse and the 

three sites selected. 

School advisory councils were first established in South Carolina 

through the Education Finance Act of 1977, a major legislative reform to 

promote financial equity. The purpose of school site councils was further 

emphasized with the passage of the Education Improvement Act of 1984. 

These councils, called School Improvement Councils, are intended to 

provide opportunities for principals, teachers, parents, and students to "improve 

academic programs as well as improve communication between schools and 

the communities they serve" (Kijai and Norman, 1990, p. 3). 

School improvement councils in South Carolina consist of at least two 

parents who are elected by parents of students enrolled in the school; at least 

two teachers who are elected by the faculty; and, in secondary schools, two 

students who are elected by students. The principal nominates other members 

from the community, provided that the elected members comprise at least a two-

thirds majority. A study reports that South Carolina councils range from 7 to 14 

members, and hold from 6 to 10 meetings per year (Monrad & Norman, 1992). 
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As required by the Education Improvement Act of 1984, the primary 

responsibilities of the councils are to assist the principal in the preparation and 

development of the school improvement report, and to monitor the school 

improvement process. In a 1992 study, School Improvement Council members 

most often stated that the major purposes of the council are to act as a liaison 

between the school and the community and to assist with school improvement 

(Monrad & Norman, 1992). While most of the councils surveyed believed that 

they had substantive input in the school improvement report, their input actually 

ranged from simply reviewing an already-written report to actually writing goals 

and objectives (Monrad & Norman, 1992). Actual accomplishments ranged 

from the development of school bylaws to changes such as the reduction of 

class size. 

While most councils attempted to provide a prepared agenda and a free 

and comfortable atmosphere for members during council meetings, a large 

proportion of council members reported that they did not have procedures for 

communicating with the district or other councils. A majority of the councils did 

not have procedures by which parents and the community members might be 

able to submit questions and concerns and receive responses (Kijai & Norman, 

1990). 

Most council members surveyed in South Carolina studies reported that 

they received training regarding their roles and responsibilities, and information 

and assistance from principals. In most cases, principals had introduced 

information to council members by raising an issue or sharing program 

information with the council and allowing council members to comment or make 

suggestions. At two schools the councils did make specific recommendations 
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that were supported by the principal and acted on by school administration and 

faculty (Monrad & Norman, 1992). Researchers found that principals rated 

school council activity more positively than did other respondents (Kijai & 

Norman, 1990). 

The Dade County Florida public school system, which is the fourth 

largest district in the United States, has received much publicity for its shared 

decision making program. The idea behind the implementation of shared 

decision making is to encourage the development of new strategies that are 

tailored to schools, to flatten the administrative structure, to cut the red tape of 

district administration, and to focus teachers and principals' attention on 

instruction (Hill & Bonan, 1991). Starting from a relatively small pilot nucleus of 

33 schools, site-based management in Dade County has been expanded to 

include 147 by 1990-1991, and several schools have adopted site-based 

management each subsequent year. 

Across Dade County, site-based decision making bodies are called a 

variety of names such as school senate, educational cabinet, governing council, 

and program improvement council. Each school's model involves a central 

decision making body which usually consists of 5 to 12 members, who act on 

issues that come from committees, subcommittees, and task forces (Hill & 

Bonan, 1991). Decisions are made on a simple majority basis. The principal 

may veto a decision but must, in every case, consult with the United Teachers of 

Dade representative. The veto provision had not been utilized at any school at 

the time of the Hill and Bonan's study. Council members report a variety of 

activities at their council meetings. Several schools surveyed had restructured 

the school day, created smaller classes, designed new teaching positions, 
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selected different textbooks and teaching materials, and worked to involve the 

community (Hill & Bonan, 1991). 

The Columbus, Ohio public school system adopted site-based 

management and a school council structure in response to failing schools and 

the realization that the district needed drastic reform. In 1989, the schools 

adopted a comprehensive reform plan which restructured the schools' 

governance. During the first two years of the reform, the district conducted a 

pilot program in five schools. While these schools were implementing various 

forms of shared decision making, all Columbus public schools were 

participating in some form of shared governance. Each school in Columbus 

had an association building council composed on teachers, the principal and 

the union representative. This council was responsible for producing the 

school's annual reform plan. In the pilot schools, a shared decision making 

cabinet decided all issues related to school reform and organization. This 

cabinet included parents, teachers, and the principal, who chaired the cabinet. 

An association building council member, who was also a member of the 

cabinet, provided a link between the two governing bodies at the pilot schools. 

The decision making process in the pilot schools was a formal, binding process, 

and decisions were made by a majority vote. The principal could veto a vote, 

but the cabinet could override the principal's veto by a two-thirds vote (Hill & 

Bonan, 1991). 

In the State of Kentucky, site-based management is mandated for all of 

the public schools. The Kentucky legislature required that a school-based 

decision-making format of operation be adopted statewide beginning in 1991-

1992, and that it be fully implemented by the 1996-1997 school year. At the 
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school level, the governance for site-based decision making becomes a 

responsibility of a local council formed for that purpose. The council is 

composed of two elected parents, three elected teachers, and the school 

principal, who serves as a member and chairperson of the council but has no 

veto power over council decisions (Van Meter, 1991). 

Under the law, each local school council is authorized to determine and 

oversee several matters of school operation, including the development of 

school policies regarding curriculum, appraisal, assignment of instructional staff 

time, determination of the school schedules, issues of instructional practices, 

and more (Van Meter, 1991). The council has authority to determine the 

assignment of employees at a school, to determine instructional materials, and 

to select a new principal from a list of recommended applicants. In sum, the 

school council is a policy making body for the school much as the local school 

board establishes policy for the district. Decision making is by consensus. Van 

Meter (1991) found that, in Kentucky schools, initial confusion about the 

intended relationship between local school boards and school councils has 

come from a perceived lack of clarity regarding the school councils' actual 

authority. As a response to the mandate, virtually every professional education 

organization in the state has already developed orientation and training 

workshops and inservice program related to the Kentucky mandate. Therefore, 

school council members such as teachers, parents, and principals, receive most 

of their initial training about how to conduct council business from their 

respective professional organizations. 

The last example of implementation of school councils involves an 

initiative launched by the superintendent of the Memphis City Schools 
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(Etheridge & Hall, 1991). In April, 1989, the school district began one phase of 

a school reform plan by initiating a school based decision making management 

mode in seven selected urban schools which were chosen because of their 

reputations as undesirable places to teach and because of their experiences 

with "blight associated with inner city schools" (p. 1). 

The site based decision making model was seen by educators in 

Memphis as a way to make participation meaningful and to stimulate the 

initiation and support of school reforms (Etheridge & Hall, 1991). This local 

school council model operates for the school much as the school board 

functions for the school system. The council is the primary organizational 

vehicle through which the Memphis City Schools share decision making 

authority at the local school level with parents, community residents, teachers, 

and other assigned school staff. The Local School Council does not make 

decisions about daily operations, but sets goals, advises on implementation 

practices, and evaluates whether or not goals have been achieved. The council 

has the authority to approve annual school improvement plans, recommend 

and evaluate employees for hire and retention, recommend school programs, 

and develop and approve budget expenditures (Etheridge & Hall, 1991). While 

little training occurred initially with the participants of the councils, preliminary 

study from researchers concluded that the behaviors and effectiveness of the 

councils were greatly influenced by the seven school principals. 

While many school districts which have implemented site-based decision 

making and school councils share common goals of improvement, 

empowerment, and local authority, a survey of the literature highlights variations 

among the districts. While initial interest in site-based decision making was 
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focused on decentralization and decentralized budgeting, later implementation 

involved site-based decision making and, specifically, school councils to 

provide the structure for redefining schools, instruction, professional 

development, and cooperation with communities. Research has revealed a 

number of obstacles to the implementation of shared decision making and 

school councils (Cotton, 1994). One aspect of improvement in the 

implementation of site-based management and school councils focuses on the 

actual workings of the committees which are charged with guiding the school 

improvement process. This comparative case study examined the subtle 

relationships between the participants of school councils, to determine "the 

interplay of influence among interdependent actors who hold divergent 

preferences and priorities and command different power resources" (Malen & 

Ogawa, 1988, p. 254). This interplay of influence is best understood by 

observation of council meetings and through strict devotion to the identified 

research questions. 



CHAPTER 3 

PROCEDURES FOR DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

An integral component to the implementation of site-based management 

is the school council, usually formed from a variety of school patrons, including 

teachers, staff members, parents, community leaders, administration, and 

sometimes students. Councils are intended as a means to ensure dialogue 

among the stakeholders of a school, and usually serve as an important forum 

for the exchange of ideas regarding many aspects of school function, structure, 

and improvement. 

The problem of this study was to describe and analyze the content and 

patterns of decision-making discourse among three elementary school councils. 

The study was guided by the following questions: (a) How would council 

members describe their roles? (b) How were council members trained or 

prepared for their work? (c) What were the patterns of decision-making 

deliberation in the council meetings? and (d) What were the varieties and 

patterns of council decision making? Due to the nature of this research, it was 

apparent that a criterion for choosing a research design should be one which 

allowed effective analysis of the subtle relationships between the participants 

and the decision making patterns that would emerge over time and within each 

school context. For these reasons, a qualitative design was chosen for this 

comparative case study of elementary school councils. 

48 
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The qualitative design for this research was balanced between a tight, 

prestructured qualitative design and a loose, emergent one. Because of the 

cross-site analysis, specific research questions and methodology were 

considered necessary to allow for effective reduction, analysis, and 

comparisons (Miles & Huberman, 1984). The four research questions did not 

overly constrain the research; rather, they provided the focus for what was of 

most interest. The research questions provided a kind of preanalysis by ruling 

out certain questions and relationships and providing attention to others (Miles 

& Huberman, 1984). 

Council meeting observation, decision-making inventories, document 

collection and analysis, interviews, and group interviews were the primary 

methods used to collect information regarding the nature of the decision-making 

discourse in the three school councils. A variety of methods were chosen to 

allow research of all three sites in a variety of settings and contexts. The 

methods of collection ensured the likelihood that serendipitous findings would 

be discovered and would lead to new theoretical integrations (Miles & 

Huberman, 1984). The methods also made it possible to move beyond initial 

preconceptions and frameworks. Focus groups, or structured group interviews, 

were added to the research design after the initial data collection to provide 

participants' perceptions of the initial analysis. The qualitative design thus 

allowed the gathering of rich descriptions and data over an extended period of 

time, and enhanced the possibilities and the adaptability of the research. 
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Research Design 

Site Characteristics 

Each of the three elementary schools chosen for this research was 

involved in some form of site-based management and had implemented a 

school council as a component of shared decision making. The three school 

councils, which were examples of various stages of implementation, varied from 

1 to 6 years of existence and activity. The three elementary schools were 

chosen for a variety of reasons. They each represented similar demographic 

characteristics such as student population size, socioeconomic levels of 

parents, and student and teacher diversity. Each school was led by a female 

principal. Other factors which were considered in the site selections were the 

schools' and council members' acceptance and attitude toward continuing 

outside research by an observer, control of extraneous variables, and the 

acceptance of individuals within the school districts toward research and site-

based decision making scrutiny. 

Abbott Elementary School 

The first school selected for the research, Abbott Elementary School, is 

located in a suburb of a major metropolitan area. At the time of this study, the 

suburban school district had approximately 33,000 students and 35 elementary 

schools. Abbott Elementary School is located in a residential neighborhood of 

predominantly single-family, lower-middle income residences. The school's 

student population reflected a variety of ethnicities. Abbott's female principal 

had served in that capacity for 9 years at the school. During the observations, 
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the school student population at Abbott was approximately 655 and the staff 

numbered 55, including all staff and aides. 

Abbott served students from kindergarten through the sixth grade. 

Generally, each grade level housed between four and five sections. The 

building was one of the original four elementary campuses for the district and 

had provided housing for the elementary grades for over 30 years. Several 

portable buildings at the rear of the school site were being used as a result of 

recent growth. 

The district's deputy superintendent had chosen Abbott Elementary as a 

pilot school for the implementation of site-based management in 1987. At that 

time, five elementary schools in the district were selected to implement site-

based budgeting and decision making, possibly as a result of each principal's 

interest in school reform. Each of the pilot schools had initially formed school 

councils for the purpose of creating a long-range school improvement plan and 

detailed action plans. Thus, Abbott's council had been in existence for about 6 

to 7 years. Several members of the council had served since the formation of 

the council. 

Ballard Elementary School 

Ballard Elementary School was the second elementary site selected. At 

the time of the research, this district, which served a university town 

approximately 35 to 40 miles northwest of the same metropolitan area as 

Abbott, enrolled 11,200 students. Ballard's district included nine elementary 

schools. This school is located in a neighborhood very similar to Abbott 

Elementary School, and the school population was approximately 683 during 
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the time of the observations. The 56 staff members at the school included 

aides, teachers, and all other professional staff members. Ballard's principal 

was also female and had been at Ballard for 6 years. The 1992-1993 school 

year was the first full year of site-based decision making and council meetings 

for Ballard and for the district. According to its principal, the Ballard school 

council members were still clarifying their roles as decision makers, and were 

learning about shared decision making as they worked together. The full-time 

assistant principal at Ballard also served on the school council. The school 

served students from kindergarten through sixth grade, and the student 

population was diverse in nature. The building was located in a lower-income 

residential neighborhood and had undergone several renovations and 

additions. Several classes were housed in portable buildings near the rear of 

the property. 

Chanev Elementary School 

Chaney Elementary School was the third site chosen for the study. Like 

Abbott and Ballard, Chaney was located in a lower middle class neighborhood 

in a large suburban district. This school district served 27,480 students and 

there were 26 elementary schools within the school district boundaries. During 

the time of the observations, the student population of Chaney Elementary 

School was 880 and the staff numbered 64. The principal, a female, had been 

at Chaney for 3 years and had initiated site-based management and budgeting, 

as well as a school council, when she was named as principal of the school. 

Chaney's school council also included a system of subcommittees, which 

created specific school improvement action plans and reported progress to the 
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school council. Chaney's full-time assistant principal was a member of the 

council. Chaney served students from kindergarten through sixth grade, and 

there were at least four sections of every grade level. 

Descriptions of School Councils and Meeting Procedures 

Abbott Elementary School 

Abbott's school council, which was called the Local School Council, 

consisted of 23 members and included the principal and two teacher facilitators. 

Eleven of the participants were classroom or special area teachers. Special 

area teachers included professional employees such as physical education 

teachers, art teachers, or music teachers. All of the teachers had been chosen 

to represent their grade level or teaching area. The remaining staff members 

were office clerks or aides. Five of the participants were parents, who were 

selected by the principal to serve 1 or 2 year terms. Three members of the 

council were community members, defined by district guidelines as members of 

the school attendance area who did not currently have children attending the 

school. 

The Abbott school council met regularly during the school year, usually 

once a month in the evening. The teacher facilitator initiated each meeting and 

shared the responsibility with the principal for designing and completing the 

meeting agenda. Agendas were written and distributed to members of the 

council at the beginning of the meetings. Participants usually sat around small 

round tables, in the teachers' lounge. The meetings usually lasted from 1 to 1 

1/2 hours. 
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Six of the council meetings and one structured group interview were 

attended between November, 1992 and May, 1993. When meeting with the 

council, guidelines set forth by Bogdan and Biklen (1992) were followed, which 

call for discretion when entering a site for observation. At the initial council 

meeting, the purpose of the study was generally explained as describing "what 

happens in council meetings," and methods of data collection such as field 

notes and audio taping were discussed. Interviews were mentioned as a tool 

for confirming observations, and the participants were assured of confidentiality. 

Because the researcher was, at that time, employed in the same district in a 

central staff role, precautions were taken about interfering with the normal 

discussion and context of the council's decision making. A detachment during 

the actual meetings was maintained so as not to openly display much 

knowledge of site-based management or shared decision making. This was 

primarily accomplished through the somewhat remote choice of seating at the 

meetings, avoidance of participation in the council discussion, and refusal to 

discuss the meeting results with the principal or participants. 

Ballard Elementary School 

Ballard Elementary School's council, which was named the Campus 

Leadership Team, or CLT, consisted of 10 representatives including the 

principal. The team included 1 citizen and 1 paren*, 5 teachers, 2 non-teaching 

or classified personnel, and the principal. Ballard's council representatives 

were elected at mid-year; therefore, the research included one complete cycle 

of the council's tenure. 
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The Ballard school council met regularly during the period of 

observation. Agendas for meetings were prepared by the principal, who served 

as the facilitator of each meeting. Minutes of each meeting, which were kept by 

one of the staff members, were distributed for participant review at each 

meeting. The council met after school, usually for about 1 to 1 1/2 hours in the 

library of the school. Participants usually sat around a large rectangular table, 

and the principal always sat at one end of the table. 

Four of the meetings were attended from January, 1993, until May, 1993, 

and one structured group interview was conducted at the end of the team's first 

full year, in January of 1994. The researcher had known the principal of the 

school for some time, and while they were not close friends, there was a 

comfortable atmosphere regarding the research, demonstrated by the 

participants at the first meeting. The nature of the research was explained, and 

the participants were told that the purpose was to observe their first year of site-

based decision making and the types of decisions they were making. 

Assurances of confidentiality were given to the participants, and the methods of 

gathering data were described. The participants were informed that several of 

them might be asked for interviews and the nature of the interviews was 

addressed. 

Chanev Elementary School 

The official title of the Chaney Elementary School council was the 

Leadership Advisory Council. The 13 members of the council included 

teachers, parents, and administrators. Of that number, 9 teachers represented 
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committees, 2 parents represented the school community, and the principal and 

assistant principal served as administrators. 

The principal, who served as the chair of the committee, prepared the 

agenda for each meeting. The agendas were similar, because the meetings 

usually consisted of subcommittee or team reports. The teams addressed four 

areas of school improvement: finance, instructional focus, discipline, and 

school climate. The purpose of the teams was to make regular reports to the 

school council, and the council then served to manage these subcommittees' 

work. 

The council met five times during the observation period, from January, 

1993, until June, 1993. An additional structured group interview was held in the 

fall of the following school year to confirm preliminary findings. Arrangements 

were made to meet with the principal at the beginning of the research to 

become acquainted, to give assurances that the research would not interfere 

with the council's work, and to assure her that conversations or findings would 

be kept confidential. Council meetings were conducted in the library of the 

school where participants met around small round tables for their work. Five of 

the meetings were attended. During the first meeting, the researcher was 

introduced to the participants and the study was described as "looking at what 

happens at their site-based council meeting." The participants were interested 

in the methods of data collection, and they were briefly described. Anonymity 

was assured and interviews were mentioned as a way to understand the 

subcommittee work and council members' perceptions regarding the kind of 

decisions that were being made. 
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Subjects 

The importance of interviews is evident in qualitative research because it 

allows for the use of a powerful data collection strategy. Interviews are used to 

gather more descriptive data in the subjects' own words so that the researcher 

can, along with observation, develop insights on how the subjects interpret the 

context of their piece of the world (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). By interviewing, 

observing members, and analyzing documents, it is possible to gather data to 

produce a contextual and cultural picture of each council and its decision 

making. 

Because the interviews were so important to the research, it was 

necessary to plan each interview carefully so that the subjects, or informants, 

were at ease. Time was spent establishing a relationship with each of the 

subjects. Some of the informants were already acquaintances with the 

researcher, and the relationship building took less time; however, the initial 

trust-building time with each subject was viewed as important to the 

encouragement of honest and open dialogue. This dialogue proved to be 

critical to the understanding of specific findings. 

Key Informants 

Key informants from each school's council were identified to participate 

in extended interviews. The informants chosen included individuals who were 

both casual acquaintances and strangers to the researcher. The following 

criteria were used to select key informants: (a) special status or informal 

leadership role in the school council, such as tenure on the council or 

chairperson of a committee, (b) unusually precise or perceptive insights and 
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communication skills, (c) length of association with the council or campus 

decision making, and (d) willingness to be interviewed. An attempt was made 

to select a representative group of informants who were willing to provide an in-

depth examination of various topics. The majority of the informants were 

teachers. In addition, all three principals were interviewed using a similar set of 

interview questions. In all, 10 extended interviews were conducted with 

individual informants, including principals. These informants were interviewed 

according to a specific protocol (Appendix C). 

The interviews were tape recorded, which raised some special 

considerations. Following the suggestions by Bogdan and Biklen (1992), each 

informant was asked about the possibility that tape recording would cause 

distractions or nuisances. Because of the importance of the researcher-subject 

relationship and the possible intrusion by the presence of the machine, time 

was spent with each informant to establishing a comfortable relationship prior to 

the start of interview questions. Each informant seemed open and honest in her 

answers, and seemed to enjoy the experience. All interviews were conducted 

in a private room at the school and lasted from 30 minutes to 1 hour. 

Data Collection 

This comparative case study was conducted at three elementary school 

sites between December, 1992 and January, 1994. Council meetings 

averaged approximately one per month, and all meetings at each of the schools 

were observed. The council meetings provided many opportunities for data 

collection. Council meetings were held immediately after school or in the early 

evening, were conducted in the library or the lounge of each school, and lasted 
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for about 1 to 1 1/2 hours. Council members chose their meeting schedule and 

a representative, usually the principal, communicated that schedule to the 

researcher. As a participant only, the researcher sat unobtrusively at one end of 

the meeting table or somewhat apart from the participants. 

Data collection included observations of each meeting which were 

recorded in field notes, interviews, document analysis, the use of decision 

making inventories, and focus groups. Field notes, document analysis, and 

decision making inventories were the primary forms of data collection at the 

beginning of the research, and interviews and focus groups were conducted 

toward the end of the research time. The interviews and structured group 

interviews made it possible to probe and verify initial findings and allowed some 

flexibility in the collection of data. 

Observation was the primary method of collecting data from the school 

councils. Since the researcher was well-known at one site and had a 

professional relationship with one of the other principals, it was clear that he 

might be invited to participate in council meeting activities. Because of the need 

to refrain from influencing the decisions or the discussion at council meetings, a 

rather pure "complete" observer role was adopted (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 

Miles & Huberman, 1984). In keeping with the pure observer role, there was no 

participation in any activities of any councils. 

Field Notes 

During the observation of each council meeting at the three school sites, 

a detailed account of what happened at the meeting was written. Included in 

this written account was a description of the setting of the council meeting and 
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descriptions of Individuals, events, activities, and conversations. This written 

account of each council meeting is accurately described as field notes--a written 

account of what a researcher hears, sees, experiences, and thinks in the course 

of collecting and reflecting on the data in a qualitative study (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992). The field notes served as a personal log of each meeting and included 

reflections and hunches based on observations. 

An attempt was made to complete the field notes in a descriptive, rather 

than an evaluative way. Care was taken to simply describe the activities, 

conversations, and decisions that were made in the council meetings. 

Categories of descriptions included (a) portraits of the subjects, (b) accurate 

reconstructions of dialogue, (c) quotes from participants, (d) descriptions of the 

council meeting setting, (e) accounts of particular events and activities, (f) 

descriptions of each council decision and decision making process, and (g) 

participants' behaviors. The purpose of field notes is to include only data 

relevant to the research questions. Because of this, not every conversation or 

detail was recorded in field notes. Each council observation recorded in the 

field notes was heavily dependent on descriptions and was an attempt to 

objectively record what occurred in the field. The primary goals in recording the 

events of council meetings were to assure accuracy and to be as specific as 

possible. 

The typical observation field notes were recorded on ruled, notebook 

paper. An attempt was made to record the observations from the beginning of 

the meeting, with a description of the setting, date, time, diagram of the seating 

arrangement, and a list of the participants. Main topics of conversation were 

then transcribed; as much of the actual dialogue was recorded as possible. 
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Occasionally, a description of the events or the process being used was 

recorded without the actual dialogue. Changes in topic were noted and 

observer's comments or questions were usually recorded in the right margin. 

In addition to descriptive material, field notes usually contain sentences 

that reflect a more personal account of the course of the inquiry (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1992). Field notes allow for this speculation and provide for planning for 

future research as well as clarification. Therefore, each set of notes was 

reviewed and the meaning of the observations was reflected upon to direct the 

next course of action. This thinking about the progress of the research was vital 

to the qualitative process and provided direction over the course of the data 

collection. In many cases, these reflections were recorded in the margins of the 

field notes or were recorded on tape during travel from the meeting. These 

taped comments then were transacted and attached to the notes. 

Decision Making Inventory 

In addition to extensive field notes, a data-collecting instrument was 

developed which focused primarily on some of the research questions, 

specifically the patterns of deliberation in decision making in council meetings 

and the varieties and patterns of school council decision making. The decision 

to use an instrument to augment or occasionally replace field notes was made 

in an effort to avoid overloading the data collection process which would have 

compromised the efficiency and power of the analysis (Miles & Huberman, 

1984). Because the nature of the research called for eventual cross-site 

comparison, it was felt that some standardization of instruments was needed to 

allow for effective comparison. There was familiarity with Etheridge's research 
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in the Memphis public schools and her instrument for gathering school council 

data (Etheridge & Hall, 1991). With her permission, a similar instrument was 

designed for this study, which allowed for a standard recording of each decision 

or issue that was discussed (Appendix D). In most cases, a decision-making 

inventory was completed after the council meetings to chart the issues and the 

patterns of deliberation and decision making. At times the inventory was used 

as a replacement for the field notes, if the circumstances of the meeting called 

for a functional tracking of the issues and deliberation. 

Interviews 

Several interviews were conducted throughout the course of the study. 

Informal, conversational interviews were conducted when on site and were 

used to elicit meaning or to check a participant's perceptions. These informal 

interviews were recorded immediately following the conversation and served to 

redirect the study or to build participant-researcher rapport. In several cases, 

these interviews occurred spontaneously and followed no particular pattern or 

set of guiding questions. Although the informal interviews were not carefully 

orchestrated, they were significant to the study because each was specific to the 

culture of the school and the context of organizational and personal dynamics. 

Formal Interviews 

Formal interviews were focused around topics directly related to the 

initial research questions. While an interview guide was employed, some 

latitude was allowed in pursuing a range of related topics (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992). From 3 to 4 informants from each school council were interviewed. 

When scheduling the interviews, informants were telephoned to arrange a date 
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and time, and each informant's permission was asked for the interview. While 

not disclosing the nature of the interview questions, the researcher took time to 

explain the nature of the interview, to promise confidentiality, and to describe 

the interview process with the tape recorder. Interview questions ranged from 

descriptive to procedural (Appendix C). Informants were given opportunities to 

express their opinions about perceptions of power and influence as well as their 

perceptions of council meeting effectiveness. The interviews usually lasted the 

duration of the teachers' planning period, which was approximately 45 minutes. 

Each principal was also interviewed, using the same guide, for approximately 

the same length of time. 

Structured Group Interviews 

In addition to individual interviews, structured group interviews were 

conducted with the participants of each school council. These group interviews 

were conducted near the end of the research and were specifically designed to 

confirm or deny preliminary school council findings. Group interviews often 

stimulated participants to talk about topics which were impossible to explore in 

later analysis and they provided a fascinating method of entering into the world 

of the subjects (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). These group interviews also 

encouraged the production of data and insights that would be less accessible 

without the interaction found in a group (Morgan, 1988). 

The group interview sessions were held in the same room as regular 

council meetings and included all members of the council. At these sessions, 

the school council members an the opportunity to react to observations 

regarding the types of decisions being made and were asked to describe the 
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patterns and varieties of Decision making that were observed in the council 

meetings. In all cases, members were asked to describe their perceptions and 

were given an opportunity to explain or show their rationale. 

The participants followed a specific structure as they participated in the 

group interview. At the beginning, each member was given a set of group 

discussion topics and was asked to individually review the topics before the 

discussion began. The questions that were not asked in group discussion were 

left for each member to complete in writing, on a discussion topic paper 

(Appendix E). This structure assured a standard set of topics for each focus 

group but also allowed time for all members to individually respond for later 

analysis. Structured group interview sessions lasted from 45 minutes to 1 hour 

in length. All members, including the principal of each school, were asked to 

attend the group interview. 

Documents 

The documents used for data analysis included each school's 

improvement plan, the district plan for site-based management and guidelines 

for planning, council rosters, agendas, council guidelines, action plans, and 

other types of district or school communication which might be applicable to the 

study. These documents provided samples by which to compare actual council 

business and production. Miles & Huberman's (1984) suggestion for the study 

of documents, stressing an examination of the document's significance, or what 

it tells about the school or the district, was used. In order to determine the 

documents' significance, an informal document summary form was used to 
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summarize the document, and these forms were later used for initial research 

question interpretation and coding for themes. 

Data Analysis 

Methods of data collection for this study included council meeting field 

notes, decision-making inventories, current document analysis, interviews, and 

structured group interviews. These varieties of data were explored in order to 

triangulate data and to approach clear answers to the research questions. This 

research relied on a comparative case study design, and a study of three sites 

or "cases" in which specific activities were happening in a specified setting or 

context (Miles & Huberman, 1984). The research included three sites, in which 

initial research was done for each site and then compared and contrasted 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). An observational comparative case study design was 

chosen in order to objectively portray the business of each council, to perceive 

the culture of each council and the dynamics of its participants, and to compare 

and contrast its production as a decision-making body with two other councils. 

The comparative case study design allowed the observation of participants at 

more than one site, increasing the explanatory power of the observations (Miles 

& Huberman, 1984). 

The objective of data analysis was to systematically search and arrange 

the data, in order to better understand it and to be able to present the data in a 

descriptive format (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Miles & Huberman, 1984). In order 

to efficiently analyze the data, the information was reviewed as the collection 

phase proceeded. Ongoing analysis began with the first collection of 

documents and observation of meetings, and continued until August, 1994. 



66 

In order to provide multiple data which would provide unbiased 

information for analysis, several methods of data collection were chosen, such 

as observations and field notes, informal and formal interviews, document 

collection from each district and school, decision making inventories, and 

structured group interviews in which groups of council members were 

interviewed and asked to react to information. Some of the data were collected 

through tape recordings, extensive field notes, checklists such as the decision 

making inventories, and careful analysis of written information. Validity was 

addressed through the choosing of representative informants, drawing 

inferences from observed processes, carefully analyzing district and school 

documents, and using other methods and sources of information. 

Initial Analysis of Council Data 

Initially, data were collected from a variety of sources and categorized 

according to the four research questions: (a) how would council members 

describe their roles, (b) how were council members trained or prepared for their 

work, (c) what were the patterns of decision-making deliberation in the council 

meetings, and (d) what were the varieties and patterns of council decision 

making? Documents, field notes, decision making inventories, interviews, and 

group interview results were then examined in terms of these questions, and in 

some cases, there were quantifiable data to collect and analyze, from within 

each site and cross site. Bogdan & Biklen (1992) state that "quantitative data 

can have conventional use in qualitative research" (p. 112). When determining 

the kinds of issues being discussed in council meetings, the manner and 

methods of decision-making discourse, and which categories of decisions were 
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most prevalent, quantitative data were used to suggest trends, provide 

descriptions of decision making discourse, or to provide a contrast among or 

confirmation of proposed council responsibilities. The decision to keep words 

and any associated numbers together throughout the analysis essentially 

enabled the study to maintain an analytical honesty and provided an interesting 

juxtaposition of data (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 

Data Analysis for Each Research Question 

A variety of data were analyzed for each research question. This initial 

research question "coding" provided one conventional way of looking at the 

data. 

Question 1: How would council members describe their roles? 

District documents and school documents, particularly any district 

documents which detailed guidelines for councils and their meetings, were 

carefully reviewed for written stipulations. In addition, each interview cast some 

light on participants' perceived roles. Group interview participants were asked 

to respond to their role perceptions and were asked to react to the researcher's 

perceptions of their roles as council participants. Overall council meeting tone 

and atmosphere were noted in the researcher's perceptions of each council 

meeting, and these observations added to the analysis of the data regarding 

this research question. 

Question 2: How were council members trained or prepared for their work? 

The issue pertaining to this question involved staff development or 

training in order to effectively function as a council and as individual council 
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members. District arid school documents, interviews, field notes of council 

meetings when training issues were discussed, and group interviews provided 

a variety of information for analysis. 

Question 3: What were the patterns of decision making deliberation in the 

council meetings? 

District documents provided some guidance for school councils in the 

types of suggested decision making deliberation. These documents provided 

valuable information as this question was being reviewed. Also vital to the 

analysis of this question was the collection of decision-making inventories, 

which were used to document the type of decision-making process being used 

for each issue or question (Appendix D). Researcher's observations of each 

council meeting provided information for field notes in which decision-making 

deliberation was described. Individual and group interviews provided methods 

to ask the participants to describe the manner of deliberation in meetings, and 

when appropriate, to react to the researcher's own perceptions of the type of 

deliberation most used. 

Question 4: What were the varieties and patterns of council decision making? 

Texas law provided the categories for analysis of this question. Texas 

Education Code §21.931 required districts to define decision making authority 

in five specified areas: goal setting, organization, curriculum, budget, and 

staffing patterns. Each of the three school districts had documents which 

defined council decision making authority in those areas. The researcher 

reviewed those documents as they provided a blueprint of sorts for each 

council's business and provided its decision making parameters. The district 
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documents enabled the researcher to categorize each council's decision into 

one of those five categories using the particular district's guiding document, 

which identified typical types of decisions in each category. Using the district 

documents to categorize patterns of decision making was contingent, then, on a 

district definition of each council's authority rather than the researcher's own 

knowledge or bias. School improvement plans, action plans, and decision 

making inventories provided other documents for decision-making analysis. 

In summary, this careful analysis of information according to the four 

research questions provided the initial researcher findings, and in some cases, 

quantification. As the data collection was being completed and this initial 

analysis was underway, the researcher was also able to begin to look at the 

documents, field notes, interviews, inventories, and structured group interview 

transcripts in terms of the four research questions and to utilize within-site 

matrices to visually display some of the data collected and analyzed. Such 

matrices were constructed in the same format for all three sites, to allow the 

researcher to begin to compare and contrast the descriptive data. 

Coding 

As data was initially gathered, the researcher carefully reviewed the 

information, using the constant comparative method of data analysis (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1992). As the notes, documents, informal interview transcripts, and 

other methods of data collection were read and studied, patterns of behavior 

and actions began to emerge. At first, the researcher coded the documents, 

interviews, notes, and focus group records in terms of the four research 

questions, to allow an initial display of data within each site. After this initial 
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analysis, the data were again scrutinized for regularities and patterns as well as 

topics, and the words and phrases which represented these patterns and topics 

became new coding categories (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Miles & Huberman 

(1984) explain that this recoding may allow for perhaps more inferential codes 

at a later analysis date. The coding was therefore a constant process, and as 

data analysis continued some categories were added and some were 

eliminated as the data were continually reduced to reveal these patterns. 

These coding themes were identified within each council, and were transcribed 

on informal within-site matrices for review. This coding process was often 

replicated more than once, and new codes were used to reassess the same 

data. In many cases, the final themes were written as questions or phrases 

which seemed to capture the dilemma or essence of the behaviors that were 

continually observed. In all cases, a theme was described by the particular 

patterns of behavior which reinforced it and led to its significance. 

The researcher's methodology involved a comparative case study, in 

which each site, or case, was carefully described and analyzed. Then, the data 

were compared and contrasted with each of the other sites. This comparison 

was accomplished through means of cross-site matrices, and similar patterns of 

behavior or similar categories of themes were then described in detail. In many 

cases, the similar themes were manifested through a variety of different 

behaviors. These differences were studied and explained in great detail. 

Limitations 

From experience as a qualitative researcher and from extensive study, 

the researcher was aware of the limitations of this type of research design. It is 
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difficult if not impossible to replicate qualitative research because of each 

unique design and the cultural context in which the research is so inextricably 

tied. The researcher served as the primary research instrument, and if no 

precautions were taken, researcher bias could have distorted the data 

collection and undermined the integrity of the study. 

The researcher limited bias by (a) being aware of subjective feelings and 

comments during the data collection and including those comments in tape 

recorded comments after observations or personal notes, recorded in margins 

of field notes, (b) verifying the data by interviews with informants, quantitative 

data, and group interviews, (c) selecting a variety of informants, (d) refusing to 

discuss the research as it was being conducted, (e) focusing on the research 

questions as a guide throughout the periods of observation, and (f) using a 

variety of data sources in order to triangulate the findings. 



CHAPTER 4 

NARRATIVE OF FINDINGS 

The problem for this study was to describe and analyze the content and 

patterns of decision-making discourse in three site-based elementary school 

councils. The study was guided by the following questions: (a) How do school 

council members describe their roles? (b) How are school council members 

prepared or trained for their work? (c) What are the patterns of deliberation in 

school council meetings? and (d) What are the varieties and patterns of school 

council decision making? 

Sources of data included school council meetings recorded in observer 

field notes, decision-making inventories, interviews, school and district 

documents, and structured group interviews. This study was completed from a 

qualitative viewpoint, which allowed the gathering of rich descriptions of people, 

places, and conversations in each school context. Quantitative data, collected 

over the months at each of the three sites, were also used. The use of both 

qualitative methods and quantitative data added to the strength of the findings 

and served to prevent researcher bias, while providing another mechanism to 

accurately triangulate the data. 

This research was constructed as a comparative case study. The 

narrative of findings includes initial site information before comparisons are 

attempted. Therefore, multiple findings are documented in several sections of 

this chapter. First, the findings for each of the three school councils are reported 
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in terms of each research question. These questions provided the focus for the 

first analysis of all the data. An additional analysis, which describes themes 

which emerged from a second coding of the same school council data, is also 

included in this chapter. This second analysis of data was designed to identify 

regularities and patterns within each site, and to describe the categories in 

words and phrases. The site-specific themes were then compared, contrasted, 

and related to the original research questions. 

Abbott School Council Description and 
Research Question Findings 

Abbott's school council was called the Local School Council, and it 

consisted of 23 members, including the principal. Of that number, 11 were 

teachers, 3 members were paraprofessional employees, 5 members were 

parents, and 3 were community leaders, defined by district guidelines as adults 

who lived in the school attendance area but did not presently have children 

attending the school. A review of committee rosters, council rosters and action 

plans revealed that five other school committees provided specific school 

improvement activities in these categories: (a) student self-esteem and 

discipline, (b) school morale, (c) instructional focus, (d) parent and community 

involvement, and (e) marketing. At least one Local School Council member 

served as a member on these other committees, and four Local School Council 

members served on the instructional focus committee. Members of the five 

committees wrote school action plans which were periodically reviewed by the 

Local School Council. 
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One teacher on the council also served as the teacher facilitator of the 

council. Her responsibilities included helping to prepare the meeting agenda 

and conducting the meetings, leading the school improvement plan 

writing process, training new members, and generally guiding the decision-

making process for the school. The district's guidelines define the teacher 

facilitator as the "designated campus leader who ensures the development of 

processes to support site-based leadership" (Richardson Independent School 

District [RISD], 1992, p. 10). 

The Local School Council generally met once a month. Six meetings 

were observed from November, 1992, until May, 1993. The teacher facilitator 

initiated each meeting, and carefully followed the printed agenda for the 

meetings. Participants usually sat around small round tables during the 

meeting, or gathered around rectangular tables which had been configured to 

form a large square-shaped arrangement. Meetings, which were held in the 

early evening, generally lasted from 1 to 1 1/2 hours. 

During the Local School Council meetings, observations and related 

thoughts were recorded in the form of field notes. At times, meeting discourse 

was recorded using a decision-making inventory. Either data collection format 

allowed the recording of salient conversation and activities associated with 

each discussion or decision item, as well as the initiator of discussion, the type 

of decision reached (if any), and the approximate length of time spent 

discussing the issue or decision item. An unobtrusive seat at the tables was 

selected so as not to visually dominate the meetings or provide unnecessary 

distractions. Each set of decision making inventories or field notes were added 

to the data to be analyzed in terms of the four research questions. 
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Role Description 

An analysis of the council members' role perceptions began with a 

review of the purported role of the council as a decision-making or advisory 

body. Abbott's school district provided a large binder, complete with multiple 

documents which could be used by each school to clarify the school council 

members' roles. District documents defined Local School Councils as decision-

making groups and focused on Academic Excellence Indicators, which were 

specified by the state as indicators of school and district success (Richardson 

Independent School District [RISD], 1992). At the time of this research, these 

indicators included students' scores on state-mandated tests, attendance, 

dropout rates, and college entrance examination scores. The district had 

expanded the role of the Local School Council to include the determination of 

performance objectives as they related to the campus strategic plan. The 

council, according to the same guidelines, served as a planning and advisory 

council for the school (RISD, 1992). 

District decision-making parameters clarified the Abbott council's function 

in specified school activities. As reported earlier, each district was required by 

state statute to define decision-making parameters in five areas. The district 

document detailed the degree of authority in the categories: goal setting, 

organization, curriculum, staffing patterns, and budget. The district identified a 

total of 63 discrete functions in the five categories in which the council had 

some authority and defined the degree of authority: (a) recommend, (b) 

approve, (c) decide, and (d) collaborate. In many cases, the council had 

multiple degrees of authority for the discrete function; that is, it could 

collaborate, recommend, and also have final authority to decide the function. Of 
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the specified authority, the council had some degree of responsibility for 18 

functions in goal setting, 18 in school organization, 10 in curriculum, 10 in 

staffing patterns, and 7 in budget. The council had total decision-making 

authority with 9 functions in goal setting, none in school organization, none in 

curriculum, none in staffing patterns, and none in budget. 

The issue of authority was discussed with council members during the 

structured group interview. Council members were asked to determine how 

much authority the council had in the five categories specified by state statute. 

For each area, the respondents circled a score from 0, meaning no authority to 

4, representing full authority. (See Appendix E for sample discussion question 

6.) Each score was then tabulated each score in a kind of scatter diagram, with 

the total range of scores depicted for each respondent for each category 

(Appendix F). Abbott council members reported goal setting authority ranging 

from a score of 2 to 4, and followed a similar marking pattern for their authority 

in the school organization category. Members were less certain about the 

budget and staffing categories, where their perceived authority generally 

ranged from a score of 0 to 3 for each. In the curriculum area, the council 

members described their authority as ranging from a score of 1 to 4, with the 

majority of scores in the 2 to 3 range. 

Two council informants revealed their personal perceptions of their roles 

in the individual interviews. These two teachers were interviewed in-depth and, 

when asked about the council's role in decision making, they replied that the 

council's role had evolved over the years. Both teachers expressed a positive, 

realistic attitude about the council's business and expressed strong feelings 

about the council's importance at the school. The informants were also 
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given an opportunity to comment on their individual roles on the council. Karen, 

a special education teacher, had served on the council since its inception in 

1987. Karen entered shared decision making with her own perception of the 

degree of authority she and others would have, particularly in budget decisions. 

She recalled her initial expectations when asked to serve on the council: 

At first I was an idealist. We were going to have so much control over 
what was done on a day to day basis. We hoped and expected to make 
significant budget decisions about how our money was spent. And in 
fact, at first, we did. 

Jo Ellen, a regular classroom teacher, who had also served on the 

council since 1987, seemed to agree with Karen's initial perception of the 

degree of influence she and others would have on the council: 

I was so excited because I tend to be pretty idealistic and I have a 
vision that I have carried with me a long time. I was pretty excited 
about the thought of teacher empowerment. I had been on the verge 
of becoming militant over a couple of issues and I felt like this was 
really going to be a strong outlet for educators to take a stand in terms 
of what we believed in for our own community. 

Both informants felt that the role of the council was still being defined by 

the district. Karen revealed that her initial enthusiasm about the extent of the 

council's power was tempered by her own realization that the district was going 

to have to grapple with the exchange and balance of power between school 

councils and central authority and the amount of time it would take for change: 

As soon as we start exercising some of the power, they will change 
their minds. They will take it away or put some constraints on what we 
can do. And sure enough, it has happened. They do have some 
control. They said " . . . . told you so, it isn't going to work." It really 
splashed back into our faces about a year after we got into site-based 
management because some of the things that the faculty thought were 
important like what the color the bathroom was painted or whether or 
not we had a telephone in the lounge took longer than they wanted to 
take. 
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Karen explained how her perception of the council's authority had 

evolved into a goal-setting and philosophy-setting mode. She described the 

council's evolution into a "philosophical" committee for setting the direction the 

school would take in areas such as discipline, self-esteem education, and 

instruction. Council authority, in her opinion, was originally perceived in terms 

of making concrete, day-to-day decisions about money and management, but 

that authority had changed. 

Both informants commented on the length of time it had taken for the 

council's role to become clearer to the participants. Jo Ellen summarized: 

It has ebbed and flowed in various ways. The excitement has never left. 
I have had to work on patience because I tend to want things to happen 
quickly and they don't always and I have had to adjust my personal 
thinking because it does take a philosophical switch. So in light of 
how slowly some of the changes came, I had some concern along 
the way. But I don't think my excitement or my vision ever changed. 
In terms of our local school, I think that we have had a steady move-
ment forward in terms of our growth as a community here and in terms 
of the empowerment. It has really been interesting to see the pockets 
of leadership. 

Jo Ellen defined the council's role as simply a decision-making group. 

She believed that the Local School Council should consider decisions rather 

than a myriad of topics that need to be brought up for exploration. According to 

Jo Ellen, using the school council for that purpose might unnecessarily alarm 

teachers and parents about potential future school directions. 

In contrast, the council's role, according to Karen, should be to address 

anything and any topic which affected students while they were under the 

supervision of school personnel: 

Activities happen on our campus 24 hours a day that involve our 
students whether it is a positive or a negative and so when something 
happens to our children it is going to affect their learning. That is why 
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I think that safety and behavior and preparedness for the school day 
and teaching parenting skills are relevant factors for what we do 
from 8:00 - 3:15. 

Karen also had specific ideas about her personal role on the council. 

She described her role in terms of her relationship with council members and, 

specifically, the principal: 

My role is devil's advocate. I try to do a lot of questioning. I try to do 
a lot of "what i f thinking and I try to do some challenging, just because 
that's my personality. Since I have a more personal relationship with 
the principal, I feel more comfortable challenging things that she says 
than some other teachers do. I can challenge her and I know that she is 
still going to respect me as a teacher and love me as a person and I 
am not going to get fired tomorrow. 

The principal of the school, who was also interviewed, confirmed the 

council's importance as a school body, but shared some personal thoughts as 

to the group's specific role. She also commented on the council's evolution 

since 1987: 

At first we were much more involved in what I call creature comforts. 
Feeling, good, making the lounge pretty, things like that. We had an 
instructional base always. But I think that we have moved much more 
to what we want to do that's good for kids. This has come over a period 
of time. 

Contrary to Jo Ellen's perceptions, the principal described the necessity of the 

council's role as a sounding board. She gave an example of a time when she 

came to the council with the idea of altering the length of the school day. She 

specifically wanted the council to respond to the issue and give her feedback on 

the feasibility of pursuing such an idea. The principal, however, was quick to 

mention the limitations of using the council in this way: 

The logistics of pulling [the council members] together means they 
are not always a sounding board for little issues, but for big things that 
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are going to affect the whole school, it is important. In that way, the 
council is like a local faculty advisory council, when they are looking at 
issues that impact the school and bring the perspective to the discussion 
of those issues because of where they are in the school. 

The specific role of parents and community members on the council was 

mentioned only by Karen. When asked about parent and community members 

and their varying levels of participation, Karen commented specifically about 

their purpose on the council: 

I perceive their role as a tool to communicate with the rest of the 
community, and something of an "input bringef as far as thinking 
what we can do and not do and how it might impact the community. I 
don't know what they think of their roles. 

During the structured group interview, parents were asked to comment 

on their role. Mary, a parent and a frequent participant in council meeting 

discussions, remarked: 

I'm not one to keep my mouth shut, but there were many times when 
I did not know what I was supposed to do when the meeting was 
over. I guess I was supposed to gather information from the parent's 
viewpoint. 

When asked if any parent or neighbor asked her what happened in the council 

meetings, however, Mary commented that no one had ever asked her, which, 

she said, added to her dilemma over her role. She explained that she began 

reporting to the Parent Teacher Association executive board because she felt 

that the parents needed to know certain things. Kathy, another parent attending 

the group interview, confirmed Mary's comments and added that she felt that 

she was not representing anybody on the council. She assumed that her role 

was to respond as a parent whose children formerly attended Abbott. A third 

parent said she was not even sure who she represented, adding that she was 
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"lost as to what was expected of [her], but it was OK because [she] was going to 

learn by doing." 

Indeed, discussion of the council's role emerged in actual council 

meeting discourse among teachers, parents, and community members. On two 

specific occasions members asked, during the meetings, if the council could 

make the decision. During one meeting, when there was considerable 

discussion about committee action plans, Jo Ellen asked "Can we do this?" 

when referring to the council's role in editing action plans and assigning other 

action plans to one of the five standing committees. The teacher facilitator, 

during the same meeting, who was asked to answer Jo Ellen's question, 

suggested that the council could move the responsibility to another committee 

and "restructure" all the committees. Jo Ellen asked again for clarification, 

saying, "Are we saying that we can move the committee responsibilities? Is that 

what we're saying?" 

In another particularly interesting meeting, the issue of a special 

education teacher's reassignment to another school in the middle of the year 

sparked a lengthy discussion of the council's role in staffing decisions. 

Apparently, the school faculty had wanted central administration officials to 

attend a meeting to discuss the rationale for moving the teacher in the middle of 

the year. Numerous comments were made by council members about what 

might have happened if "the council had been involved in the beginning 

discussion." 

Documents addressing council action also asked for clarification on the 

council's responsibility and authority. In a committee memo which described a 

perceived overload of committee actions, the chairman of that committee asked 
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that the committee membership be expanded or its responsibilities be divided. 

In the memo, the chairman asked if it was the role of the council to do so. 

Other written documents were used to inquire about the council's 

authority. In another written recommendation, Karen, a council member 

suggested broadening the role of the council to include a standing "accelerated 

instruction" committee. 

In summary, the data revealed two recurring issues: (a) the council 

members' understanding of the evolution of the role of the group and (b) a 

continual inquiry as to the scope of group authority and individual's 

responsibilities. Abbott's council was still evolving and, while specifically 

defined by district documents as having direct decision-making responsibility in 

goal setting, members of the council expressed a continuing desire to seek and 

define clearer definitions. Teacher informants commented on a comfortable 

evolution of responsibilities which had changed from their initial visions. The 

informants and the principal all described the council's role as somehow 

involved with instruction and learning; yet during council meetings, questions 

were still asked about the council's authority to make certain decisions. Both 

teacher informants expressed a comfort with the evolution of the role and 

mentioned the length of time it had taken for the council to assume its role. 

Parents discussed confusion over their roles, and whether or not they were to 

communicate the council's business to their constituents. Two memos and 

numerous discussion items from various members focused on the council's 

responsibilities or authority and specifically sought to clarify the council's role in 

the specific issue being discussed. 
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Preparation or Training 

A variety of data revealed information on the type and depth of training 

members of Abbott's council had received to prepare them for the council's 

business. During the structured group interviews, participants were asked to 

respond to question 2, which asked "What kind of training did you receive prior 

to your participation or what kind of continuous training have you received?" 

(Appendix E). Participants were then given time to write their individual 

answers to the question. In response, three of the participants recalled a 

"kickoff retreat in 1987, when selected members from each of the eight original 

site-based managed pilot schools were asked to attend several days of training, 

which was organized and led by central office administrators with the 

assistance of out-of-district consultants. In contrast, five of the group interview 

participants revealed that they had received no training prior to their work on the 

council, and that any training was received either "on the job" from experience 

on action teams or from the council teacher facilitator. Two of the respondents 

reported that they had taken advantage of district facilitation skill training, 

conducted over a period of several years. This training included leadership 

training, instruction in how to conduct meetings, effective planning strategies, 

and conflict resolution training. 

Karen recalled training, early in the district's implementation of site-

based decision making, when participants from the eight schools attended two 

days of training at a local high school. At that training, members were taught 

effective school improvement plan writing strategies. Karen recalled a great 

deal of training "up front," and commented that later training seemed to focus on 
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strategies for working with people, such as team building and consensus 

building. 

Jo Ellen, who concurred with Karen's general recollection of the training, 

commented on subsequent participant training opportunities for members who 

were added to the school council after its initial formation in 1987: 

We had some training one year at my insistence because I felt that it was 
very difficult for people and at that time we were really adding parents. 
That was more of the personnel that we were adding at that point 
although a few staff members changed too. It was very difficult to try to 
talk about what we were about when the language was not shared. So 
three of us (including the principal) did a three-hour workshop for our 
new parents and staff members just trying to update them in terms of 
what had gone on, past history, and just some terms we would be using 
and to gloss over our action plans at that time. 

Abbott's principal had been at the school since the 1987 change to 

site-based management and had attended the beginning training with the two 

teacher informants. She recalled that the original members of the council had 

worked closely with district officials to learn how to plan and to become familiar 

with their roles. Later training was offered to teacher facilitators in order for 

them to assist in work with school councils as site-based management 

implementation was increased to all 49 schools in the district. The principal 

commented on current training for new council participants: 

It is not very sophisticated or planned. We have not had a great deal of 
turnover and it has been gradual enough. Through the years the whole 
staff has been involved enough in what was going on that it hasn't 
been really felt to have something full blown. I see from this point 
that we have a need to have something really in place that we were 
going to use as a training tool or model. It is going to be necessary to 
somehow provide training for them otherwise a lot of valuable planning 
time is going to be spent bringing them to the point where we are. 



85 

Abbott's principal conveyed the hope that training would be handled "centrally," 

with assistance from the central office on the scope and content of training for 

council member participants. She did not want to relinquish total ownership of 

the training responsibility, however: 

We need some direction from the central office, but it can also be 
handled by some people that I already have on my staff who have been 
involved with it from the beginning. There are several people here who 
are very capable of putting together a training model. 

District documents supported the principal's desire to keep at least partial 

training responsibility with the schools. In the district's plan for the 

implementation of site-based decision making, the importance of continued staff 

development was identified. Much of the training identified in the district 

document referred to the continued need for teacher training to address school 

improvement objectives. Several areas of training addressed council member 

preparation (Richardson Independent School District, 1992, p. 12): 

Training for the process of site-based leadership will be provided in the 
following ways: 

• ongoing training by teacher facilitators of Local School 
Councils 

• provision of Assisting Change in Education (ACE) training 
for building administrators, central support staff, and teacher 
facilitators 

• information about site-based leadership shared with 
parents and community members through the PTA, 
Local School Councils, and District Advisory Council for 
Site-Based Leadership 

• ongoing training for principals, teachers, parents, and 
community members who serve on the Local School 
Councils 

Few Abbott council members had received the training as described in 

the district's plan for site-based decision making. Three members recalled 
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extensive training at the beginning of implementation, and two participants had 

taken advantage of the ACE training (facilitation skills training) described in 

district documents. Yet no parents were able to recall any formal training in 

preparation for their council work, either by school or district officials. 

On one occasion, council members discussed training needs in a regular 

council meeting. At that meeting members discussed optional training 

opportunities, provided by the district staff development office, in conflict 

resolution, advanced planning techniques, and team building. The members 

expressed positive comments regarding the training, which could be 

customized according to the council's needs and time line. Members were to 

communicate their individual interests to the principal in writing. The principal 

was to follow-up on the interest, if any, which was expressed. Later in the 

meeting, the principal commented that she felt the interest was positive for 

continued training; however, she apparently did not schedule the training. 

Generally, it appears that the original Abbott council members were 

trained in planning, components of school improvement plans, and the theory of 

site-based decision making. Training was delivered by central district 

personnel or contracted consultants and was given to a selected number of 

council members from the eight original pilot schools. Training was then 

extended to other local council members, with principals and facilitators 

conducting the training at each school site. From the available data, it is 

apparent that recent training had been offered by the district, on an optional 

basis. The council members expressed varying degrees of training and 

understanding as to their roles, and, because of this, the principal and 
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informants commented on the need to formalize training opportunities for 

council members. 

Patterns of Deliberation 

An analysis of district documentation revealed some guidance for 

councils in how decisions were to be made by councils. While district 

documents did not specifically state how decisions were to be made and how 

issues were to be brought to the council for consideration, the documents did 

imply that a participatory style was the preferred style of decision making, as 

evidenced by the use of the term "consensus" and "collaboration" repeatedly in 

the documentation (Richardson Independent School District, 1992). 

Preferences within the district were further reinforced by the possibility of 

training in consensus, team building, and conflict resolution, which the district 

considered vital to an organization that uses a participatory style of decision 

making. 

Abbott's council meetings exemplified a variety of deliberation patterns. 

Data from six council meetings were analyzed and meetings were documented 

through extensive field notes and the use of a decision-making inventory, which 

facilitated the recording of the issue being discussed, the name of the person 

who brought the issue, the decision process used, the outcome, and reactions 

to the outcome. The inventory also allowed a record of the approximate amount 

of time spent in the discussion or decision-making process. Both inventories 

and field notes provided specific information on the process used to deliberate 

and to arrive at decisions. 
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Abbott's council was led by the teacher facilitator in each of the six 

meetings observed. She typically opened the meeting and followed the 

agenda to completion, initiating the issues for consideration, and calling on one 

or more participants to help clarify the issues for members. In a many cases, 

the principal was asked to clarify or add information to discussion items, but she 

did not usually bring the agenda item to the participants' attention. Sometimes, 

after the initial introduction of the issue, the facilitator chose not to participate in 

the discussion until the council members either asked her for her opinion or she 

was ready for the decision. The facilitator assumed responsibility for 

determining when the group was ready to make a decision about an issue or to 

move to the next discussion item after no decision was reached. 

Deliberation time varied from meeting to meeting. At times, one issue 

dominated the discussion for an extended period of time, sometimes more than 

30 minutes. At other times, the discussion periods were relatively short. 

Deliberation time was contingent on the number of participants in the 

discussion, the degree of clarification needed, and the participants' interest in 

the issue. For information items, for example, the discussion was relatively 

short, usually less than 5 minutes. 

All of the field notes and decision-making inventories were examined in 

an attempt to determine categories of deliberation and decision making. Six 

categories of deliberation and decision making identified in the decision-

making inventory were used to analyze the discourse in the six meetings. The 

six categories included (a) consensus, (b) implied consensus, (c) assignment to 

committee or individuals, (d) no decision, (e) principal decision, and (f) other. 

Those categories of discourse and decision making are shown in Appendix G. 
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In all, 22 items were presented to the council for consideration and 

possibly, decisions. The number of issues at any particular council meeting 

ranged from 2 to 5. For purposes of the research, 2 of the 6 categories of 

deliberation were used to signify the lack of a decision by the council. These 

were the categories of "no decision" and "assigned to a committee or 

individuals." If the outcome of a discussion item or issue seemed to fit in one of 

those 2 categories, the issue was categorized as "no decision." Of the 22 

issues, 10 were concluded with some form of decision and 12 were concluded 

with "no decision." Possible decision categories included "principal decided," 

"consensus," and "implied consensus." 

Of the deliberation and decision-making patterns that resulted in 

decisions, the technique used most often to arrive at a decision was implied 

consensus. This method of decision making was evidenced by lengthy 

discussion, followed by general agreement and confirmation of comments by a 

majority of the participants, as well as visual cues of agreement such as 

nodding heads. In implied consensus, the leader rarely asks if consensus is 

reached, but relies instead on the general discussion and the tone of the 

meeting and participants to sense that an agreement is reached that 

everyone can at least support. In the Abbott meetings, implied consensus was 

used 6 times during the 6 meetings to reach a decision. 

Of the other decision-making categories, consensus was used twice in 

the six meetings, and in two meetings, the principal made decisions relative to 

an issue of recruitment of parents to serve on committees and future meeting 

dates. The consensus technique was documented if the facilitator or member 

used consensus terminology to ask the participants if they were reaching 
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consensus. Consensus differed from implied consensus in the use of those 

verbal cues. For instance, in one meeting, Karen asked if the group was in 

agreement on the issue and then the facilitator then restated her perception of 

the pending decision for the group to confirm. Consensus was reached again 

in a later meeting, in which Jo Ellen, after a lengthy discussion, actually called 

for consensus and the group quickly confirmed the decision. 

Twelve of the discussion items resulted in no decision, based on 

the deliberation/decision-making categories. Nine of the 12 issues resulted in 

no clear viewpoint, and no closure was reached. The issues were simply 

discussed and the discourse ended with the facilitator's announcement of the 

next issue or the principal asked the council to continue to think about the issue. 

In fact, of the 9 no decision items, 6 of those were clarified by the principal as 

discussion items only. 

Three of the no decision items were referred to a standing committee, an 

ad hoc committee, or an individual for further research or clarification. In 

several cases, the committees were to continue to investigate the issue or 

discuss the issue with other school personnel. In all of the cases, the 

committees or individuals were to report back to the council for further 

discussion and perhaps a decision. Of the three items referred to committee or 

individuals, one was discussed again with the council at a later date and the 

second discussion resulted in a decision. 

After the initial introduction of an issue at Abbott council meetings, much 

of the ensuing discussion focused on whether or not the council could decide or 

should decide the issue. For example, during one meeting, the discussion 

began with what questions to include in a school-wide survey. After much 
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discussion about who to involve in writing the survey questions and who to 

survey, one participant asked: 

Who would do this-compile the questions to be used? If this were a 
decision making body, couldn't we do that? 

In another interesting and lengthy example of council discussion, much of the 

discourse centered on whether or not the council could honor a request from a 

standing committee and address the tasks of the committee, perhaps by 

assigning tasks or other committees or adding members to the committee to 

reduce the amount of work perceived by the members of that committee. When 

a decision seemed imminent, Karen asked "Can our group do this?" and 

Jo Ellen quickly responded that if the council were a decision making body, it 

"certainly could." The facilitator was then asked to say what she believed. After 

recommending a restructuring of the committee, therefore reducing its work 

load, the council members resumed their discussion. Jo Ellen, in frustration, 

finally asked the council to "vote," then quickly added, "No~we are supposed to 

reach consensus!" The discussion ended with no decision, and no referral to 

individuals or a committee for further study. 

In summary, many of the issues in six of the Abbott council meetings 

resulted in the no decision. Of the 10 issues which resulted in some form of 

decision, the manner of decision-making was implied consensus. Generally, 

deliberation consisted of the initiation of the issue by the facilitator, clarification 

by the principal or other individuals, and then somewhat lengthy discussion by 

the participants. Five of the issues which resulted in no decision or assignment 

to a committee or individuals dealt with action plans, action teams and 

committees, and the make up of those committees. Six of the no decision items 
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seemed to be clarified the council by the principal as for discussion only. Of the 

10 decision items, each of the 4 goal setting issues resulted in a decision. 

The facilitator's actions played an interesting role in the council's patterns 

of deliberation. When interviewed, the principal commented on the use of a 

facilitator to plan and guide the deliberation and decision-making processes 

used in the council meetings. She expressed strong positive feelings about the 

use of teacher facilitators to initiate the council discussions, and reinforced her 

rationale for limiting her own discussion time during the council meetings: 

I made a very conscious effort when we first began [1987] when we 
were having school meetings to stay in the background and allow 
[name] to facilitate. I almost chewed the end of my tongue off 
sometimes. Because I felt it was important for the staff to see me 
as part of the team and not the ultimate decision maker. 

The principal added, however, that she did meet with the facilitator "on a regular 

basis" to plan what they need to discuss at the council meetings: 

[Name] comes to me and says it seems to me that we probably need to 
discuss this and this, so what do you think? We have looked at some 
things that we need to discuss and then we will meet again before the 
meeting and plan it out. 

Both teacher informants verified the procedure used by the principal 

used to plan and discuss future meetings with the teacher facilitator. They also 

both commented on the change in the principal's decision-making style over the 

years of council implementation. From their perspectives, the principal had 

attempted to develop the group as the decision-making body, with less 

emphasis on the principal as the ultimate decision maker. Jo Ellen added: 

In terms of leadership, I have always felt that [principal's name] was a 
very nurturing kind of leader. When it came to release of power, she was 
better at it than most, but had difficulty with some aspects of it. I have 
seen her go from one who is very honestly brought into the concept of 
participative management to being a little fearful because of 
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some of the ideas that were coming out there and almost a loss of 
control at times. 

Still, according to Karen, the council participants had not quite developed 

their prowess as decision makers: 

It has come a long way, in the beginning we all sat and waited for her 
[the principal] to tell us what she wanted us to do and then we sort of 
did what she wanted us to do. Gradually it has become more of a 
consensus type body, however I still feel that when (the principal) is 
absent from the meeting or when she has to leave early there is a 
breakdown, they can do anything now because [the principal] is 
gone-the cat is away. 

When asked if there was a noticeable change in the quality of discussion 

when the principal is not there, Karen confirmed: 

I notice a change in the focus. We need to say this to [the principal] 
and we need to have her head nodding before we can proceed, and 
since she is not going to be here we might as well save our 
discussion until she can be here the next time. 

When asked, Karen reflected that the council's uneasiness with final authority 

reflected the need for approval from the principal. She felt that this need for 

approval stemmed from gender bias: 

I can't imagine that a profession that is dominated by females who have 
been used to serving in subservient roles. We are always as a gender 
waiting for someone to tell us that we are doing the right thing before 
we go on and take the next step. I think that most faculties are at some 
stage of that development. It would be surprising to me if they weren't. 

During the group interview discussion, the council members were asked 

if the functioning of the council was affected by the presence of the principal at 

the meetings and the participants' perception of her authority. Several 

participants remarked that when a topic was being discussed, they still looked 

to the principal to "read her body language." When asked why they still looked 
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to her for some indication of agreement, their comments included the following: 

(a) "It would be easier to know, when something is happening, if she is behind 

us," (b) "I think most of us feel that she knows more about the budget," and (c) "I 

think I look to her because she has strength and she represents the district-she 

knows the legalities." 

Variety and Patterns of Decision Making 

The examination of data related to this topic was begun with the review of 

district documentation, required by state law, which established the council's 

decision-making authority and responsibility in five specific areas: goal setting, 

organization, curriculum, budget, and staffing patterns. From the district 

documentation, 63 discrete functions were identified for which the school 

council had some degree of authority to recommend, decide, collaborate, 

and/or approve. Of those functions, the majority fell into either the goal setting 

or school organization categories. The district guidelines gave the council 

decision making responsibility for 9 functions in the goal setting category only. 

According to district documents, the council did not have total authority in any 

other functions in any other categories (Richardson Independent School 

District, 1992). 

Information from the Abbott key informants indicated that one of the 

council's main responsibilities was to oversee and manage the work of their 5 

action teams who were charged with developing detailed school improvement 

plans for their area. Therefore, the action plans from all 5 committees were 

reviewed to ascertain the nature of their plans and to determine what types of 

activities the council discussed. The 5 action teams developed plans for 5 
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areas: (a) student self-esteem and discipline, (b) school morale, (c) 

instructional focus, (d) parent and community involvement, and (e) marketing. A 

review of the discrete activities revealed that 67 activities were in the 

instructional focus area only. These activities primarily reflected efforts to 

improve the reading, writing, and mathematics performance of the students at 

Abbott. Of the 5 action plans, the activities in instructional focus outnumbered 

the activities in the other areas. For instance, 29 activities were in student self 

esteem and discipline and 58 activities were in parent and community 

involvement. 

Part of the purpose for conducting a structured group interview at Abbott 

Elementary was to clarify council members' perceptions of how much time was 

actually spent discussing topics which fell into the five areas identified by the 

state law and clarified by district documents. Therefore, a key question in the 

written focus group handout was question 5, which asked the participants to 

estimate how much time was spent discussing issues in the five categories 

(Appendix E). Fourteen participants, including parents and community 

representatives, completed this question in writing and were asked to estimate 

percentages to total 100%. The written estimates were then tabulated and 

averaged for each category. 

Participant estimates of the time spent in the goal setting category ranged 

from 10% to 85%; for organization, percentages ranged from 4% to 70%; and 

for budget responses, percentages ranged from 0% to 25%. Estimates for 

curriculum and instruction ranged from 5% to 60%, and staffing responses 

ranged from 0% to 25%. Averages for the Abbott group interview participants 
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reflected the following approximate percentages for estimated time spent on 

these topics during the council meetings: 

Goal setting 31% 
Organization 30% 
Budget 10% 
Curriculum/Instruction 22% 
Staffing 7% 

Only the Abbott teachers and staff members who were on the school 

council and were present during the group interview discussion were then 

analyzed. Their estimates of the percentage of time spent on each of the 

categories were: 

Goal setting 34% 
Organization 35% 
Budget 7% 
Curriculum/Instruction 17% 
Staffing 7% 

Actual varieties and percentages of decision making were derived from 

the careful analysis of field notes and decision-making inventories, which were 

completed at the site, during council meetings. The use of guidelines from 

district parameters and the categorization of the issue or decision according to 

those standards made it possible to tally the decisions or issues according to 

the five categories (Appendix H). In its 6 council meetings, the Abbott council 

addressed 22 decision or discussion items. Actual percentages of the varieties 

of decision-making discourse were: 

Organization 64% 
Goal setting 18% 
Budget 9% 
Curriculum 4.5% 
Staffing 4.5% O 
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Organization issues far outnumbered any other kinds of issues discussed 

in the Abbott council meetings. The 14 organization issues, which were 

distributed throughout the 6 meetings, consisted of issues such as organizing 

the physical facility for safety, early arrival of students, conference nights for 

parents, discipline plans for students; 5 issues which dealt with the make- up of 

the council, participation in action teams, action team responsibilities, and 

combining council responsibilities with other standing committees. Of the 14 

organization issues, 6 issues led to decisions and 8 either resulted in no 

decision or were assigned to committee or individuals. 

Of the remaining issues discussed in Abbott meetings, 4 were goal 

setting issues. These issues, which were distributed among 4 council meetings, 

included such discussion items as developing a survey for long-range planning, 

reviewing and improving future action plans, and determining future staff 

development needs for the council. All 4 of the issues resulted in decisions, 

either by consensus or implied consensus. 

Other categories of issues included two budget decisions. These two 

issues pertained to the determination of immediate expenditures for materials 

and budget time lines for the following year. Both items resulted in discussion 

without decision. Curriculum or instruction decisions included only one-the 

discussion of materials to support the instructional focus plans. The discussion 

on this issue was lengthy and resulted in an exchange over the effectiveness of 

several kinds of reading and science materials. When other discussion items 

throughout other meetings touched on educational outcomes, and the primary 

exchange seemed to be about another category of issues, it was placed in the 

other category. No decision was made on the curriculum issue. 
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The staffing issue was of particularly interesting. This issue was 

discussed during one meeting and it occupied the majority of the evening's 

discourse, which was approximately 25 minutes. The issue pertained to a 

particular special education teacher being reassigned in the middle of the year 

to another elementary school which had a larger number of special education 

students. The discussion was brought to the council by the principal and was 

couched in terms of the council's role in shared decision making. Much of the 

discussion was dominated by the teachers in the council and focused on the 

unwillingness of the central office officials to discuss the decision with the staff 

at Abbott. The council teachers expressed a great deal of ownership in the 

staffing change and were particularly troubled by the thought that central office 

continued to have control over teacher assignment. Karen responded: 

I'm not wounded yet--but having grown up here, I felt like I've 
been punched in the stomach. We were told that personnel would 
not change in accelerated phases, and while we're moving to 
inclusion, our staff allotments would increase! We've worked hard 
for shared decision making, and believed that we were setting the 
future. Now, it isn't going to happen. That's how I feel about the 
issue of trust. 

After several teachers voiced similar opinions, the principal commented: 

I think what you're saying is what we want to focus on. I know the 
paradigm shift is harder for central office people. They're 
accustomed to making decisions. I think we have to understand 
that philosophical shift is harder for them. The decision would have 
been easily accepted if we had been involved in the process. I think 
we've made strides, but this has set us back. District decision-making 
parameters are being developed and this should help us considerably. 

No decision resulted from the discussion, which was concluded with comments 

from other participants about what they had learned and how they would 

proceed with their business. 
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As stated earlier, a structured group interview was conducted toward the 

end of the research to allow participants to react to some initial findings and to 

encourage participants' exchange of opinions. One of the tasks during the 

group interview was to determine participants' perception of the amount of time 

actually spent on five issue categories. When given the actual percentages, the 

participants had several reactions. Generally, the participants expressed 

surprise that the majority of issues discussed seemed to fall into the 

organization category. They were surprised at the relatively low percentage of 

curriculum issues and believed that they had spent much more time in that area. 

The participants agreed that they did not spend the majority of their time on 

curriculum or instructional issues, but seemed to feel that they had authority in 

that area. When asked about the issue of authority, the teacher facilitator 

defined their authority as meaning that they had the opportunity to discuss any 

curricular issue. But she added: 

We have written a lot of bad action plans. I think we've enlarged our 
scope. Some wonderful ideas have been discussed. 

Karen perceived the action teams as driving the business for the school 

council. In her opinion, the major responsibilities of the council focused on 

reading, revising, and approving committee plans in areas of improvement. 

Because the instructional focus action plan was a large plan with many discrete 

activities, she perceived that curriculum and instruction amounted to the bulk of 

the council's work. 

Jo Ellen identified other areas of council responsibility. In the structured 

interview, Jo Ellen was asked to identify the kinds of topics that could be 

addressed at council meetings: 
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I would like to say anything and everything, but I can't because I think 
some things are held back. Staff members believe that the LSC (Local 
School Council) is a place to make decisions but in that decision-making 
process a lot of things may be said.... Sometimes there is a reluctance 
to bring up topics there for fear that various people would take the 
discussion out as if that had been decided. 

Ballard School Council Description and 
Research Question Findings 

Ballard Elementary School's council, called the Campus Leadership 

Team, consisted of 10 members, including the principal who served as chair of 

the council. Of the 10 members, 3 were regular classroom teachers who 

represented clusters of grade levels, such as the intermediate grades 4-6. The 

council included 1 non teaching professional, who was the counselor of the 

school. One additional teacher served as the representative from the district's 

Educational Improvement Council, a district committee which set goals for the 

district, analyzed student performance, and supervised the district's 

implementation of site-based decision making. The remaining members 

included one citizen, one parent, one classified staff member, the assistant 

principal, and the principal. Teachers and nonprofessional staff members were 

elected to the council, the parent teacher organization selected the parent to 

serve, and the other members were appointed by the principal. 

The principal, who served as the chair of the council, prepared the 

agendas for the meetings and called the meetings to order. She supervised 

every meeting observed and determined when a decision was necessary and 

when it was time to continue with the next agenda item. Meetings were held in 

the library, around a large rectangular table. Participants sat on each side of 
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the table, and the principal sat at the end of the table closest to the library door. 

The Campus Leadership Team met once a month. District documentation, 

which did not set the number of required meetings, charged the principal with 

the establishment of a reasonable meeting schedule and the preparation of the 

meeting agendas. 

During the four meetings observed, observations and thoughts were 

recorded in field notes or decision-making inventories. Data collected during 

the meetings included the length of time in discussion, conversation and 

activities associated with each issue, the type of deliberations used to 

determine decisions, and the name of the person who brought the issue to the 

meeting. The meetings were held from January, 1993, until May, 1993. 

Observations were made from a chair approximately three to five feet away from 

the actual meeting table, to avoid obstructing the natural flow of thinking and 

conversation. Each set of the field notes or decision making inventories was 

then combined with other data such as documents, recorded interviews, and 

group interview discussions for analysis in relation to the four original research 

questions. 

Role Description 

In district documents, the role of the Campus Leadership Team was 

defined as follows: 

To assist the building principal in formulating performance objectives 
for the campus and in advising in all other areas of planning and 
goal setting, budgeting, curriculum, staffing, and school organization 
(Denton Independent School District [DISD], 1993, p. 3). 
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District documents also specify areas of responsibility which "are simply a 

representation of the broad range of decisions which might be considered by a 

Campus Leadership Team" (DISD, 1993). The district provided a "decision-

making matrix" which consisted of discrete functions in district and campus 

business, with a coding system to signify which level of the district organization 

was responsible for the function and the level of collaboration and input 

expected in reaching decisions for that function. In all, 65 functions were 

identified in which district collaboration was expected, with involvement of 

building and district stake holders in the decision, and 48 functions were 

identified in which the campus was primarily responsible for the function. Of the 

48 campus responsibilities, the level of participation expected was generally 

moderate to high, leaving some latitude for the decision and participants in the 

decision who are expected to participate and assume medium to high 

responsibility for the decision. The campus functions which were coded for low 

levels of participation included most staffing functions such as assignment of 

personnel to jobs and evaluation of personnel. The team at Ballard, therefore, 

had responsibility in: 3 planning functions, 6 curriculum and instruction 

functions, 3 student services functions, 3 instructional resource 

development functions, 13 staffing functions, 6 community awareness functions, 

2 facilities functions, 9 organization functions, and 3 budget functions. 

It was natural to assume that the council participants knew about their 

roles and stated responsibilities. Participants were asked about their 

perceptions of authority of the council in specific areas. During the structured 

group interview, all nine participants were asked how much authority they 

believed the council had in the five categories specified by state statute. For 



103 

each area, the respondents circled a score, from 0, meaning no authority, to 4, 

which represented full authority. (See Appendix E for the sample discussion 

question 6.) Each score was then tabulated each score in a scatter diagram, 

depicting the range of scores for each respondent for each category. Ballard 

council members described goal setting authority with scores of 2 to 4, with 

most clustered in the 3 range. The participants identified their authority in 

organization at about the same level, with all scores evenly distributed in the 2 

to 4 range. Council members' perceptions of budget authority were more 

widely distributed, with scores from 1 to 4. Their perceptions of curriculum and 

staffing authority generally followed the same pattern except that no scores in 

the 4 range were reported for curriculum or staffing (Appendix F). 

The Ballard council members revealed personal perceptions of their 

roles and of the role of the council in individual interviews. Three teachers, who 

were interviewed in depth, were asked about their personal roles and the 

council's role in decision making. Rachel, a sixth grade teacher and a member 

of the council for two years, identified the role of the council as a liaison 

between herself and her co-workers, to "take information to the meetings and 

get information about decisions." She added that she began her membership 

on the council with little preconception or ideas about the role of the council, 

and added that she was not bothered by the lack of a clear definition of the 

council's responsibilities. 

Beverly, a second grade teacher who had experienced some training 

before her membership on the council, felt confident about the council's role. 

Apparently, the council's role was discussed during the district training, and 

Beverly expressed satisfaction that the Ballard members felt comfortable with 
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the duties of the council. When asked about the responsibilities of the Campus 

Leadership Team, Beverly responded with a goal setting emphasis: 

On this campus, I would say that it is a group of people who the 
staff has chosen to make decisions that arise and there are specific 
things we discuss, like the campus action plans. That is one of our main 
purposes. We also serve the purpose of an advisory committee for 
the principal [name]. We give her feedback and she tells us what 
she is considering and then we talk about it and give her feedback 
and reach decisions. 

Dana, a classroom teacher, agreed that responsibilities were representational: 

It is a committee where there are members that represent almost every 
area of the campus. They make decisions for the school based on 
input from the faculty. So it is not like we make decisions by ourselves 
based on our opinions. 

Dana, who was the campus representative to the district's Educational 

Improvement Committee, viewed hers as a dual role of sorts. Dana felt a need 

to think about the district responsibilities as well as campus improvement. 

Serving two roles forced Dana to understand campus issues and to take the 

issues to the Educational Improvement Council: 

I think my being on the Campus Leadership Team is making me a 
better member on the Improvement Council [district committee]. I 
know where we are coming from, some of the issues. Being on this 
committee has opened my eyes to issues and problems and solutions 
that we have to come up with on a campus level. It is kind of like 
making me aware of things that really need to be made and decisions 
being made here on this level so that when I go to the EIC I have 
more input and I have more information. 

While the informants felt somewhat comfortable with the role of the 

council, the principal concluded that, at first, the council members had little idea 

about their role: 

We told them that it was kind of tentative, we didn't really know how it 
was going to evolve, but that they were going to be involved in some 
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decisions. But exactly to what degree we didn't know at the time 
and what type of decisions. We knew that down the road we 
were going to have decisions and we had been told this. 

The principal defined the council's role as primarily to work on the campus 

action plans and "coming up with ideas for improving instruction." 

The members of the Ballard council mentioned their role in several 

council meetings, and spent the majority of one meeting meticulously 

discussing their role as it related to the district's decision-making matrix. Newly 

elected members were expected to read documentation regarding the council's 

role, as evidenced in one meeting, in which a teacher commented that a newly-

elected parents could "read the paper about the roles and responsibilities." 

Much of that meeting was spent on a thorough discussion of the council's 

role as it related to several categories of decision making. At that meeting, the 

council reviewed the district's decision-making matrix and discussed their 

decision making authority and the degree of input and participation noted by the 

coding system. The council looked specifically at the 48 discrete functions in 

which they had direct authority, described the appropriateness of the levels of 

participation, and recommended changes for several functions. Numerous 

questions such as "Do you want more input than is shown?" and statements 

such as "I don't want teachers to have any more authority than this" offered 

ample evidence that the council weighed carefully the amount of influence that 

they and the teachers would have in these areas. 

Two other comments by the principal in two meetings gave quick insights 

as to the council's role, at least as perceived by the principal. During one 

meeting, the principal, after reviewing action plans with the members, 
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commented, "Look at these action plans, read them, and evaluate where you 

think we are fulfilling them." At another time, the principal identified the 

council's role in the staffing area. During that meeting, when the members 

discussed staffing changes and moves within the building, the principal 

approached the discussion with the comment that "you [the members] are 

supposed to think about this and help me see the problems." 

In summary, the data show that council members and district documents 

identified some council authority in all five areas mandated by state law: goal 

setting, organization, budget, curriculum and instruction, and staffing. Ballard 

informants generally described their role as working as liaisons with the faculty 

and helping the principal to formulate plans for campus improvement. Two 

individuals and the principal agreed that role definition was vague at first and 

that the role of the council is evolving. All of the informants and the principal 

expressed some degree of comfort in knowing that the district had begun to 

identify the council's role more specifically. Several meetings provided proof 

that the council was actively engaged in defining its role, as evidenced by the 

exploration and critique of the district's decision-making matrix. The principal 

also provided some guidance in role delineation, as evidenced by her 

comments in two meetings which directed the members' attention to what she 

saw as their role. 

Preparation or Training 

A variety of data sources revealed information on the level of preparation 

members had received prior to their work on the council, and on the ongoing 

training members were receiving as they worked on council business. 
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According to interviews, the Ballard council was formed in the middle of the 

1991-1992 school year, and members were selected and business was begun 

with little training or discussion as to what the council would accomplish. 

Therefore, members were in the first full year of implementation during 

researcher observations. 

Recorded discussion from the informants and written answers to the 

group interview questions provided insight on preparation before the formation 

of the council. When asked to respond to written question 2 on the group 

interview discussion form, Ballard staff members agreed that there was no 

formal training during the first year of implementation, when they began serving 

on the council. Rachel recounted: 

At first I had no training. We were told that this was going to be the 
beginning of site-based management and that there would be training 
in the future. We all just buckled down and did what we thought was 
the correct think to do and went about it in the way that we saw 
was necessary.... We just started doing whatever was presented to us 
by the principal [name]. 

Dana, who agreed on the lack of preparation, commented that when the 

Campus Leadership Team first began, "the first original group did not have any 

training at all." 

District documentation illustrated the district's intent to increase the 

amount of formal preparation for council members and to provide ongoing 

development for council members in all schools. Documents from Ballard's 

district identified three areas of training-team building, consensus building, and 

conflict resolution-and included a master schedule for completing the training 

for several groups in the district-principals, members of the school board, the 

Educational Improvement Council, and members of each campus council. 
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Training was to be conducted by a district cadre of trainers, consisting of 

teachers, central office personnel, and building administrators. The trainers 

were to be trained by a contracted consultant from another state. The trainers' 

training was conducted during several days in the late winter of 1993. Their 

task was to receive the training, form teams of trainers, and then work with 

individual groups and school councils to conduct district training. This schedule 

showed all groups completing all three phases of training by August of 1993 

(Denton Independent School District, 1993). 

Observations and the collected data show the development and 

completion of the district's training plan and the positive feedback from Ballard 

council participants. By the time of the group interview discussion, all eight 

teachers reported that they had been trained in the three areas. The parent in 

the focus group discussion was the only participant who reported no training at 

all. In one meeting which was held prior to any training, several participants 

commented that if they assumed more difficult or complex responsibilities, "we 

would need more training." Upon receiving initial training in team building and 

conflict resolution during the spring of 1993, the principal asked council 

participants to reflect on the effectiveness of the training. On these two different 

occasions, participants commented favorably on the training they had received 

and expressed eagerness for the next training sessions. They described the 

training as "fun" and as providing reassurances about their own abilities as 

compared to other councils (from the same district) in training. In a later 

meeting, participants discussed some of the techniques that they had learned in 

the consensus building training, and began to apply those tools to their own 

work. For example, after the principal asked participants to reflect on the 



109 

training and had received numerous favorable responses, she wondered if the 

council could use the "carousel" technique (a group brainstorming technique) at 

the next faculty meeting to describe ways to recognize students, help improve 

test scores, and reduce school costs. The participants agreed that the 

technique was appropriate for generating the ideas for improvement. 

Patterns of Deliberation 

To accurately describe the patterns of deliberation in the Abbott school 

council meetings, it was necessary to begin with an analysis of district 

documentation which provided guidance for the school councils. District 

guidelines for school councils, called Campus Leadership Teams, called for the 

council to assist the principal in determining campus improvement goals, and to 

advise the principals in the areas of goal setting, organization, budget, 

curriculum, and staffing. Other district documentation reinforced the 

collaboration which was apparently expected between teachers, their school 

council, and the principal. The district's decision-making matrix identified 48 

functions in which the council and building staff had direct authority and 

identified their level of participation and involvement in reaching decisions for 

those functions. For many functions, the expected level of input and 

participation ranged from "some" to "high" (Denton Independent School District, 

1993). 

Other district materials and guidelines suggested the collaborative 

approach to decision making. As evidenced in the training analysis, the plan 

devised by Ballard's district included team building, consensus building, and 

conflict resolution. This training signaled and reinforced the type of decision-

making and deliberation which was desired by district officials. In tentative 
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district surveys, which were developed for participants in all school councils, 

respondents were asked their degree of involvement in council decision 

making. Their responses ranged from "no involvement" to "input and 

involvement in decision" (Denton Independent School District, 1993). 

Observation of Ballard council meetings revealed much of the free 

exchange and involvement in discussion which was apparently encouraged by 

district guidelines. The data from four council meetings were analyzed, and the 

meetings were documented through field notes and decision-making 

inventories. Both data gathering formats made it possible to define the issue 

being discussed and to make notes regarding the method of deliberation used, 

the approximate time devoted to the issue, the individual who brought the issue 

to the council meeting, and the outcome of the deliberation. 

All Ballard school council meetings were led by the principal. District 

site-based decision making plans regarded the principal as the leader of the 

school council and stated that "the principal is ultimately responsible," and that 

"the principal is charged with the responsibility for establishing a reasonable 

schedule of team meetings and for the preparation of the agenda for each 

meeting date." The principal's influence in council meetings, therefore, 

stemmed from her legitimate authority given to her by the district guidelines and 

by her work in the council meetings. The principal always called the meeting to 

order and moved the participants through the printed agenda. During the four 

observed council meetings, the principal generally (1) offered the issue for the 

group's consideration, (2) engaged the participants in the discussion, and then 

(3) stated questions which tended to clarify what the principal saw as the real 

issue. The principal usually clarified issues by stating questions such as "Are 
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you saying that . . . ?" or "Do you want to . . . ?" or "It looks like what we're really 

saying is . . . T h e r e was usually much discussion about each issue from a 

variety of participants; however, it was frequently the principal who clarified the 

issue before the decision and recognized when a decision had been made. 

Ballard informants confirmed observations of the principal's style of 

preparing for the council meetings and conducting the meetings. Beverly 

stated: 

From the few meetings that I have been in, let's say we have the 
agenda which is given to us by the principal [name]. So I guess she 
sets the agenda. She tells us what is going on and then we just 
talk it out. 

The amount of deliberation time varied from meeting to meeting. On the 

average, each issue was discussed for about 5 to 15 minutes, except the 

staffing issue discussion, which lasted for more than 30 minutes. Discussion 

times seemed to depend on the nature and seriousness of the issues and 

whether or not there were information issues which were used by the principal 

to relay some school information. 

Four council meetings were attended and the field notes and decision-

making inventories were examined in order to determine categories of 

deliberation and decision making. As with the Abbott school council analysis, 

six categories of deliberation and decision making were chosen to analyze the 

discourse in the Ballard meetings (Appendix G). The categories of deliberation 

outcomes included (a) principal decided, (b) consensus, (c) implied consensus, 

(d) no decision, (e) assigned to committee or individuals, and (f) no decision. 

For the purposes of research, the same categories used in the Abbott school 

council research were used and the same definitions and criteria were applied 
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for analyzing the process data. "Principal decided," "consensus," and "implied 

consensus" were viewed as decision process categories, and "no decision" and 

"assigned to committee or individual" were viewed as deliberation processes 

which yielded no decisions. 

During the four meetings observed, a total of 17 issues or decision items 

were noted in all five content areas: goal setting, organization, budget, 

curriculum and instruction, and staffing. Of the 17 issues, 12 were discussion 

items only, and resulted in either no decision or assignment of the issue to a 

group of individuals for further study or discussion. Five issues during the four 

meetings resulted in decisions, either through consensus, implied consensus, 

or the principal's decision. Of the no decision issues, 10 ended simply with a 

change of agenda item and no decision, and one issue was assigned to a 

group of teachers to study. The other other issue was discussion of staffing 

changes at Ballard, and the principal clearly announced that her only reason for 

bringing it to the group was to seek input from the teachers on the council. This 

lengthy issue was classified as "no decision," but the issue was placed in the 

category of "other." 

Of the deliberation patterns resulting in decisions, the most often used 

process was implied consensus. Implied consensus was indicated by a 

general agreement with non-verbal body language or an apparent lack of 

controversy or difference of opinion. For example, during one meeting, the 

council discussed the issue of whether or not the school wanted to participate in 

a pilot project with the local university, to create a professional development 

center at the site. For whatever reason, reactions from the entire faculty were 

mixed after a presentation by the school board president who happened to be a 
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university professor. The principal initiated the discussion, invited comments, 

revealed the faculty secret ballot in which 20 faculty members chose not to vote, 

and then asked the council members to respond. The general lack of opinion 

and discussion encouraged the principal to state questions, such as "Is this 

what they're (the faculty) saying?" She then viewed their lack of comments and 

their body language which included nodding heads as general agreement that 

the faculty did not want to participate in the professional development center. 

Another example of the implied consensus process occurred during 

another meeting with a discussion of the effects of using the carousel 

brainstorming technique to generate ways to deal with school-related problems. 

Participants discussed the use of the technique and were generally pleased 

with the results. Lists of ideas were generated in six different categories, all 

related to the school improvement plan. The discussion was lively and positive, 

and the affirmative nods, smiles, and eagerness of the participants to accept the 

ideas prompted the principal to agree to write the ideas in a rough draft to 

include in the campus plans. While no one had given any verbal cues that 

consensus had been reached to include the ideas, it was apparent that there 

was widespread support for inclusion. 

Consensus, which was used once during the four Ballard council 

meetings, was characterized by verbal cues or statements that consensus was 

being reached or had been reached. At one meeting, the Ballard council 

determined some new goals for the following year based on test results and 

district goals. After several minutes of discussion, the council members 

appeared to be near selection of four new goals for their school. The principal 

then clarified the issue, restated the four proposed goals, and asked "Are we in 
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agreement to include these goals?" This verbal cue identified the process as 

consensus. 

For most decision processes, considerable discussion was followed by 

general agreement. As the principal led the discussion and clarified the issues, 

her ease with the deliberation process was apparent. This informal and lively 

deliberation style was noted by the informants, when they were asked to 

describe the manner in which the council reached decisions. Dana, a 

classroom teacher, stated: 

We throw an issue our and discuss it. Everyone has the opportunity 
to have input. Then we talk it through so much that we all come to 
consensus. 

When asked how she knew they had reached an agreement, Dana clarified: 

At the beginning when we did it we just verbally talked it out. Through 
that we all kind of nodded and said yes, I guess so. We kind of verbally 
said this is the way it should be. We haven't had too many 
disagreements. 

Indeed, the informants exhibited pride that they did not use any 

traditional techniques of language when reaching agreement. They 

acknowledged the value of consensus techniques, such as straw voting or 

specific consensus building language, but were proud of the fact that the 

council members had not had to resort to those techniques to reach agreement. 

All informants commented on the lack of formal consensus techniques. Dana 

elaborated: 

We have not done "fingers up" or those kinds of different techniques 
that we learned in this workshop that we went to on consensus 
building. We just say verbally this is the way it should be. We did 
not do it on paper or use any of those special techniques that 
they taught us. 
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Beverly exhibited pride because the group had not had "to try and reach 

consensus on any subject so far." Viewing consensus building as a strategy 

only meant to be employed when there is danger of no decision, Beverly 

added: 

We have not had to make any decisions that have put us against 
each other or made us really deal with consensus building. I can't 
think if we have had to vote on anything yet. 

In examining the deliberation patterns, it was clear that the principal took 

a very active role in initiating the issue, leading the discussion, clarifying the 

issues, and determining if an agreement had been reached. All informants 

verified the principal's influence on the council, but were quick to explain her 

council-leading strategies. Beverly explained: 

She doesn't have to let us in on the decision, but she does. I have so 
much respect for her. She's knowledgeable, experienced, and her 
influence is not only because of her position. Sometimes she 
sits back and lets us go. But it's on purpose. She gives the 
impression of "what do y'all think?" 

Dana added her perception of the principal's strategy: 

She's very informal. She wants to make everyone at ease and at 
the same time she wants us to know that we are an important group 
and that she is proud of us for being part of the group. It is not so 
informal that it is unstructured. It is very structured, and at the same 
time very informal. 

Dana agreed with Beverly's observation that the principal's influence was not 

only because of her title: 

We do respect her and listen to everything she says and her 
input because it is important. But just because she has the title 
principal, on this committee we are pretty much equal. We will get 
her input and then we will talk about it. I don't think that just because 
she says this is the way it is unless she says this has got to be this 
way. We feel very comfortable talking about and telling how we feel. 
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When asked about the principal's influence, Rachel, who had served on the 

council for two years, perceived a difference in the way older, more veteran 

teachers responded to the principal's influence: 

I think the older members listen to her [the principal] and what she has 
to say, but I think the older members are the ones that voice their 
opinions as to whether we want to change something that [name] has 
done. I don't think we are intimidated by her position is what I am 
saying. 

In summary, the Ballard school council addressed 17 issues during the 

four observed meetings. A typical meeting included the principal's initiation of 

an issue, followed by discussion, clarification by the principal again, and the 

principal's decision as to whether or not a decision had been reached. The 

majority of the 17 issues resulted in no decision, but the process used in 3 of the 

5 issues that resulted in decisions was implied consensus. This technique, 

characterized by much discussion and a general feeling of agreement without 

stated verbal consensus cues, was preferred by the informants, who believed 

that informally "talking it out" was the most effective form of decision making 

process that could be used. The informants spoke of unnecessary consensus 

tools and, although they expressed pleasure at having those tools, were proud 

of the fact that they had not used them. The informants felt that consensus had 

always been reached without the help of these strategies. 

Variations and Patterns of Decision Making 

An interesting aspect of the examination of the variations and patterns of 

decision making was the identification of the categories of the council's issues. 

Once again, as with the Abbott school council, district documentation provided 

insight as to the type of issues the council was to address. The district provided 
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the council membership a decision making matrix and identified discrete 

functions and the school's authority and level of participation for those functions. 

As stated before, the matrix identified 48 discrete functions of primary campus 

responsibility. These functions were to be fulfilled by the campus staff and 

parents, including the principal, teachers, and the school council, called the 

Campus Leadership Team. 

The decision-making matrix identified a variety of functions for nine 

categories, which included the state mandated categories of goal setting, 

organization, budget, curriculum, and staffing. Ballard's district also identified 

functions in student services, instructional resources, community awareness, 

and facilities for which the campus carried primary responsibility. The majority 

of the nine functions were in the staffing, organization, curriculum, and 

community awareness categories. 

A review of the Ballard school improvement plan and campus action 

plans provided additional insights as to the business the council might conduct. 

Because the informants and the principal had identified the primary 

responsibility of the council as overseeing and managing action plans, a review 

of these plans provided evidence of what the council participants would be 

discussing in meetings. 

A review of the improvement plan and the action plans revealed that the 

three goals had been identified for the campus in addition to the required areas 

such as test scores and attendance. The council had identified (1) continued 

work with computers and technology, (2) school pride and citizenship, and (3) 

staff cohesiveness as three additional goals. A breakdown of action plan 

activities, developed to address the goals and other mandated areas, revealed 
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activities in five categories: instruction, student attendance, computers, school 

pride, and staff cohesiveness. From five to eight discrete activities were listed 

under each category. Of the categories, instructional activities numbered eight. 

As with Abbott council participants, an attempt was made to understand 

council members' perceptions of how much time was spent in the five state 

mandated areas. Therefore, the Ballard council participants were asked the 

same key question (Appendix E): "In your opinion, how much time was spent 

on these topics?" The participants were asked to provide percentages for the 

five areas-goal setting, organization, budget, curriculum, and staffing-which 

totaled 100%. The written projections were collected and the range and an 

average for each area was tabulated. 

Nine participants completed the group interview document and estimated 

the percentages of time spent in each area. Goal setting estimates ranged from 

20% to 60%, organization ranged from 10% to 30%, and budget estimates 

ranged from 10% to 40%. Curriculum estimates ranged from 10% to 20%, and 

staffing estimates ranged from 5% to 10%. A simple average from all 9 

participants' estimates resulted in the following group estimates of the time 

spent in each area: 

Goal setting 31% 
Organization 21% 
Budget 27% 
Curriculum 14% 
Staffing 7% 

The range of responses was narrow, except for goal setting. Only one parent 

participated in the focus group; therefore, estimates were not analyzed again for 

just teachers or campus staff serving on the council. 
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All field notes and decision-making inventories were carefully analyzed 

for an accurate count and categorization of each council issue over the period 

of the 4 meetings. The district's decision-making matrix was used to categorize 

each issue discussed by the council members. Each issue was then grouped 

according to the district's guideline. The four meetings attended were from 

1/12/93 to 5/17/93. A total of 17 issues were recorded for the 4 meetings. After 

each issue was categorized, the percentage of each category was recorded: 

Organization 12% 
Goal setting 35% 
Curriculum 6% 
Staffing 35% 
Budget 0% 
"Other" 12% 

Because the total number of issues was relatively low, it was helpful to look at 

category and the number of each. Goal setting and staffing issues numbered 

the most, with a total of six issues each. Goal setting issues were on each 

meeting agenda, and two of the six resulted in decisions. These decisions 

were reached by consensus or implied consensus. Three of the other four 

issues resulted in no decision, and one issue, pertaining to a review of action 

plans, was assigned to the participants of the council to review and discuss later 

with the principal. In general, goal setting issues included the analysis of test 

data, review of school improvement action plans, survey results, and discussion 

of possible future goals. While all issues dealt primarily with goal setting as 

defined in district documents, many included some discussion on instructional 

matters. For analysis, the instructional-related issues were categorized as goal 

setting if the issue was primarily one which dealt with future school 

improvement planning. 
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Staffing issues also numbered six and accounted for about 35% of the 

issues considered during the four meetings. District documentation identified 

staff development and evaluation as part of the staffing category. Ballard 

council participants discussed staff development on three occasions. Staffing 

issues appeared in three meetings, and two resulted in decisions. The 

decisions included one decision not to participate in the professional 

development center and the scheduling of special days. The scheduling of 

special days for the next year was the only issue decided by the principal. Four 

of the staffing issues, which resulted in no decision, were brought to the council 

for information or members' reactions, and were not intended to result in 

decisions, as evidenced by the manner in which they were presented. 

Two of the remaining issues were related to organization issues. These 

issues pertained to the organization of the council itself and discussion of the 

district site-based decision making plan, and the decision-making matrix. The 

district document discussion was apparently presented for information and 

feedback, and the organization of the council discussion resulted in a decision 

to arrange membership terms in a different way. That decision was reached by 

implied consensus. 

For the one curriculum issue, the discussion centered on how to use the 

carousel brainstorming tool to determine instructional goals. This issue was 

decided by implied consensus. 

Of the remaining issues, two were categorized by the researcher as 

"other" issues because they were defined by district documents as falling into 

categories other than the five mandated headings. One issue was a discussion 

of student attendance which, by district documentation, fell into the student 
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services category. The other issue in the "other" category was an information 

issue which consisted of several brief newsworthy updates from the principal 

on matters such as new superintendent selection, scheduling of parent 

conferences, and early release days. Both issues were presented for 

information only, required and received no discussion, and resulted in no 

decisions. 

The group interview participants were fairly accurate in predicting the 

amount of time that was spent on goal setting and organization issues. They 

were surprised at the amount of staffing issues, and voiced concern about the 

apparent lack of curriculum or instructional issues (6% as opposed to a 

predicted 14%). There was much discussion about the category of goal setting, 

and several members concluded that many of the goal setting issues dealt 

primarily with instruction or the improvement of instruction. Participants did not 

react to the fact that there were no budget decisions or issues during the four 

meetings, although several informants had mentioned that budget items were 

the first issues addressed by the council. Apparently, the council had 

specifically handled some budget requests in the past. Dana confirmed this: 

We looked at what grade level would get "X" amount of money. 
But before we made that decision we had their input. They 
wrote down a bid sheet on what they would like and what they 
needed. We went over everything that they said they needed 
and then as a group we decided yes this group really needs 
this, and the library needs their funds raised and so forth. 

Rachel's interest was apparently in goal setting. She described the 

manner in which her teacher constituents helped her analyze test scores and 

suggest goals: 

We projected possibilities of better test scores for the coming year 
and I did some percentages and looked back on records of 
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different kids to see how they performed in math and reading. 
Then we could project how they had done and what their 
increased projection would be. We did that for fourth, fifth, and 
sixth grades and we set goals. 

Both Beverly and Rachel commented on the management of action plans: 

We continue to look over the objectives and we decided that yes 
this is one area that we need to continue to work on or this is the 
area we've done really well on and we might want to look at it 
later but right now let's look at some other areas that we can include 
that might be more important to us now. 

The principal reflected on the kind of issues that could be introduced at 

meetings: 

I think the main thing we are supposed to do is work on our campus 
action plan and come up with ideas for improving instruction. We 
also are supposed to assess how we are doing as we go along. 

When asked if she ever brought other business to the council, such as 

information items only, the principal commented that "sometimes we talk about 

scheduling or discipline plans, but not much." 

In general, Ballard council members had spent a considerable amount of 

time in reviewing district documents for guidance in determining the kinds of 

issues for council deliberation and decision making. Council members were 

fairly accurate in predicting the amount of time that was spent on goal setting 

and organization issues, but felt that they discussed instructional issues more 

than observed. Staffing issues numbered six, and included several staff 

development discussions. Organizational issues were seen only during the first 

meeting, and members did not address organization of the school or council 

following that initial meeting. Participants and the principal generally agreed 
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that the council's main objective was to determine goals for the campus 

improvement plan, and this emphasis was manifested in a total of six goal 

setting issues observed during the four meetings. 

Chaney School Council Description and 
Research Question Findings 

Chaney's school council, which was called the Leadership Advisory 

Council. It consisted of 13 members, including the principal. Of that number, 9 

members were teachers who were nominated and elected by their peers. At the 

time of the research, only 2 parents were serving on the council because two 

had resigned and had not been replaced by the principal. The principal and 

assistant principal completed the roster. A review of council minutes and 

documents revealed that the school utilized four standing committees and three 

ad hoc committees and that the chairpersons of those committees served on the 

council. As described by one informant, teachers could volunteer for one of 

these seven committees, and if elected as assistant chairperson or chairperson 

of the committee, would also serve as a member of the Leadership Advisory 

Council. The four standing committees included finance, instructional focus, 

school climate, and discipline. Ad hoc committees included new teacher, 

scheduling, and campus improvement committee. These ad hoc committees 

met only as needed, whereas the other four committees met on a monthly basis. 

Teachers who were elected as leaders of the committees also served on 

the Leadership Advisory Council, usually for two years-one term as the 

assistant chairperson of the committee and one as chairperson. Serving on the 

Leadership Advisory Council required each of the representatives from the 
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committees to report on the committee business and allow the Leadership 

Advisory Committee to coordinate the activities. 

Although district guidelines required the selection of a council member 

as the chairperson of the council, the principal, who actually functioned as the 

chairperson of the Leadership Advisory Council, prepared the agendas and 

conducting the council meetings. The principal also assumed the responsibility 

for coordinating the election or selection of members and for their subsequent 

training. 

The Leadership Advisory Council generally met once a month. Five 

meetings were observed from January, 1993, until June, 1993. The principal 

initiated each meeting and followed a similar agenda which consisted of 

committee reports and other items which had been placed on the agenda for 

discussion. Participants attended the meeting in the school library, and sat 

around rectangular tables in an informal arrangement. Meetings, which were 

held immediately after school, generally lasted about an hour. 

During the five meetings attended, observations and thoughts were 

recorded in field notes or decision-making inventories. Either form of recording 

format made it possible to efficiently capture the general nature and 

conversations pertaining to each item of discussion or decision. Observations 

were made from a distance of a few feet from the table so as not to visually 

distract the participants or provide unintentional nonverbal feedback. All 

records of meetings were then analyzed in terms of each of the four research 

questions. 
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Role Description 

The initial analysis began with a review of district documents which 

identified the council's role. Chaney's district had provided guidelines for site-

based decision making and site-based school councils which identified the 

council's role as "improving student performance and student outcomes." The 

documents identified the work of the council as being involved with campus 

planning and using consensus-based decisions to focus on the Academic 

Excellence Indicators, which are state measures of school and district 

performance. Specifically, the purpose of the council was identified as 

"assisting the principal in establishing academic and other performance 

objectives of the campus for each academic excellence indicator, and 

objectives that address the performance of special needs students" (Mesquite 

Independent School District, 1992). 

The district's decentralization parameters clarified the Chaney council's 

work in specified school functions. District documents identified three levels of 

decision making, which included central office decisions, district-level site-

based decision making committee decisions, and campus decisions. The 

campus decisions were defined as those which are decentralized to the 

campus level for primary determination of actions and activities to meet student 

outcomes. The primary decision makers for this level of decision were identified 

as the principal, the faculty and the campus decision making committee. As 

defined by the state, the district's parameters identified the five areas of decision 

making: goal setting, curriculum, budget, staffing patterns, and school 

organization. Fifty-two discrete functions were identified in which the campus 

has complete or partial decision-making responsibility. The Chaney school and 



126 

the Chaney council had some degree of responsibility for 5 functions in goal 

setting, for 8 functions in curriculum, for 5 functions in budgeting, for 12 

functions in staffing patterns, and for 10 functions in school organization. The 

school and council had total decision-making authority for 3 functions in goal 

setting, which included campus goals, campus policies, and campus 

improvement plans. Of the curriculum decisions, the school and council 

assumed total responsibility for 2 of the functions-including modification of 

curriculum for special needs students and student mastery of the state 

curriculum essential elements. In the budget area, the school and campus had 

authority over 1 function--the campus budget. The one function in the staffing 

pattern category in which the campus and council had authority was the 

evaluation of teachers. The 4 functions in the school organization category 

identified for campus authority were ARD decisions, discipline management, 

teacher master schedules, and time allocation for instruction. 

Determination of the council's role was related to participants' 

perceptions of their authority. Council authority was raised with Chaney 

participants in the structured group interview. Respondents were asked to 

indicate the level of authority held by the council in the five categories specified 

by the state. For each area, the respondents circled a score, from 0 meaning no 

authority to 4 which represented full authority. Council participants circled the 

scores without any knowledge of the issues they had actually addressed. Each 

score was then tabulated in a form of a scatter diagram which depicted the 

range of scores for each respondent and each category (Appendix F). 

Chaney council members generally scored their authority in goal setting 

and organization from 2 to 4, with the majority of scores in the 3 or 4 range for 
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each category. The scores indicating the council's level of authority in issues 

concerning curriculum followed the same pattern, although the majority of the 

scores were in the 2 or 3 range. Participants scored their level of budget 

authority from 1 to 3 and staffing patterns authority from 0 to 3. The participants' 

perceptions of the council's authority in staffing issues was expressed in the 

evenly-spaced spread between scores, with two or three marks in the 0 to 2 

range and one score in the 3 category. 

Council informants revealed their personal perceptions of their roles 

as individuals and as participants in the council business. Two teachers who 

were interviewed in depth were asked to describe their roles in council 

decisions. Both commented on their expectations of authority and 

understanding of limitations. Susan, who had worked at the school for 24 years 

and had served on the council for 2 years, expressed frustration about 

limitations to council business: 

I thought we would be the ones with the final say. If there was 
something to be voted on that we were representing the rest of 
us and that we would make the final decision. But it doesn't quite 
work that way. My expectation didn't pan out. 

Louise, a fourth grade teacher, agreed that the role of the council and the 

committees was sometimes vague. She related a decision that the council had 

made which was not supported by central administration: 

We decided that we could start cursive [handwriting] in the third grade 
instead of the second, because it was better for our students. We 
couldn't do that because that was administrative [central office] and 
if they want us to start cursive in second grade then we will do that. 
So we found that we could not do that even though it would probably 
be good for our students at Chaney. 
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The two informants related that such decisions were not pursued because they 

were "not sure if it would have helped." 

The Chaney principal was clear about the role of the council. When 

asked, she responded: 

They make the campus improvement plan run. They are the people who 
run it. They see to it that our instructional focus this next year will be 
dealing with integrated learning. The instructional focus team part of 
the council is very responsible for what we have agreed to do as a 
faculty. 

In addition to the council's responsibility as a manager for the committee's 

plans, the principal also saw the council as a "sounding board" of sorts. She 

referred to the council as "my think tank." 

This is my think tank, because 10 brains are better than 1. Plus 
there are not enough arms and legs in time for me to get everything 
done that we agree to do. 

The principal also commented on the complexity of managing the work of 

seven committees and the relatively unimportant role parents played on the 

committee. The parents did not serve on any of the standing or ad hoc 

committees. When asked to comment on their role as parent participants in the 

council, she added: 

It is going to be hard for parents to participate too much because it is 
a world that they don't know a whole bunch about. The second year 
they are a lot better at it, they actually have opinions and they talk 
about things and they project ideas that they would like to see. But it 
is a very difficult thing because they are not in a classroom sitting down 
doing their thing. 

Council members attending the group interview discussion commented 

on the council's role. When asked, they generally agreed that their role was to 

represent the teachers and to provide leadership so that the committee plans 
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would be followed. Participants used the words "communicate" and coordinate" 

to describe their roles as council members. One participant attempted to 

explain the management role they served: 

Yes, we coordinate. We talk about our activities and make sure that they 
mesh among other things from other committees. Someone has to 
narrow it to something that is manageable. I think that's what a part 
of this council is. 

Representing teachers was also expressed as a primary role of the council. 

One participant expressed the communication need on the council: 

I think a lot of function from this committee is finding needs. For 
example, discipline, especially in the halls, was such a problem. When 
[the principal] came here we were just wild in the halls and that was a 
need and I think that now people come to me and say "we really need 
this" or you might see people talking to people on the committee. The 
teachers tell other teachers on the committee who then come to the 
committee and change it so it works. 

Another teacher supported the comments about the council's communication 

network: 

The teachers saw that they had a voice. An anonymous voice, but 
it was a way that they could talk about their concerns and come to 
some consensus about it. 

Observations of the five council meetings supported the participants' 

perceptions of the council as a managing and coordinating body and the 

principal's perception of the council's role as a "sounding board." Generally, 

the council meetings consisted of reports from the committees and discussion of 

dates and activities. One meeting lasted until all four standing committee 

chairpersons had discussed activities and council members had coordinated 

events, dates, and times. During the same meeting, council participants were 

not asked to comment on the appropriateness of the activities, but only to 



130 

comment on the scheduling and coordination of the activities. On many 

occasions during that meeting, the principal asked for dates and the council 

members entered the event dates on master calendars. When there was 

discussion about particular activities or school events, the council participants 

asked how they could help or offered suggestions to the chairperson about 

materials or procedures. 

The principal also occasionally used the council meetings to propose a 

new idea to the council or to state why she was in favor of a particular idea. For 

instance, during one meeting, she introduced the accreditation procedures that 

they would be following and the reports the council would have to help 

complete. She also used the meeting to express her concerns about the 

community and school working together to become more of a community center. 

On another occasion, the principal spent a considerable amount of time 

discussing library scheduling and explaining why she favored a new kind of 

flexible library scheduling. During the discussion, she invited responses from 

the council members but added: "I really want to do it this time." Council 

members were asked to express their feelings about the new scheduling and to 

help her implement it. 

The principal used the council meetings to encourage communication 

and to filter concerns from the faculty members. On three occasions during 

three meetings, the principal asked for concerns from the council members, by 

stating, for example, "OK, do you guys have any concerns?" Members freely 

discussed items such as discipline rewards for kindergarten students, possible 

science instructional programs, future district requirements, and master 
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calendar with each other and the principal. During this open discussion time, 

no decisions were made and topics were usually held for future discussion. 

In summary, while the two Chaney informants expressed regret that they 

did not have control over many decisions, most council participants described 

their roles as assisting the principal in coordinating and managing the work of 

the standing and ad hoc school committees. The principal also identified the 

council's role as a sounding board for new ideas, and expressed the belief that 

the council, as a collective body, was more likely to make good decisions for the 

school. Council participants also saw the council as a tool for communication, 

and for encouraging teachers to communicate their concerns to council 

members for discussion and decisions. Observations of the meetings tended to 

verify the management role of the council, and to affirm members' opinions that 

meetings generally consisted of committee reports and coordination of 

activities. 

Preparation or Training 

Emphasis on training in the skills of decision-making, most notably 

consensus building, effective meetings, and team building, was revealed in 

district documents as well as the observation of meetings and the interviews. 

Much of the training was accomplished at the campus, by the principal with 

central office assistance. 

District site-based decision making documents included references to 

district wide training of council participants and leaders. The 1992 district 

document refers to training already conducted: 

For the past 2 years, the district has been training administrators, 
teachers, and other staff in site-based decision making tools. The focus 
of this training will increase as we provide additional training in site-
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based decision making to a broader spectrum of staff, community, and 
parent members (Mesquite Independent School District, 1992, p. 4). 

The training, according to district time lines, began in 1990 and was extended to 

administrators and "some teaching staff' for 2 years. Beginning in the 1992-

1993 school year, training was extended to school staff members and to all 

members of the campus councils. Beginning in 1993, training was developed 

and delivered to campus council members in the areas of budgeting, staffing, 

and curriculum. 

At the time of observations, district training consisted of DuPont 

Leadership Development tools such as meeting leading, planning, and 

consensus tools, and ICA facilitation methods such as the workshop method for 

determining goals and the "Observation/Reflection/Interpretation/Decision" 

(ORID) method for discussing and summarizing information. 

The Chaney council members were asked to respond to the type of 

training they had received. In the group interview discussion, nine members 

responded to question 2, which asked them to describe the training they 

received prior to their participation or during their participation as council 

members. Participants were given time to write their individual answers to the 

question. The teachers' responses revealed that they all had received early 

training which consisted of "about a day" and included some effective meeting 

strategies and an overview of site-based management. The training also 

included a review of a book on site-based decision making which each member 

was given to read and keep. 

The two informants, Louise and Susan, described early training but did 

not mention any training they had received during their service on the school 
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council. They both described a one-day training session at the school, during 

which the principal and the director of staff development worked with council 

members. Topics such as leading effective meetings were discussed, and the 

two teachers described what they remembered from the training. Susan 

recalled: 

The leader is not supposed to voice her opinion, but I do. We are 
supposed to have a scribe and someone make sure that we have 
the right equipment and the temperature is right. There is one person 
who should handle all those tasks. 

Louise summarized what she remembered from the training: 

We learned how to have effective meetings. They used things from 
DuPont [leadership training]. 

When asked about the initial training given to council members, the principal 

explained again that the training occurred every year for all new participants. 

She described the training in more detail: 

The training consists of about 6 to 8 hours worth of training two mornings 
a week. I staff their rooms with a parent volunteer and then we 
come down and they meet with me. I usually talk about using Warren 
Bennis on Becoming a Leader and Seven Habits of Hiahlv Effective 
People. We talk about team play, and then [staff development director] 
comes the next morning and talks about meeting leading. Then we wrap 
up and set some goals for ourselves. 

To summarize, Chaney council members recalled initial training 

conducted by the principal and the staff development director, and there was 

district-sponsored training available for continuing members. After the initial 

training, the Chaney teacher participants received informal training as members 

of the committees. They served first as "assistant teacher leaders" during their 

first year on the council and committees. This position allowed them to work 



134 

closely with the leaders of the committees, to learn about the committee 

functions, and to prepare for their following year of service as teacher leaders. 

Although this, in effect, was ongoing training for all participants, group interview 

participants and teacher informants did not recognize it as training or mention it 

as a kind of training or preparation for their work. 

Patterns of Deliberation 

In analyzing the patterns of deliberation used in the Chaney school 

council, it was first necessary to review any guidance the council received from 

district documents. The district's plan for site-based decision making was 

reviewed and read for information as to the process council members were to 

use in making their decisions. The district documents mentioned a commitment 

to "collaborative decision making," and described the collaborative process as 

involving parents, teachers, community members, and other staff (Mesquite 

Independent School District, 1992). No advice was provided for councils on 

how issues were to be presented to the council for consideration or how council 

members were to achieve this collaborative process. 

Chaney's council meetings were punctuated by a variety of decision-

making patterns, and the majority of issues resulted in no decision at all. 

In all, a total of five council meetings were attended from 1/28/93 until 6/25/93. 

Each of the five meetings was documented with extensive field notes or 

decision-making inventories. Either method made it possible to document the 

general nature of the issue and resulting discussion, the approximate length of 

time spent in discussion or deliberation, and a record of the initiator of the 

discussion as well as the decision reached and the manner of deliberation. 
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All of the Chaney council meetings were led by the principal of the 

school. She began the meetings by referring to the agenda, and usually called 

for standing committee reports. Because committee reports were usually 

scheduled for information only, the principal, after limited discussion, would 

then move to the next item on the agenda. On several occasions, the principal 

brought a new topic to the committee, and after giving her opinion, asked the 

members for their input. On two occasions, after all business was discussed, 

she asked the council members for any concerns or other business. 

Council meetings generally lasted about an hour, with two exceptions. 

One meeting lasted about 1 1/2 hours, and was held to discuss the campus 

improvement plan with the superintendent of the district. On another occasion, 

the council meeting lasted over two hours. This planning meeting for the 

following year was held at the principal's home, and lasted longer because of 

the number of issues rather than the amount of time devoted to each issue. 

During regular meetings, deliberation time for each issue varied between 

5 and 10 minutes. Committee reports were particularly short and usually lasted 

about 5 minutes. On three occasions, an issue required more than 30 minutes 

of discussion. These issues included the topics of multicultural awareness and 

library scheduling. 

In all, 24 issues were brought to the council meetings for consideration or 

decision. The number of issues during each council meeting ranged from 3 to 7. 

For purposes of research, categorization, and comparison, the following six 

categories of deliberation were used to classify the deliberation and decision-

making strategies: (a) consensus, (b) implied consensus, (c) assigned to 

committee or individuals, (d) no decision, (e) principal decided, and (f) other. 
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"Consensus," "implied consensus," and "principal decided" were treated as 

decisions, and all other categories were used to identify no decision. 

Of the 24 issues, 7 resulted in some form of decision, either by the 

principal deciding, or consensus and implied consensus. The deliberation 

pattern most often used to arrive at a decision was implied consensus. 

Interestingly, implied consensus decisions were reached during one council 

meeting, on June 22,1993. Implied consensus was exemplified by discussion 

from several members of the council, followed by a perceived general 

agreement which was signified by favorable body language such as smiles, 

nods, or signals that it was time to move to the next agenda topic. 

Of the other decisions, consensus was reached once, and on two 

occasions, the principal decided. The consensus decision was associated with 

discussion about mathematics and reading incentives and was characterized 

by several teachers' questions about the decision, such as "Are we saying 

that?" or "Does this mean that we're saying... ?" On two occasions, the 

principal decided the issue. During the February 25, 1993 meeting, the 

principal determined who, "on paper," would lead the meeting. During the May 

20, 1993 meeting, the principal introduced the issue of library scheduling by 

stating that she wanted a certain decision, and at two different occasions during 

the discussion, stated "I really want to do this." Lengthy discourse resulted in 

the affirmation of her original request. 

Seventeen issues resulted in no decision or were assigned to an 

individual or group of individuals for further research. Sixteen of the 17 issues 

were categorized as lacking any decision at all, primarily due to the nature of 

the issue itself. These issues were simply brought to the council for 
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information only, usually as committee reports. The no decision issues 

generally resulted in short and limited discussion. 

One issue was given to a committee for further research and pertained to 

a special reading program and a reading month. The issue was discussed for 

about 5 minutes before the principal suggested that the instructional focus 

committee investigate the possibilities of including the incentive in the regular 

school calendar for the following year. 

Records of the council meetings seemed to indicate that council 

members relied on the principal to determine if a decision was necessary. 

During one meeting, a committee chair asked the principal if he could complete 

some of his committee's activities. Other committee chairpersons, during their 

reports, asked the principal for clarification or a decision as to whether or not the 

committee could pursue a particular line of work. Because of her control of the 

agenda and discussion items, the principal was perceived as controlling the 

agenda, the amount of time for each item, and whether or not a decision was 

needed. When anticipating the visit from the superintendent, a teacher asked if 

she needed to ask her fellow teachers about their concerns in preparation for 

the meeting, and the principal responded. During the discussion of library 

scheduling, the principal opened the issue by stating that they would not 

schedule library time for the following year, adding that "We will try this again. I 

know it bombed last year, but I want to try it again." During this discussion, she 

asked for feedback, which was quickly followed by her replies. In every case, 

her replies were statements of her desire to schedule the library in the new way. 

Indeed, several of the decision items were introduced by the principal 

who, after stating her opinion first, asked council members for feedback. In 
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some cases, feedback was followed by the principal's reaffirmation of her 

original opinion. Comments such as "Here's my side" and "This is what I want 

to do" punctuated her discussion. 

When asked about her manner of decision making, the principal seemed 

to support her style of deliberation and felt that it was an effective way of 

considering the issues. She commented: 

I think I was a very powerful figure at the beginning, when decisions 
were being made. But I think that with each passing year they [the 
council participants] are becoming more and more comfortable with 
their use of the power of the council. I don't think meetings would 
be significantly different because they argue with me. They may 
not agree with me. I think they feel more comfortable as time goes 
on in challenging what I do or what I say. 

The principal affirmed her way of influencing the deliberation process with an 

example: 

Last year I introduced the year-round school issue. I am a very strong 
advocate of year-round schools. I requested to be on the district 
committee last year. So the teachers knew I was very strong on year-
round schools. I said, "Ladies and gentlemen, I am an advocate 
of year-round school." So we talked about it. Even though the teachers 
turned it down, the council supported it. If the council had not supported 
it, I would have kept on my campaign by sending the literature and 
letting them read about it. As it was, it took me two years to convince 
them anyway that this was a viable something. 

When interviewed, Louise and Susan both expressed opinions 

regarding the principal's way of proposing topics and influencing decisions. 

They both seemed to feel that while the principal espoused consensus decision 

making, in reality the deliberation consisted of the principal urging the council 

members to accept her decisions. Louise commented on the principal's style of 

deliberation: 
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I think sometimes we can all say what we want but if she has her mind set 
that she wants to do something a certain way, it goes through. It doesn't 
matter if we all disagree. 

Judging from the interviews, the principal believed that council participants 

exercised their right to differ with her, and she regarded their disagreement as a 

sign of shared decision making. When asked, however, Louise and Susan 

confirmed that some members felt comfortable sharing their opinions, but they 

questioned the intent of the principal because many decisions were decided 

according to the her wishes. 

While this opinion seemed to be confirmed by observations of the council 

meetings, the group interview participants offered a rationale as to why the 

deliberation pattern existed. During the group interview, council participants 

were asked about the principal's method of introducing issues and giving her 

opinion before allowing any discussion. Several council participants offered 

similar explanations. One member expressed her opinion about the ultimate 

authority: 

The principal has final authority. We advise her. It says that in 
district paper work about site-based decision making. So we felt 
that if [the principal's] decision is final she needs to know what's 
going on. She knows all the guidelines. 

Another participant added a practical reason for allowing the principal to 

influence the council's discussion: 

You've got to have her final approval because she knows all the 
parameters. If we decided on something and did all this work and 
then she says we can't do that you might as well give up. If her 
job is going to be on the line then she deserves to have the final 
say about what's going on in the school. 
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Council participants also felt that there was nothing remarkable about the 

number of issues that resulted in no decision. While they felt that their decision-

making style was collaborative, many saw the council meetings as times to 

share the work of the committees. When asked about the lack of decisions in 

council meetings, several participants explained that many of the decisions 

were made in committees and that it made sense that the council would serve 

more as a managing body. 

In summary, the patterns of deliberation in Chaney council meetings 

were influenced primarily by the principal. She introduced items to the agenda, 

led the meetings, and determined if a decision was necessary. When asking 

the council members to consider an issue, the principal, in many instances, 

introduced the issue followed quickly by her opinion. This pattern of 

deliberation tended to influence the council members, as evidenced by the 

ultimate outcomes which were desired by the principal. The two informants 

expressed awareness of the principal's procedures and seemed to wish for 

more collaboration. Council participants, however, acknowledged the 

principal's style of deliberation and explained it as a result of her ultimate 

authority and of their willingness to relinquish their authority. The fact that the 

council members also saw the council as a managing body also explained why 

many of the issues resulted in discussion only and no decision. 

Variety and Patterns of Decision Making 

District documents revealed the district leaders' desire to effectively plan 

for improved student performance. Academic Excellence Indicators were 

identified as primary focuses of site-based decision making committees, and 
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district documents required site-based school councils to "assess educational 

outcomes of all students, determine goals and strategies, and ensure that 

strategies are implemented and adjusted to improve student achievement" 

(Mesquite Independent School District, 1992, p. 6). District decision-making 

parameters identified 52 discrete functions for which the campus had authority. 

Campus-level authority was defined by the district as accountability and 

responsibility for campus-based decisions made by the principal, faculty, and/or 

the campus site-based school council. Of the 52 discrete functions, many were 

in the area of school organization and consisted of such functions as school 

calendars, master schedules, discipline management, volunteer programs, and 

tutoring. Other functions were fairly evenly distributed among four other 

categories: staffing patterns, goal setting, budget, and curriculum. 

Because one of the primary responsibilities of the school council was to 

prepare and approve a school improvement plan which addressed the 

academic excellence indicators and these five areas identified by state law, the 

Chaney school improvement plan was reviewed. As stated earlier, the principal 

had identified four standing committees which, she said, "run the school." 

These committees were finance, instructional focus, discipline, and school 

climate. According to the principal, these four committees identified their work 

from the objectives of the school improvement plan and action plans. A review 

of the Chaney school improvement plan and action plans identified activities in 

technology, community awareness, facilities, funding, community 

communication, staff development, evaluation of state testing results, curriculum 

alignment, parent involvement, school climate, and site-based management. Of 
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those categories, 10 were technology activities, 8 were curriculum activities, 

and 13 were parent involvement or communication activities. 

During the Chaney structured group interview, members were asked to 

speculate on how much time was actually spent discussing topics which fell into 

the five areas defined by state law and clarified in district documents. Question 

5 in the focus group questionnaire asked participants to estimate how much 

time was spend discussing issues in those five categories (Appendix E ). Nine 

members completed that question in writing, and were asked to estimate 

percentages, which totaled 100% for the five categories combined. The written 

estimates were then tabulated and averaged for each category. While not 

exact, the estimates did provide an interesting view of participants' opinions of 

their own work. 

Estimates for the goal setting category ranged from 25% to 60%. 

Participants felt that they had spent from 10% to 35% of their time on 

organization issues, and from 5% to 20% on budget issues. Council 

participants believed that from 10% to 40% of the time was spent on curriculum 

issues, and from 0% to 15% of the time on staffing issues. Approximate 

averages for the Chaney group interview reflected members' perceptions of 

how they had spent their time: 

Goal setting 36% 
Organization 23% 
Budget 12% 
Curriculum/Instruction 23% 
Staffing 6% 

Actual percentages and varieties of decision making were derived from 

careful analysis of field notes and decision-making inventories, completed at 
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council meetings. Using the district guidelines and decision-making 

parameters, each council issue was categorized. In a total of five Chaney 

council meetings, the participants addressed 23 decision or discussion items. 

The actual percentages for decision making patterns were: 

Organization 42% 
Goal setting 25% 
Curriculum 17% 
Budget 8% 
Staffing 4% 
"Other" 4% 

Of the 24 issues, organization topics outnumbered any other kind of 

issues discussed in the Chaney council meetings. The 10 organizational 

issues were evenly distributed over the five meetings. Four of the 

organizational issues regarded the use of special student days to improve 

school climate. These special days, which were usually scheduled to promote 

school spirit, consisted of special T-shirt days, parades, and theme days. 

Because the days related to the school's daily schedule and were tied closely to 

the school calendar and campus plans, they were categorized as 

organizational issues. Other organizational issues concerned discipline plans, 

discipline incentives, and library scheduling. Three of the organizational issues 

pertained to the organization of the campus council, who could be named to 

lead the meetings, and committee member sign-up. Of the 10 organizational 

issues, 4 resulted in decisions and 6 resulted in no decision. 

Six of the remaining issues discussed in Chaney council meetings 

concerned goal setting. These issues were distributed over four of the five 

meetings, and usually pertained to staff development or the campus plan. Of 

the six issues, two resulted in decisions. These two issues were discussed 
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during one meeting and concerned staff development decisions for the staff for 

the following year. 

Of the 8 remaining issues, four pertained to curriculum. These issues 

were items that were a result of the instructional focus committee reports, and 

usually were for information only. Discussion of the issues involved the 

committee's efforts to provide school-wide incentives to promote interest in 

reading, writing, and mathematics, and were frequently the result of school-wide 

decisions to offer school-side activities such as reading contests, mathematics 

contests, and displays of student writing. Of the four curriculum issues, only one 

resulted in a decision during a meeting in which the instructional focus 

chairperson asked for approval of some new reading or mathematics 

incentives. 

The budget issues numbered two, and were the result of the finance 

committee report. These two issues were offered for information only. The 

staffing issue was a result of the principal's expressed need to inform the 

council about new employees for the school and possible changes for the 

following year. This issue was brought to the council for information only, 

primarily because the principal believed members were supposed to be 

involved in staffing issues. The only other issue was a discussion about the 

lack of cooperation between the school district and the community surrounding 

the school. This issue resulted in no decision and was categorized as an 

"other" issue. All of the Chaney school council decisions may be found in 

Appendix J. 

When presented with the actual percentages of time spent on each 

category of issues, council participants reacted with surprise. When discussing 
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the results in the group interview, the respondents indicated that they felt the 

council agenda was predetermined and consisted primarily of committee 

reports. Even the organization issues, such as the special student days, were 

seen by the participants as having an influence on student performance. 

Louise, an informant, commented on the curricular issues which were 

discussed: 

Reading was a problem with us so we do things that do keep the 
children reading like our school-side book worm out there. Last 
year we had bar graphs, competition between grade levels who read 
the most books. In math we are trying to get together competition for 
multiplication facts to raise our math scores. So we are working on 
our weaknesses. 

Louise saw the council as a mechanism to report the progress of the committee, 

and to gain support for the incentives. She and others saw all the work of the 

council as revolving around students and student needs. However, both she 

and Susan expressed uncertainty about the relationship between campus 

improvement plans and their committee plans. When asked about the activities, 

they responded that they thought the committee activities were in the campus 

improvement plan. The principal was more certain about the relationship of the 

campus plan to the committee plans and described a direct connection. Indeed, 

the principal saw the work of the council as tackling the major issues which 

impact student performance. Even special days were seen as distinctive, 

somehow supporting the improvement process. She described the quality of 

topics this way: 

Jeans days and trivial days.... I'm not into that. I don't approve of that 
very much so they really have to negotiate with me on jeans days. I 
let them make major decisions, the trivial things I do not go for. 
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Chaney's district provided some guidelines for decision making, and 

primarily set responsibilities in the organization category. The Chaney school 

improvement scheme included not only the council, but also a system of 

committees; and members of those committees developed specific plans for 

different categories of school improvement. Chaney council members 

remarked that their main responsibilities included managing and coordinating 

the committee plans, and this effort was verified by the amount of time the 

council spent on organization and goal setting. A total of 16 issues were 

discussed that were categorized in these two categories. While many of these 

plans and activities reinforced quality curriculum and instruction, they pertained 

to the organization of school-related incentives and special days, designed to 

encourage and motivate students. In spite of the categorization of topics as 

organizational or goal setting, the council participants saw all of these activities 

as relating directly to instructional improvement. The principal agreed with the 

participants that the main goal of the council was to tackle "major issues," and 

felt that with her direction, the council would continue to address the issues that 

directly affected the improvement of the school and the learning of the students. 

Coding Categories and Themes 

Abbott: Issues of Authority and 
Organizational Dilemmas 

After initial analysis of all three school councils in relation to the four 

research questions, the categories of behavior were studied to examine the 

repeated regularities in the data for all three school councils. Categories 
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were summarized as themes. In all, seven themes emerged from the analysis 

of the Abbott school council data. They are listed in Appendix K. The themes 

were reported from the observations, statements from participants in a variety of 

interviews, and school-and district-level documentation. In many cases, the 

themes are written as questions because they represent many of the issues of 

authority and organizational dilemmas the Abbott council members faced as 

they attempted to conduct their business. 

Theme 1: How Does This All Work Together? 

As evidenced in the initial analysis of the data, the Abbott school council 

participants spent a great deal of their meeting time organizing or dealing with 

school organizational issues such as the organization for after-school care and 

the determination of calendar events for the following school year. Yet council 

members were just as interested in the organization of their own council and the 

coordination of all school committees as they related to the council. Of 

paramount importance to the members was the structure of the council and how 

its work related to other school committees or events. Typical behaviors which 

supported this interest included (a) organizing the council and reviewing its 

relationship to other committees and (b) determining dates and time lines for 

work. This interest in creating and coordinating an overall decision-making 

committee structure, coupled with council participants' discussions of 

organizational dilemmas reinforced a fundamental question that seemed to 

pervade Abbott council business and discussions: "How does all this work 

together?" 



148 

Even though the council had been in existence for several years 

and the participants had the benefit of being in one of the first eight schools to 

pilot site-based decision making, the members were still attempting to organize 

the committee for greater efficiency. Evidence of continued interest in 

organizing and restructuring the committee included discussions of blending 

the council with the accelerated school "launch team," which was described as 

having similar functions and goals. The Abbott launch team was composed of 

committee members who had been trained in Henry Levin's accelerated school 

model, and had written plans to begin the accelerated model at Abbott. The 

principal's continued attempts to organize the council are evidenced by the 

following excerpt from one of the council meetings: 

We have had the Local School Council, and now we have the 
Launch Team. Both teams are meeting and planning for the school, but 
it is driving me nuts. Can we blend the two teams and focus on what we 
want for Abbott as an accelerated school? I would like you to think 
about it. 

During this same meeting, discussion revolved around combining the 

work of the two groups and a possible investigation to see if the current action 

plans and launch team plans could be combined. The principal posed the 

suggestion: 

Maybe we could somehow focus our action plan writing to reflect the 
accelerated philosophy. Next time, let's look at our mission statement 
to see if we can support it as an accelerated school. 

The relationship of the council to committees was sometimes mainly 

advisory, but this relationship often posed dilemmas for committee members or 

council members. Occasionally, a member or members of an action team or 

school committee sought advice from the council or solutions to the 
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organizational dilemmas. The following example from an action team 

memorandum reflects this relationship between the council and other 

committees: 

We would like the LSC [the council] to address the tasks of our 
committee. Our committee could be split into two-one for discipline 
and one for student self-esteem or the focus redirected. We simply 
do not have the time to address self-esteem this year if we are to 
continue to do the work we've been doing with discipline. Is a 
building-wide self-esteem program what we must have? Do we 
determine how to address this issue or does the Local School Council 
decide? 

During the council meeting immediately following, this memorandum was 

read and members discussed how the council could either divide the 

committee, mandate additional members to ease the load, or examine other 

action plans to see if the committee was unnecessarily duplicating work. The 

discussion focused on the authority the council had in making decisions for the 

overall committee structure. Throughout the lengthy discussion of the 

organizational dilemmas and the problems associated with action team 

structures, it appeared that council members were moving no closer to a 

decision than when they began the dialogue, and the discourse was ended with 

no decision. 

Other discussions of organizing the council and relating its work to other 

committees included the discussion of membership and how members would 

serve on the council and action teams. The discussion focused on the council 

members' need to know the various options of organizing to increase 

participation. At a meeting, members discussed the possibilities of organizing 

action teams so more parents could attend. During the meeting, Jo Ellen stated 

"I don't know when we could change those times [action team meeting times] to 
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get more parents involved." Discussions about changing the meeting times, 

which were scheduled immediately after school, proved fruitless, and 

participants were even unsure about which parents already served on teams. 

Council members' dilemmas in organizing action team meetings revealed 

interesting voids in members' basic knowledge about the school improvement 

structure. For example, a teacher aide commented: 

Who's on the teams now? Mr. [name]? Who is he? Who else is 
on the teams that we don't know about? There's not one parent on 
the parent involvement committee. 

One method used by Abbott members in attempting to answer "how it all 

worked together" was to determine dates and time lines. This determination of 

dates and time lines was used to organize and coordinate council business and 

school calendars. The setting of times and dates was evidenced by their 

attempts to streamline and to increase information and participation in the 

process. During one meeting, participants discussed the setting of early 

release school days and determined when the days should be scheduled. 

Other dates and time lines discussed by the participants included the due date 

for submission of the campus improvement plan to the district's board of 

trustees and dates for the school budget development. During that same 

meeting, possible future council training dates were discussed but not decided. 

Dates and times for future council meetings were discussed during two 

meetings. During one meeting, dates for action team meetings, council 

meetings, and PTA meetings were discussed and scheduled; council members 

also determined the master calendar for the school, including all special days 

and school conference nights. 
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The theme, "How does it all work together," was used to describe the 

types of organizational dilemmas and conflicts faced by the council members as 

they attempted to complete their business. In all, the Abbott council members 

addressed 14 organizational issues, and during several meetings, the council 

members were unable to resolve some of the organizational issues that were 

presented. An almost compulsive interest in organizing and discussing 

committee structures was evidenced by repeated attempts to synthesize 

committee action plans or redesign committees to achieve more efficiency. This 

interest in organizing was intriguing because the council had been in existence 

for several years and had been lead by the same principal for the entire period 

of time. Because of these factors, one might assume that organizational 

dilemmas would have already been addressed. It seemed feasible that the 

interest in synthesizing the work of several important committees or 

understanding the relationship of the council to those committees was an 

attempt by the council members to establish power or authority over certain 

school functions. However, interviews and observations revealed a much 

simpler purpose-that of making sense of the numerous activities and 

attempting to focus the school improvement projects through a coordinated 

synthesis of plans. Scheduling dates and time lines and reviewing action plans 

were therefore viewed by the participants as "making strides" toward that goal. 

Theme 2: Can We Do That? 

At first, I was an idealist. We were going to have so much control over 
what was done on a daily basis. We hoped and expected to make 
even significant budget decisions, getting to determine how our 
money was going to be spent. 
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Veteran Abbott council members had joined the council with high 

expectations of the amount of authority and control they would have over a 

variety of decisions. In fact, however, after years of implementation, some 

council members, including those with the most tenure on the council, were still 

unclear about their roles and authority. This theme repeatedly appeared 

throughout interviews and meetings, and appeared to be focused on the 

question "Can we do that?" As the Abbott council members continued to seek 

ways to organize the council and committees, they revealed conflicting 

perceptions of the extent of their authority and their roles. Consistent patterns of 

behaviors included (a) determining the extent of council authority and (b) 

determining or clarifying individual and council roles. 

A predominant behavioral pattern among the Abbott council participants 

was the determination of the extent of their authority. The participants 

continually mused about the limits of their power or questioned whether or not 

they, as council members, could make the decision. On two separate 

occasions, participants wondered out loud if the council had the authority to 

decide the particular issue. During those meetings, issues were discussed 

which required the council to make decisions. In both cases, decisions were 

unclear or nonexistent and the discussion focused instead on the extent of the 

council's power. Questions were raised in response to dilemmas over 

changing committee structures and deciding which tasks to assign to the faculty. 

Even though participants felt they had some authority in organization (Appendix 

F), long and intense discourse during both meetings focused on the questions 

about roles and authority. Comments from the meetings included participants' 

reactions such as, "Could we do that if we were a decision making group?" 
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For example, the discussion item involved a decision regarding who should 

compile some questions for a community survey. Faculty members, grade level 

teams, and parents were suggested as possible groups to assist in the question 

writing, but council members could not decide who to ask. During the 

discussion, comments such as, "Could each action team submit questions? and 

"What about the Advisory Committee?" were frequently recorded. Finally, the 

teacher facilitator suggested that teachers could determine the questions, and 

Jo Ellen asked who would tell the teachers. When there was no clear response 

from the council, Jo Ellen cried in frustration, "If this were a decision making 

committee, can't we tell them?" 

In a memorandum, the chair of the discipline committee requested that 

the council consider dividing her committee in order to accomplish what she 

perceived to be an inordinate amount of work. The memorandum also 

demonstrated her uneasiness about the extent of the council's authority, and 

she asked if the council could accomplish her request: "Do we determine how 

to address this issue or does the LSC [the council]?" Her request was 

discussed extensively during one council meeting; however, the dilemma was 

whether or not the council could exercise that amount of authority, not whether 

or not the request was valid. When members appealed to the teacher facilitator 

to determine if they "could do it," she gave a positive response. Members, 

however, continued to discuss the issue, prompting Jo Ellen to remark, "I need 

to clarify. What are we doing?" 

There was a conflict of authority between the district decision-making 

process and campus decision making. Informants acknowledged their interest 

in continuing to raise dilemmas concerning the balance of power between the 
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district and the school. Karen, a teacher informant, had observed the council's 

development and believed that the council's authority was, in part, determined 

by how much authority the district allowed the council to have: 

As soon as we start exercising some of the power they [district officials] 
will change their minds. They will take it away or put 
some constraints on what we can do. And sure enough, it has 
happened. They do have to have some control. And every time that 
would happen, the naysayers would say, "See, they're holding the 
strings. They are not going to let us do what we want." But in truth they 
are not seeing the big picture. 

A particular incident exemplified the conflict of authority between the 

council and the district office. During the early spring, a teacher was reassigned 

to another school in order to serve additional children at the new school. Abbott 

council members responded angrily to the staffing change, and several 

demanded that district officials meet with the faculty and discuss the rationale 

for the change. When the district officials declined to meet with the teachers, 

Abbott council participants spent an evening discussing the extent of their 

authority and how they felt that their school improvement plans could not 

continue unless they were involved in staffing decisions. The principal led this 

discussion and opened the meeting with the following statement: 

I know you have spent a lot of time talking about it [the staffing move], 
and I thought you would want to talk about it in terms of the council and 
shared decision making. 

The principal and participants agreed that the decision would have been more 

easily accepted if they had been involved in the decision-making process. They 

concluded that they had misunderstood their extent of authority and, in spite of 

"making strides," they had been set back in their understanding. 
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A second kind of behavior emerged from repeated attempts by council 

participants to determine or clarify their individual roles or the role of the council. 

District documents clearly described the role of the council as a decision 

making group in terms of a goal setting, planning and advising the principal. 

Yet Abbott council participants discussed and demonstrated a variety of role 

definitions as council participants. The principal occasionally saw the council 

as a sounding board and attempted to use the council as such during the 

meetings. In her interview, she explained: 

We use the council as a sounding board. For instance, they have 
really been a sounding board for that kind of thing, such as altering 
the school day. The logistics of pulling them together means that 
they are not always a sounding board for little issues, but for big 
things that are going to affect the whole school. In some respects, 
they are like a faculty advisory council, looking at issues that impact 
the school. 

Other council participants were concerned with their roles on the council. 

The teacher facilitators were charged with additional responsibilities and, while 

they could articulate their roles and responsibilities, were concerned about how 

their roles were perceived by council participants. Although they ran the 

meetings and obviously assumed more authority, they believed that the power 

was equally distributed among the members of the council. One facilitator was 

confident about "being an equal," but was less sure about parents' perceptions: 

I'm not sure. Maybe the parents feel that we [the facilitators] have too 
much power. But I think we are all pretty much equal here on the 
council. 

Structured group interview participants spoke of the council's role as the 

"final stamp of approval." However, members were less sure about their 
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individual roles as participants. During several meetings, individual participants 

wondered "What are we doing?" or "Are we saying that?" 

Parents on the council demonstrated a variety of perceptions of their 

roles. One parent apparently felt that she represented certain people, 

remarking during one meeting that she needed to talk to her friends before she 

could make a decision. At another time, however, another parent expressed 

confusion over her role and wondered if she was supposed to represent her 

community or the neighborhood. She had served on the council for the 

entire school year but conveyed uncertainty about her specific council 

obligations. 

In contrast, Karen and Jo Ellen, the teacher informants, described their 

roles as playing "devil's advocates" and clarifying discussions. When asked, for 

example, Karen clearly and quickly defined her role: 

My personal role is devil's advocate. I try to do a lot of questioning. 
I try to do a lot of "what if thinking and I try to do a lot of challenging. 
That is my personality. 

Karen exhibited this same kind of behavior repeatedly during two council 

meetings by asking questions and suggesting issues to the council. She spoke 

with confidence during the meetings and was one of the most active 

participants. Jo Ellen sought to clarify the decision making process or clarity the 

issue at hand on numerous occasions in three meetings. Jo Ellen's comments 

included phrases such as "Do we have consensus?' and "Is this what we're 

saying?" or "Let me clarify this." 

The theme, "Can we do that?" recurred numerous times as council 

members attempted to determine the extent of their authority or to clarify their 

roles. Even though participants generally perceived power in the areas of 
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organization and goal setting, when in meetings, teachers, parents, and the 

principal voiced various opinions about the power and limitations of the council. 

Although district documents specified the extent and degree of the council's 

authority in decision making functions and the council had been in existence for 

several years, council members, in seeking to organize for greater efficiency, 

were faced with decision-making dilemmas which required them to question 

their own perceptions of authority. These attempts were characterized by 

dilemmas such as Jo Ellen's, "If we were a decision making committee, can't we 

tell them?" Indeed, several members were interested in pushing the perceived 

limits of the council's authority and were eager to question the extent of district 

authority, conveying a sense that if given the opportunity, they could make 

better decisions for the school without the "understood" district parameters. The 

need to know "if they could do that" permeated Abbott's ongoing dilemmas. 

Theme 3: If We're Following the Process. We're Bound to Be Doing Something 
Worthwhile 

From their conversations and interviews, council members appeared 

intent on accomplishing their "business," and followed a general process for 

doing just that. The process included (a) determining and conducting council 

business and (b) reviewing campus plans or action plans. 

Perhaps in an attempt to address organizational dilemmas and issues of 

authority, Abbott council members busied themselves with setting agendas, 

following procedures, and reviewing the mechanics of meeting. For example, 

Abbott council members closely followed the meeting agendas. The principal 

and facilitators carefully constructed the agendas for each meeting. The 

principal discussed the process: 
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The meetings between us [the facilitators and the principal] are pretty 
informal but we try to meet. Sometimes it involves passing notes 
back and forth. For instance, we have a meeting scheduled next week 
and we have already planned when we are going to meet. [Name] 
comes to me and she says that we need to discuss this and that, and 
what do you think? We look at some things we need to discuss and then 
we meet formally the next week and plan it out. 

The council participants followed the agendas carefully and discussed 

how to set future agenda items and possible agenda topics for the various 

action teams. As always, there was an attempt to complete the agenda, as 

evidenced in one meeting which concluded with one member announcing that 

the group had "covered the agenda." 

As part of their council business, council members consistently reviewed 

the minutes from the previous meetings, reviewed the agenda, and revisited 

several topics of previous meetings which had not been settled. Minutes were 

written after each meeting and distributed at the beginning of the next meeting. 

Prior to any agenda items, the facilitator provided opportunities for members to 

review and add to the previous minutes. For example, at the beginning of the 

one meeting, members were asked to review the minutes, and there was 

laughter because "[the facilitator] had talked so much during the meeting. Why 

were you so vocal?" Council members were also regularly asked to revisit 

items of previous discussion. For instance, on several occasions, the council 

members reviewed the discipline committee's written request to divide. 

Members consistently reviewed previous items and used their review of past 

issues to introduce new or similar topics. In the particular case noted, a review 

of the discipline dilemma prompted a discussion of the school-wide techniques 

currently being used. 
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Other regular attempts by council members to "follow the process" 

included the review of action plans. The council members' review of action 

plans during several of the meetings constituted a large portion of the meeting 

time. The council members followed a particular procedure for reviewing action 

plans. Karen explained this process as a regular council duty: 

The action teams report to the Local School Council, at least twice a 
year. Usually the chairman of the Action Teams brings their objective 
and goal and action plan stuff to the meeting. We read them, listen 
to them, question them, praise, and make suggestions to add or 
subtract things. We finally approve them. The role of the council is to 
give the action teams some backbone with the rest of the faculty, so it 
for instance, the parent involvement committee decides to have a 
family night, then it is something the whole faculty will need to participate 
in because the council has approved it and made the decision. 

On two different occasions, the council members reviewed action plans 

or parts of the campus improvement plan, but rather than making significant 

changes in the plan, they simply followed a lengthy process for reading, 

reviewing, and discussing the activities. For example, during one meeting, 

members reviewed the instructional focus action plans, and discussed the 

activities that were planned for the school. During the same meeting, the 

council members reviewed the other action plans to see if the committees were 

duplicating work or if any committees could relieve the discipline committee of 

any of its work. Discussion of action plans included the review of some of the 

new reading materials being purchased. This discussion focused on the 

distribution and cataloging of the materials rather than their value or what 

impact the materials would bring to the program. At another meeting, the 

council members again reviewed the campus improvement plan and discussed 

the mission statement, beliefs, and determined the appropriate action team for 
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upcoming school activities. Once again, discourse focused on understanding 

the campus improvement statements. For example, comments such as "What 

does that mean-discipline behavior will not be tolerated?" were observed 

during the analysis of the statements. This discussion of the mission and 

objectives resulted in no changes or additions. Council members simply 

engaged in the process of reviewing the statements and were asked to "look at 

the objectives and let [name] know if any of you are recommending changes." 

During the same meeting when other discipline activities were reviewed, 

members were asked to recommend changes, and the discussion focused on 

understanding and reading of the activities. No changes were discussed. 

Abbott council members followed a regular process for reviewing work 

and agenda items as well as parts of their campus improvement plans. The 

process was consistently used to complete the agenda items. Following the 

process was seen either as (a) an effort to do something and therefore resolve 

organizational dilemmas, (b) an attempt to avoid some of the issues of authority 

and engage instead in "work" which was relatively less controversial, or (c) a 

way of "covering" the items that they knew they were supposed to review. It 

seemed that this theme emerged because of sincere attempts to accomplish 

their "known" duties while they struggled with deeper issues of organization and 

authority. For whatever reason, "following the process" resulted in a cursory 

look at council business and most often resulted in little evaluation or changes 

in decisions or plans. 
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Theme 4: Can We Talk? 

Although council participants were somewhat unclear about individual or 

council roles, they demonstrated interest in communicating council business 

with other school personnel and parents, and occasionally sought to make 

connections with other community agencies for support and resources. The 

need to communicate with peers and agencies about council business or 

school improvement was evidenced in the meetings, interviews, and structured 

group interviews. Behavioral patterns which supported this theme were (a) 

reporting to constituents and (b) establishing relationships for support and 

funding. 

A consistent behavioral pattern was their reporting to constituents. 

Council members discussed their attempts to report the work of the council to 

their neighbors or peers as a way to to enhance communication. While 

members verified the importance of reporting to their peers, some were less 

clear about their roles as serving and representing other teachers; and they 

were unable to identify who they represented. Exceptions included Jo Ellen 

and Karen. During interviews, Karen and Jo Ellen both spoke of their 

relationships to other teachers and how they served them. They believed that 

they did not represent any particular group of teachers and sensed that their 

communication role was to continue to empower teachers. Jo Ellen explained: 

I feel that over the past years we have really seen pockets of 
leadership develop. People just shine in terms of leadership and 
in terms of empowerment. I want to encourage that and represent 
that. It has been very exciting. 

Parents also discussed the importance of reporting council business to 

their constituents. Yet, in spite of apparent need to communicate, not all 
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evidence pointed to positive outcomes of their efforts. Interviews and 

discussions revealed some trepidation in communicating to others. Mary, who 

was a parent, discussed her dismay at the lack of interest in council business 

among her friends: 

The council meetings are rarely on the PTA agendas. I hear a lot 
of griping about what we are doing here. But I don't want to say 
more about what we are doing. If you want me to report our work 
to the PTA meeting, we can get someone else to do that. 

Even though Karen, during her interview referred to parents as "tools to 

communicate with the rest of the community," another parent expressed her 

confusion over who her constituents were and apologized to the group for her 

lack of understanding: 

I think I'm supposed to report back to the PTA Board, I'm sorry. 
I just now am beginning to understand it [the role of the parent on the 
council]. 

One informant was also concerned about the power of communication 

and how misunderstanding might create problems for the council. Jo Ellen 

commented that sometimes reporting to constituents had negative or unsettling 

effects. She explained: 

Sometimes there has been a reluctance to bring up topics in the 
council for fear that various people would take the discussion out as 
if that has been decided or that it is locked in stone. It has been 
simply the talking out or the exploring stage. So there is a reluctance 
to bring up some topics. 

Other communication behaviors included the establishment of 

relationships for support and funding. On several occasions, the council 

members discussed working with local agencies and day care centers to 

arrange before-and after-school care for the students. Council discussions of 
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this nature were observed as an attempt to acquire the services or resources to 

assist the school in a variety of ways. Two of the campus improvement plan 

objectives specified this kind of relationship with local agencies. One objective 

urged the enhancement of educational programs by "involving local business 

and/or community organizations." Still another objective sought the 

enhancement of school programs by seeking a business adoption. 

Another method of communicating and building support was through a 

search for funding. On several occasions, council members discussed the 

possibility of alternative funding to support instruction and instructional 

materials. During the discussion of instructional focus action plans, funding 

feasibility was discussed and considered. Council members discussed the 

purchase of reading, science, and mathematics materials and periodicals with 

possible outside funding sources. Efforts to seek funding for resources were 

discussed there was no evidence of action to secure funds. 

In spite of the organizational dilemmas and issues of authority, the 

council members demonstrated an interest in reporting to their constituents. 

However, the analysis of this need revealed another dilemma--that of 

determining who their constituents were and when communication was 

necessary. Even though the two informants recognized their need to discuss 

issues with the teachers, parents admitted their dilemmas in understanding 

even who their constituents were. This lack of understanding prompted one to 

apologize to the group for not knowing. Jo Ellen, one of the most influential 

members of the council as evidenced by her willingness to participate and 

clarify discussion, identified the dilemma of understanding when to raise an 

issue and when it might contribute to unnecessary school-wide concern. So, 
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once again, efforts "to talk" were sometimes characterized by a lack of focus, 

completion, or understanding of the goal of the communication. Even attempts 

to establish relationships with funding agencies, though discussed, went 

unresolved. 

Theme 5: The One Who Yells Loudest 

As confused as the Abbott members seemed about the (a) organization 

of the council, (b) their roles and authority and (c) how, when, why, and to whom 

to communicate, it was logical that their confusion would seep into other themes 

as well. Indeed, Abbott council members engaged in a council meeting "dance" 

in which they jockeyed for influence and attempted a variety of different 

strategies to try to persuade, influence, or challenge others. These attempts 

were manifested by alternating aggressive and passive participant behaviors. 

Assertive, confident behaviors were seen by some council members as the 

kinds of personal characteristics that would influence council decisions. Those 

who wished to influence generally chose this kind of behavior. One dominant 

informant even communicated disdain for behavior which she regarded as 

passive and ineffective. Two consistent types of behavior which exemplified 

"the one who yells loudest" were (a) discussing and demonstrating 

relationships and (b) asserting and persuading. 

Jo Ellen was a very strong facilitator. Now [the new facilitator] is 
different and she is not as forceful, therefore the relationship between 
Janie and the council is different than the relationship between Jo Ellen 
and the council. The difference in personalities is important. 

As evidenced by this comment, the Abbott principal freely discussed her 

perceptions of the working relationships with council members. These 
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relationships were seen as a way that influence was felt within council decision 

making. Indeed, council members demonstrated their relationships during the 

council meetings in a variety of ways such as the clustering of members in 

subgroups. During the council meetings, members frequently engaged in 

small, subgroup discussions, thus suggesting the importance of the subgroups 

to the council members. For example, during one meeting, when council 

members had difficulty deciding meeting dates, the overall tone of the meeting 

changed as council members sensed an impasse and subsequently broke into 

small subgroups for continued discussion. The continued discussion was 

focused on influencing members at the tables and capitalizing on the use of the 

comfortable subgroups to reach a conclusion. 

The principal was well aware of the relationship between the teachers, 

teacher facilitators and the council members, and described how vital that 

working relationship was to the success of the council. She believed that 

council members had a comfortable relationship with each other, and 

acknowledged that the members with longer council experience might tend to 

feel more comfortable with their authority and influence: 

I don't think they [the older, more experienced members] are 
hesitant to voice their own opinions regardless of what mine is, 
at least the people who have been on the group a good while. 
Some of the new people may be a little more reluctant to 
try to influence the group. 

In fact, the relationship of the principal to the council was extremely 

important to council business. Council members had a variety of opinions 

about the relationships of the principal and participants. Karen saw herself as 

an equal to the principal and described their working relationship: 
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Well, I don't think anyone else would have said that back to [the 
principal]. Nobody else would have said back to you, you just said 
this so why won't it work in another setting? This is an example of 
challenging her. I try to make her think and change her paradigm 
like she does to us and to me. I think I have a very positive 
relationship with her. 

Karen believed that the relationship of the principal to members had evolved 

over the years. She believed, however, that members still looked to the 

principal for approval: 

It has come a long way, in the beginning we all sat and waited for 
her to tell us what she wanted us to do and then we sort of did what 
she wanted us to do. Gradually it has become more of a consensus-
type body, however I feel that when [the principal] is absent from 
the meeting or when she has to leave early there is a breakdown, they 
can do anything now because the principal is gone. They look to 
her for approval but i think that is totally our problem. 

In contrast to the predominantly aggressive theme which characterized 

members' attempts at persuasion during the council meetings, the principal 

seemed to deliberately avoid voicing her opinion so as not to influence the 

group. In fact, the principal was seen to "soften" or reduce her influence with the 

group in a self-described attempt to limit her influence and empower others. 

Although she even attempted to avoid eye contact with members of the council 

at times, the members demonstrated a willingness to seek her opinions. For 

example, during one meeting, when members were struggling with whether or 

not they could reassign certain discipline committee duties to ease the work 

load, council members asked questions for clarification regarding the issue of 

authority. Although most of the questions such as "Can we do that?" were 

directed toward the principal, she did not answer. Instead, she referred to the 

facilitator to ask her what she thought. Karen's explanation for council 
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members' need for principal approval was because that they needed to hear 

and see her authority. Most of the members would quickly reinforce the 

principal's opinion whenever it was given. 

The second kind of behavior which was observed was asserting and 

persuading. Members of the council either attempted to persuade others or 

assert themselves, frequently by dominating discussions, clarifying for the 

group, or seeking opportunities to be heard. As mentioned previously, the 

principal appeared to hold some degree of persuasive power by her position 

and through her relationships with the members of the council. As noted in 

observations, however, she chose not to influence by dominating the discussion 

or withholding information from the group. During the council group interview, 

the members were asked to discuss their perceptions of influence among the 

members, particularly the principal. Unlike their evaluation of other influential 

members of the council, the members felt that the principal persuaded the 

council by virtue of her title, admitting that when a topic was discussed the 

members looked to her to read her "body language." Several of the members 

explained that their attempt to read the principal's body language was a 

practical way to see if business would be accomplished. According to one 

participant, 

It would be easier if something is happening that she is behind us. I 
think we all look to her now. She represents the district and she also has 
strength. She knows all the legalities. 

Karen, however, respected assertive behavior and felt that the principal 

did not attempt to persuade the group enough. During the interview, she 

compared the principal to another female principal in the district who, in Karen's 

opinion, chose an aggressive attitude when dealing with certain people or 
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issues. Karen, who struggled with her wish that Abbott's principal would assert 

herself more, conceded that "it works, and whatever works." 

The principal voiced her dilemma about influencing the group when she 

commented during the interview that she really tried to "hold back" from the 

discussions as much as possible. She felt that by holding back, she would 

encourage leadership to emerge from the council membership. 

Teachers were not the only members who struggled with asserting and 

persuading. While teachers seemed more confident in their attempts to 

influence, parents were more unsure of their assertive power. Parents 

expressed confusion with the amount of influence they could exercise in council 

meetings. During council meetings, Mary commented on two different 

occasions that she felt intimidated by teachers and the principal when giving 

opinions. For example, during a discussion of how to get parent feedback on 

the school, Mary commented, "You guys are intimidating. Parents are always 

afraid of teachers and the principal." She explained that this intimidation was 

due to a lack of knowledge and a lack of understanding of some of the issues 

that the school was facing. On both occasions, other parents agreed with her 

opinion. 

Typical aggressive and persuading behaviors that appeared throughout 

the council meetings from several participants characterized the theme of "the 

one who yells loudest." The behaviors included calling for clarification or 

clarifying the issue themselves, asking if the group was in agreement, or calling 

for consensus. The facilitator and the two informants each demonstrated all of 

these behaviors during the meetings. Jo Ellen, in particular, called for 

consensus repeatedly during one meeting in particular. Her style, which could 
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be characterized as dominating, was punctuated by behaviors which 

immediately called for decisions or comments such as "let's get back to the topic 

and set dates and times for all these meetings" or "let's just get this done." 

Council members' attempts to persuade others or assert themselves met 

with varying degrees of success. On one occasion, a teacher participant with 

limited council experience attempted to persuade others by voicing her opinion 

about setting times for action team meetings for the following year. She felt that 

the particular action team time would not allow her to make the most efficient 

use of her time after school: 

It's a pain to go home for fifteen minutes and then come back 
for action team meetings. I'm frustrated because it just won't 
work for those of us who have a family and commitments. 

When other participants openly rejected her suggestion and particular 

circumstances, the teacher exhibited withdrawn behaviors such as slumped 

shoulders and a downward glance. She did not respond or try to persuade the 

group after the episode. 

There was evidence that participants respected assertive behavior as 

well as characteristics which built positive relationships. During the structured 

group interview participants were asked to name the most persuasive or 

influential members other than the principal. Participants named Jo Ellen and 

Karen, the two teacher informants, as very influential. The teacher facilitator, a 

sixth grade teacher, and Mary, the council parent representative, were also 

named. Participants were also asked to describe how these members 

exercised their influence. Typical explanations included "the council member's 

knowledge," "ability to use common sense and frame the issue in 
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understandable terms," "communication skills," and "a sense of humor." Karen 

and Jo Ellen were particularly cited for their knowledge and assertiveness. 

The theme, "The one who yells loudest," typifies the obvious manner 

used by several participants in their attempts to influence decisions, either by 

capitalizing on relationships or dominating the discussions. Assertive, 

aggressive behavior was manifested in attempts to control the conversation, 

dominate the conversation, or clarify the issue in the participant's own words. 

Of notable exception to this theme was the principal's behavior, which included 

attempts to avoid the appearance of influencing council members. Although the 

principal acknowledged her control of the agenda items, during meetings she 

appeared to purposely avoid attempts to influence the participants. Her own 

dilemma in determining when or if to exert influence was compounded by at 

least one informant's desire to see her guide the discussion more. Karen felt 

that the principal's avoidance of "yelling loudest" reduced the council's 

effectiveness and, while she seemed to understand and even compliment the 

principal's rationale, she regretted the behavior because of its impact on council 

accomplishments and development. 

Theme 6: Is It Any Better Than It Used to Be? 

Because of the length of time that several of the participants had spent on 

the council, their evaluation of its effectiveness tended to be reflected in their 

interpretations of the organizational development over time. Jo Ellen 

continually reflected on the council as a body and during her interview, 

commented on the council's development and her satisfaction with the rate of its 

progress: 
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The council has ebbed and flowed in various ways. The excitement 
has never left. I have had to work on patience because I tend to want 
things to happen quickly and they don't always, and I have had to adjust 
my personal thinking because it does take a philosophical switch. I 
guess I went in idealistically thinking a year or two and it was really 
like four or five years and then you could really see the dynamics in terms 
of some philosophical change. So in light of how slowly some of the 
changes came, I had some concern along the way. 

Abbott council members, such as Jo Ellen, were interested in the rate of 

development or evolution of the council. Throughout the council meetings and 

in interviews, participants continually reflected on the development of the 

council or evaluated previous accomplishments. This determination of progress 

over time and search for data to draw conclusions were identified by the 

question: Is it any better than it used to be? Council behaviors which were 

indicative of this theme included (a) reflecting on work or council development 

and (b) seeking data to determine progress. 

One behavioral pattern which appeared in analysis of the data was 

reflection on the accomplishment of the council's work or business. An example 

of this kind of evaluation and reflection is evident in a memo written by the 

discipline action team chairperson to the council, in which she reflected on the 

committee's progress to date: 

As you may know, the Student Self-Esteem/Discipline Committee has 
spent a great deal of time in the last few months on the discipline part 
of our task. We have met for many hours during the summer, planning 
and structuring our new detention program.... We were hopeful that 
during the second semester we would be able to begin the large task 
of researching self-esteem programs so we could choose something 
to use. This is just not possible. 

Other methods of reflecting on the council's work included the review of 

minutes and continual evaluation of the agenda from the last meeting. On 
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several occasions, meetings were begun with an informal evaluation and 

members were asked to comment on the accomplishment of previous work or 

questions they still had about previous business. 

Participants also reflected on how their trust in the decision making 

process had changed over the years. During the discussion of the 

reassignment of a teacher during the school year, several council members 

stated how they had built faith in the decision-making process and in their 

authority, only to be discouraged by the personnel decision. One teacher 

participant's comments were indicative of the general conversation: 

I wasn't raised here, but site-based decision making was a joke for me. 
I had no trust in it for two years. But I had reached a point where I 
believed. I thought people took it seriously. But now I'm back to where 
I started. It has affected my level of trust. 

Another reflective behavior which appeared in the analysis of the data 

was discussion of the council's development over the years. On numerous 

occasions, council members evaluated the council as a decision-making body. 

This evaluation was usually accomplished within the context of discussing a 

particular topic, but the development of the council was usually seen as a part of 

the conversation. The informants elaborated on the development of the council 

during their individual interviews. Karen gave her opinion of the council as 

falling somewhere on a continuum, ranging from infancy to old age: 

We are not mature yet, we are pretty concrete and sequential in a lot 
of things so that teenage or young adult would be a good place to put 
us. I think that we have enough knowledge to be dangerous sometimes 
like some teenagers do. We sometimes get real full of ourselves and 
think we are very powerful. And other times we get knocked down and 
our self-esteem is on the bottom. 
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In reflecting and attempting to prove their progress toward school goals, 

the Abbott council members sought a variety of data which would allow them to 

examine the school and council's progress and development and their progress 

toward completion of action plans. On one occasion, the council members 

engaged in a lengthy discussion of ways to evaluate parents' perceptions of the 

progress of the school. During that conversation, a variety of data and 

methods of data collection were discussed which might shed some light on 

parents' perceptions, including surveys, door-to-door interviews, student 

surveys and questionnaires, student interviews, interviews or focus groups 

during PTA meetings, and informal coffees. This form of "taking stock" was 

discussed on more than one occasion. Council members also discussed ways 

of checking progress as they were evaluating action plans. On two occasions, 

council meetings were devoted to the evaluation of action plans, and each 

discussion touched on ways to obtain more and different data to continue to 

track progress. 

The seeking of data appeared in other council meetings. This particular 

behavioral pattern was seen when the council was discussing ways to provide 

before or after school care for students. During that discussion, it was 

mentioned that additional information was needed, and one of the council 

members agreed to investigate the possibility of collaborating with a community 

agency to provide the care. An example of the council's attempts to seek 

additional data was also evident when the council requested a meeting 

between school teachers and central office personnel to discuss the 

reassignment of the teacher to another school. 
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Evaluation of the council and its work seemed to be driven by council 

members' perceptions of time and the development of the council over time. In 

reflecting on the work of the council and the amount of trust that was present 

over time, members voiced optimism and positive opinions, even though some 

members' trust in the process had been jarred by dilemmas over district or 

campus authority. In all cases, members reacted to evaluative questions with 

discussions of what they had accomplished in light of their perceived 

authority and the length of time in the process. Their attempts to continually 

reflect on the council's progress and ascertain its accomplishments were 

clarified by cautious, optimistic statements such as, "I feel good about it but it 

has taken a little longer than I thought." Members' statements were perhaps 

reinforced by their perceptions that many accomplishments should have 

resulted from being in the process for a number of years. 

Theme 7: Supporting Student Learning 

The Abbott school improvement plan contained a mission statement 

which included phrases such as "maximizing student potential" and "fostering 

life-long learning and effective relationships through a nurturing environment" 

(Richardson Independent School District, 1992, p. 30). Long-range goals and 

objectives included desires such as strengthening the nurturing environment 

and increasing the number of students who demonstrated high levels of self-

esteem and self-discipline. One of the objectives specifically addressed 

increasing the number of students recognized for exhibiting honesty, 

compassion, and respect. Another specific objective was related to student 

mastery of the state-required achievement tests. 
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All of the school improvement statements were demonstrated in some 

way in the behaviors and interviews with council participants, who showed their 

interest in providing resources and support for a more effective and positive 

learning climate. Council participants did not specifically discuss changes in 

teaching or instruction that would take place as a result of their discourse. 

Instead, they discussed learning conditions-school-wide instructional 

initiatives, materials, incentives, and student safety. This discussion involved at 

least 8 of the total number of Abbott council discussion items. Behaviors which 

indicted a general interest in student learning included (a) reviewing plans and 

materials and (b) nurturing student success and safety. While council members 

could not specifically ascertain whether or not their initiatives directly affected 

students, their instructional discourse was focused on their speculation or 

perceptions of the impact. The principal described this perception of progress: 

I think we spend a lot more time now discussing and planning 
for instruction than we do making the lounge look pretty. I do think 
it was important to do those kinds of things [redecorating] at first. 
I think teachers, the majority of them, now really feel that they do 
have some say so, and are more willing to invest themselves in 
quality planning. 

Some council members were concerned over the quality of action plans 

and were interested in the impact they were having on instruction. During the 

structured group interview, council members were asked to discuss their impact 

on instruction. Several commented that much of the impact was in direct 

relation to the quality of the action plans being written. While members felt that 

they "had done some things," they agreed that some of the action plans were 

"bad" and ineffective. 
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Indeed, when asked if the council meetings were primarily devoted to 

instructional issues, the council members responded with a resounding "no." 

Although they believed that they were discussing issues related to instruction, 

they generally agreed that their direct impact on instruction in the classroom 

was not evident. They viewed their conclusions not as an indictment of the 

wayward council focus, only an acknowledgement of the council's continued 

development as an instructional agent. One member drew her own 

conclusions: 

I think we now have an opportunity to discuss instruction that 
we didn't have before. I think we've enlarged our scope. Some 
wonderful ideas have been discussed. 

In their minds, council members were discussing the impact of their work 

by reviewing the instructional action plans or speculating on the impact of their 

work on students in the classroom. On two separate occasions, the council 

members reviewed action plans. One of the action teams, called the 

instructional focus committee, formulated action plans which mainly supported 

increased efforts in reading, writing, and mathematics. Review of the action 

plans was evidenced by a discussion and clarification of each activity. 

The council members believed that they were discussing matters related 

to instruction, and their review of instructional materials supported their thinking. 

On several occasions, Abbott council members reviewed materials and 

discussed ways to use the materials in the classroom. During one particular 

meeting, members reviewed specific reading materials and periodicals which 

would support action plans in reading. Their discussion of the materials 

included not only ways to use the materials, but also methods of cataloging and 
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organizing the materials so all teachers could access the materials in the 

library: 

[Name], what should we do with these materials? Where do they 
go? In the library? How long should we keep them in here? 
I think there are too many things like this coming home. Maybe 
we could send them home at a different time. 

On other occasions during the meetings, book lists and reading lists were 

discussed, as well as mathematics materials. At no time during the discussion 

of any materials did members discuss methods for sharing materials with 

teachers or for training teachers on strategies for using the materials in the 

classroom. 

Along with instructional action plans and the kind of materials which 

might support learning, Abbott school improvement plans reflected the theme of 

talking about students and, particularly, nurturing students' success. This desire 

to nurture success was also evidenced by council members' comments. 

Several council members felt that it was their responsibility to make sure that 

whatever happened to the students while they were under the school's care 

was a quality experience. Karen, in particular, felt strongly about the school's 

task: 

Activities happen on our campus 24 hours a day that involve our students 
whether it is a positive or a negative and so when something happens to 
our children it is going to affect their learning. That is why I think that 
safety and behavior and preparedness for the school day and teaching 
parenting skills and insisting on parental responsibility. All of these 
thinkings are relevant factors for what we do from 8:00 to 3:15. 

On two separate occasions, council members discussed ways to plan for 

students' success, either before or after school. During one meeting, 

participants' discussion centered around the provision of quiet areas after 
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school, so students could complete their homework. Another discussion during 

a second meeting involving before-or after-school care was related to preparing 

students for a productive school day and providing them with an environment 

where they could complete their work. 

This concern about students before and after school was evidence of an 

overall interest in students, particularly their safety. Much of the discussion of 

students pertained to the well-being and safety of students while they were on 

campus. Before-and after-school care discussion involved safety and 

supervision issues. Students' safety was addressed in another meeting as well. 

During that meeting, discussion focused on safety dilemmas that faculty 

members faced after school. When describing how doors are left unlocked and 

students continue to walk through the building, one council member stated: 

We really have to take responsibility as far as the safety of the kids 
goes. We need to take care of that. If you [the principal] will 
delegate us the authority to call, we will check on security and 
police that. 

Concern for students' safety was also related to the council members 

discussion of discipline and the discipline action plans, which were reviewed in 

detail during the two meetings. 

During council meetings, some discussion focused on creating positive 

conditions for students, learning, and safety. Abbott council members talked 

about learning, and about significant changes in instruction which they hoped 

would occur as a result of their detailed action plans. The members felt that the 

council was more focused on instruction than it had been, but were unclear 

about the direct impact of their efforts on learning. Council members 

commented in the structured group interview that some of their plans had been 
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"bad." Their discussion of instruction and learning, therefore, continued to be 

focused on the periphery of learning-supporting learning or providing the 

conditions to encourage learning. 

Ballard: Follow the Rules While 
Eniovina the Ride 

Seven Ballard themes collectively characterize Ballard council members' 

interest in following preconceived guidelines and their determination to "enjoy 

the ride" while gaining new understandings and enhanced relationships. Their 

meetings, behaviors, and interviews signaled that their enjoyment from working 

with colleagues while maintaining congenial relationships made their perceived 

initial venture into council shared decision making easier and more pleasant. In 

all, seven themes emerged from the analysis of the Ballard school council data. 

They are listed in Appendix K. The themes are reported from the observations 

of meetings, quotes from participants, structured group interviews, and school 

and district documents. 

Theme 1: Just Getting Their Feet Wet 

We started about the middle of last year, "91-92, and the district set 
up guidelines on how our committees would be developed. We said 
we would have at least one parent. We went by what we had to 
have and then we organized it. We could have one or more parent, 
one or more citizen, and then the number of teachers that would be 
on there. In the elementary school we decided that we would 
instead of just having teachers vote on any teachers, we wanted 
representation from lots of areas. 

At the time of the observation, Ballard was in its first full year of 

implementation of site-based decision making with the school council as a 
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decision making body. Throughout her interview, the principal indicated that 

"starting up" was still fresh on her mind. The Ballard council members 

demonstrated that they were still in the initial stages of determining council 

membership and representation, decision making, and organization. In other 

words, the Ballard council was still finding its way through organizational 

decisions. Because members were still faced with limited organizational 

understanding, they were just "getting their feet wet." 

The Ballard school council participants spent a significant amount of time 

organizing their work and the structure of the council itself. Their "getting our 

feet wet" efforts to organize were signaled by three patterns of council member 

behavior: (a) discussing council membership, (b) discussing initial and future 

preparatory training, and (c) organizing and reviewing documents in order to 

understand council business. 

As a part of their initial venture into site-based decision making, the 

Ballard council members spent time discussing either council membership or 

the selection process. This behavior pattern was seen throughout the council's 

meetings, and interest in membership selection was understood and validated 

by all three Ballard teacher informants. Of particular interest to the council 

members was the method for selecting parents. Their discussion focused on 

the initial manner of selection and how it could be improved. During one 

meeting, the principal reviewed how parents could be nominated for 

membership in the council: 

Last year we nominated parents to be on the council. I don't know 
how you [the teacher council members] want to nominate this year. 
Last year we got nominations in writing and then we selected some. 
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The council members discussed the selection process and the process for 

selecting the parent representatives to the committee. Also included in the 

discussion was specific dialogue about making up a nomination form for 

candidates, when faculty could vote, and how representatives would be 

selected. The principal confirmed the procedures for selecting all council 

members and how members were to be selected from representative groups to 

ensure fairness: 

I went to the people and said would you consent to have your name on 
the ballot? Would you be willing to do this? Then we presented the 
staff with the ballot and they voted. We took the top numbers. 

In spite of the council membership structure and the apparent 

understanding by the informants, the principal confirmed that members were not 

always selected according to the original plan. When asked how the parents 

and citizens were actually selected, the principal explained: 

I tried to find someone who would be willing to do it. I asked for names 
from teachers and parents, I wrote three letters to citizens asking if 
they would be interested and they wouldn't respond. Then a name 
came up and I called her because by this time I had to have somebody. 

Council members' discourse about committee membership was 

generally informal, in spite of the specific guidelines quoted by the principal and 

participants. For instance, during one meeting, when membership selection 

was discussed, parent membership occupied several minutes of the discussion. 

One parent who had not attended regularly was asked "do you want to serve 

again?" When the parent responded, somewhat good-naturedly, that he would 

but that he "felt guilty because he [couldn't] always make it," council members 

and the principal quickly reassured him that it "would be all right," and quickly 

put his name on the list for the following year. 
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Another behavioral pattern which appeared to support council members' 

attempts to "get started" was the discussion of initial and future preparatory 

training. In an effort to organize, the council members were asked by the 

principal to reflect on current council member training and to speculate about 

future training or training needs. This attempt to discuss training was evident in 

the meetings and during interviews, and indicated a continuing member interest 

in understanding the training and identifying how the training could be used to 

further define their beginning organization. 

For example, during the first observed meeting, when several possible 

functions of the council were discussed, the principal commented that "if the 

council is going to have authority over staffing decisions, we'll have to have 

training on how to make these kinds of decisions." Other members agreed with 

the principal's comments that the training was necessary if they were to be 

successful as council members. 

The principal and informants were quick to mention that they had 

received little training when they first assumed council member responsibilities, 

and yet their comments were characterized by a "learn by doing" attitude. For 

example, Rachel described her training: 

I had no training. We were told that this was going to be the beginning of 
site-based management and that there would be training in the future. 
We just all buckled down and did what we thought was the correct thing 
to do and went about it in the way that we saw was necessary. 

The principal added that the initial training consisted of informal discussions: 

We were just beginning and we talked about it. We talked about some 
of the decisions that we might be involved in. The only training we have 
had has been this semester when we have done consensus building 
and team building. Next fall we will do "conflict." 
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Council members also reflected on current training during the council 

meetings. At one meeting the principal asked the members to discuss the 

training they had just received on team building. Members discussed the value 

of the training and their perceptions of its benefit in preparing them for expected 

council business. Many of their comments were in anticipation of the next 

battery of training in conflict resolution. 

The third behavior which supported Ballard's initial attempts at 

organizing was council members' organization and review of documents. 

They demonstrated pride in their council member notebooks and in ways they 

had organized so they could better proceed with their business. Rachel 

explained how they had used some organizational 'lips" in just getting their feet 

wet: 

Everybody has a notebook and it is all divided into sections. She [the 
principal] gives us an agenda which we file behind "agendas" so 
we have them "date-wise." She will give us a campus action plan 
if that is what we are going to work on that day. If she has updated 
information then she will give us a copy of it so we can have it all typed 
and ready to review. 

The group's council rosters and written minutes were precisely written and 

followed a standard format each time. Minutes were carefully distributed at the 

beginning of each council meeting, and each council member kept a notebook 

which contained information pertaining to the school and the school council. 

Members brought these notebooks to each meeting and devoted some time 

during each meeting to placing new documents in the notebooks. 

As part of just getting started, the council members continued to review 

district documents. During one meeting, a great deal of time was spent on 

reviewing district decision-making parameters, and discussion focused on initial 
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organizing decisions such as "Do we want to have more authority in this area?" 

On another occasion, council members reviewed the district time line for 

planning and developing campus improvement plans and referred to those time 

lines in their notebooks. 

Observations, interviews, and documents clearly revealed that the 

Ballard council members were interested in organizing as part of their attempts 

to "get started" on school council decision making. This interest in "just getting 

their feet wet" was evidenced by discussion of future training as continuing 

preparation, discussions about members and clarifying selection processes, 

and an interest in and enthusiasm for physically organizing materials as a 

precursor to work. All of these behaviors confirmed that the council members' 

interest in organizing was intended to set the stage for future decision making 

issues and events. 

Theme 2: Follow the Rules 

In spite of their informal organizational attempts, it was very important to 

the Ballard council members and the principal that they understood their roles, 

knew who they represented, and adhered to district guidelines. At no time 

during observations or interviews did any council member question a district 

regulation or their role as a faculty representative. From analysis of the meeting 

notes, interviews, interactions with the principal, and documents, it was 

apparent that Ballard council members were expected to "follow the rules" when 

functioning as a decision-making body. Two consistent patterns of council 

member behavior that supported the "following of the rules" were (a) complying 

with roles and (b) reviewing and ensuring district guideline compliance. 
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The Ballard council members discussed their roles in meetings and 

during interviews. The members, the principal, and all three informants 

expressed interest and curiosity in their roles and discussed them in terms of 

their evolution. The principal explained council members' perceptions during 

the first few months of site-based decision making: 

We told the faculty that it was kind of tentative, we really didn't now 
how it was going to evolve. That council members were going to be 
involved in some decisions. But exactly to what degree we didn't 
know. Each time I meet with the group, though, we know a little 
bit more. 

The principal described the role of the council as mainly working on campus 

action plans and "coming up with ideas for improving instruction." 

Discussion of council members' roles was of interest to the council 

members and discussion of the topic appeared in meetings as well. During one 

meeting, new membership was discussed and one participant reminded the 

group that documentation was available for new members to read in order to 

prepare for their roles. 

Several teacher members saw their roles on the council as that of 

representatives and demonstrated a desire to fulfill those guidelines. During 

the individual interviews, all three informants discussed their perceptions of the 

role of the council. Dana's comment exemplified those of the teacher 

informants as she described a commonly held assumption about the role of 

council members: 

We represent the school. I think it is very important because all decision 
making issues are not being put on just one or two people like [the 
principal]. Now it is more democratic because we are representing our 
whole school and we are able to voice our opinions. 
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Beverly commented: 

If we are elected they are placing their trust in us to make the best 
decision that we know how to make. And the same time it is up to us 
like if something is going to happen like the computer lab. I can talk 
to people that I represent. I loosely represent the second grade. I 
would say we are going to talk about this. Do you have ideas? 
We have done that. I send notes around, I talk to them and then take that 
and bring it up in the meeting. 

Council members also honored what they perceived to be the role of the 

principal. Members demonstrated their understanding of the principal's 

responsibilities. For instance, Beverly commented that "everyone understands" 

the principal's role. She added: 

From our first meeting it was made pretty clear that [the principal] 
takes responsibility for the decisions ultimately. We help her reach 
those decisions but ultimately she takes the responsibility. 

Beverly communicated her understanding of the principal's role and indicated 

her willingness to comply with that role: 

We have the agenda which is given to us by [the principal]. So I 
guess she sets the agenda. She tells us what is going on and then 
we talk it out. 

In fact, observations of meetings followed exactly that pattern described 

by Beverly. During each meeting, the agenda was provided by the principal, 

and no one questioned the items on the agenda or added any topics to the 

agenda. Council members apparently were willing to accept the role of the 

principal in the decision making process as they understood it. 

Another behavioral pattern which was clearly evident in council 

meetings, documents, and the principal and informant interviews was the 

reviewing and ensuring of district guideline compliance. From the documents, 

meetings, and interviews it was apparent that adherence to district site-based 



187 

decision making was of great importance to the district and to the Ballard school 

council members. For instance, district documents carefully outlined time lines 

for the school council to review school data and to develop campus 

improvement plans. The time line was widely distributed to the campus 

councils, including the Ballard members, who had copies of the time line in their 

notebooks. Campus action plans were to follow a carefully prescribed district 

format. District documents revealed detailed steps in studying students' 

performance and provided survey information for producing campus 

improvement plans (Denton Independent School District, 1993). Planning 

guidelines and suggestions were written by district personnel, and the Ballard 

school council members had copies of these guidelines as well. At council 

meetings, the participants showed a willingness to comply with district 

guidelines. During one meeting, action plans were reviewed and council 

members were told to "look at the format required by [the district]." Discussion of 

new ideas resulted in discussions about how to write the ideas in the particular 

required format. 

Reviewing and ensuring district guidelines was also of great importance 

to some of the Ballard council participants. On one occasion, the Ballard 

council members spent a considerable amount of time reviewing a draft of the 

district decision-making parameters, carefully analyzing about 60 discrete 

functions and discussing how their role as a council related to the functions. 

Council members discussed the balance between district and school authority, 

and all members had copies of the parameters to review. Dana, the 

representative to the district educational improvement council, led the 
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discussion and guided the participants through the document. Discussion such 

as this participant's comments followed the review process: 

Do you feel that there is a good balance between school-
based decisions and central office decisions in this area? Do you 
want more collaboration with this? 

Compliance with district guidelines was evidenced in Dana's interview, 

when she explained her role as a representative to the district educational 

improvement council and how that role related to her role on the Ballard 

council. She demonstrated a keen awareness of the relationship and of the 

district requirements: 

On the council at Ballard I have to think about our goals and objectives 
at this campus only. When I move to the Educational Improvement 
Council meeting I then have to switch hats and think about everybody. 
I can't just think about Ballard. I think about every school in the 
whole district and how issues come up and related to all schools, not 
just one. 

Similar issues were also of importance to the principal. Ensuring 

compliance with district guidelines and following direction from central office 

administrators were reinforced by the principal. She recalled that the 

development of the council was greatly influenced by administrators in central 

office, who decided when the council members were "ready" to take on new 

responsibilities, such as budget and staffing decisions. 

The Ballard council members' eagerness to follow the rules was not 

evidenced by an overt attempt to control decision making. Instead, following the 

rules was seen as a response to clear district guidelines and procedures. 

Council meetings were characterized by a genial acceptance of these 

guidelines. Their discussions and interviews indicated an understanding of and 
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compliance with their roles and those guidelines. Perhaps because the 

members felt that they were still learning about their responsibilities, the 

behavior supporting this theme seemed to send the message that "this is what 

we're supposed to do." 

Theme 3: Strolling Through the Agenda 

Although the Ballard council members saw their organizational duties as 

controlled by procedures or defined by council responsibilities, the council 

meetings were particularly free-wheeling; at times resembling an informal 

chance to discuss "timely issues" with friends. Opportunities to share school or 

district-related news were used during meetings, and council members 

conveyed the informal style of accomplishing business by their actions and their 

delight in refusing to use formal, conventional decision making tools to resolve 

issues. Thus, the Ballard management style is described as "strolling through 

the agenda." Two participant behavioral patterns reinforced their informal stroll: 

(a) informally reviewing work or school news, and (b) informally accomplishing 

business. 

The principal's view of the council as a body to help disseminate 

information was confirmed in her individual interview: 

Sometimes we talk about day-to-day things. Sometimes we talk 
about scheduling. If we have something how we should schedule 
it. We talk about our discipline plan and stuff like that. 

As a result, council meetings were occasionally used as a tool to discuss 

general school business and to accomplish information sharing. Such items 

were generally of interest to the council members, were last on the agenda, 

and did not directly pertain to district-defined council roles and responsibilities. 
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For example, on one occasion, the principal provided a brief verbal report on 

the status of the superintendent search, staff development days on the calendar, 

and parent conference dates. These information items were shared and 

concluded quickly and without much discussion. At another meeting, the 

principal used some of the council meeting time to ask for faculty concerns. 

She asked, "What do we need to talk about. Are there any concerns?" General 

items discussed included testing dates and course advising for the seventh 

grade. Once again, at the end of the discussion, the meeting was concluded. 

As part of the review of council work and business, campus data or the 

campus action plans were reviewed. Council members were often asked to 

review these plans individually. When interviewed, Rachel explained her 

informal process of reviewing her grade level test scores in order to project 

performance goals for the following year: 

We looked at projecting possibilities of better test scores for the 
coming year so I did some percentages and looked back at the 
records of different kids to see how they performed in math and 
reading and then we could project what their increased score would 
be. I did that for the math and the reading, compared it to the other 
grade levels, and we set goals. 

These goals were translated into campus objectives or strategies. Rachel saw 

this process as a natural part of the management of the plans. On two 

occasions, action plans were reviewed and discussed by participants. These 

informal reviews consisted of brief discussions about the goals and general 

agreement on how well the school was accomplishing the plans. In both cases, 

future goals were introduced informally in the discussion and did not 

necessarily pertain to a formal analysis of data or information in the hands of 
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participants. The discussion of plans and the generation of new plans was 

spontaneous and all improvement ideas were accepted immediately. 

Other information, such as surveys or test scores, was informally 

reviewed periodically during the meetings. On one occasion, parent survey 

information was distributed, reviewed, and participants expressed relative 

satisfaction with the results. During the following meeting, test scores were 

reviewed and discussed, and their discourse included discussion on how the 

results might be translated into plans. Dana also described the regular 

management process used to determine procedural decisions, such as budget 

decisions: 

We handle procedural things like the budget. We decide which 
grade level would get a certain amount of dollars. But before we 
made that decision we had their input. We wrote everything down 
and then decided as a group which grade level needed what. 

This management system for budget decisions was described as a regular part 

of the council business. 

Part of the group's informal accomplishment of business was deciding 

the decision-making process to be used. Informants were keenly aware of the 

decision-making process most frequently used and seemed to believe that their 

informal decision-making style was most appropriate for their council. Beverly, 

who described her perception of the process, demonstrated pride in the ability 

of council members to reach decisions with few formal methods: 

We throw an issue out and discuss it. Everyone has the opportunity to 
have input. Then we talk it through so much that we all come to 
consensus. We have not done "three fingers up" or those different 
kinds of techniques we learned in a workshop. 
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Dana concurred with Beverly's description of the process, defining it in her own 

words: 

At the beginning when we did it we just verbally talked it. Through that 
we all kind of nodded and said yes, I guess so. We kind of verbally said 
this is the way it should be. We did not do it on paper or use any of those 
special techniques that they taught us. 

From the observation of council meetings, participants' interest in the 

decision-making process was evident. At one meeting, council members 

discussed a vote taken among the faculty, and determined whether or not the 

vote was indicative of faculty consensus. At the same meeting, the principal 

asked the group if they wanted her "to just decide" the special spirit days for the 

following calendar. In several cases, the participants did demonstrate a 

nonverbal understanding of the decision that was to be reached without 

commenting on the manner in which they had reached a decision. For 

instance, during a later council meeting, school improvement ideas were 

generated and discussed until it appeared that consensus was reached. 

The Ballard council members' management was therefore characterized 

by an informality in presenting agenda items and in the decision making 

process. Meetings covered the agenda items without significant discussion, 

making decisions, or discernment of impact. School news or unrelated school 

business frequently was discussed during the meetings, and the principal 

verified that school news was an acceptable part of the council business. While 

decision making training was evident, the council members prided themselves 

on the fact that they "just [threw] an issue out and [discussed] it." This pride in 

their informal accomplishment of business accurately described their meetings 

as informal "strolls" through agenda items. 



193 

Theme 4: Status-Oriented Power 

Another theme which seemed to permeate data related to the Ballard 

school council was that of status-oriented power. Certain members, such as 

key informants, the counselor, and the principal were recognized as having 

legitimate status because of, among other characteristics, their tenure or 

position. These influential council members demonstrated a variety of 

techniques to influence or persuade others, such as controlling the agenda, 

building influence through personal rapport, and overt manipulation of the 

conversation. The two status-oriented patterns that undergirded the manner in 

which influence was observed were (a) influencing through relationships, and 

(b) providing direction. 

While status or position provided the determination of relative power 

within the council, the members realized a certain kind of status was implied by 

simply being on the council. Council members were aware of the kind of 

influence that resulted from the interpersonal relationships within the council 

and their subsequent effect on decision making. Informants were particularly 

eager to discuss the relationships. Dana discussed the influence of some 

members because of their "personalities." She believed that these 

personalities in the council had a significant impact on decision making: 

I think they [some of the members] have strong personalities. They are 
definitely leaders. That is not to say that we follow everything they do but 
they do have a very strong impact on the group and I feel that going 
through this training [consensus building] will really help the influence. 

Beverly agreed that some council members exercised more influence 

because of their dominant personalities. She had assumed that some of the 

other members would exercise great influence, but they had not done so 
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because they had chosen to attempt to influence in quieter ways. Beverly 

clearly stated that the council members' influence was "tied to interpersonal 

relationships." 

When participants in the structured group interview were asked to identify 

the most influential council members and the ways those members exerted 

influence, most of the comments referred to personality and how the 

personalities affected their relationships with each other. However, group 

interview participants also identified the teacher who had the most tenure and a 

counselor who exhibited the same influential personality traits. In many cases, 

the participants also identified influential council members as those with a 

knowledge-related status that many of the other members did not have. 

Comments such as "she's honest, open and always speaks up" and "[name] 

always seems to know what is happening" were used to describe the most 

influential members. Rachel was identified as the most influential member, 

other than the principal, because of her frank, honest opinions, and because 

she identified with and "spoke for teachers." She and Susan were also 

identified as very influential because they "knew what was going on." 

The second behavioral theme which supported status-oriented power 

was the provision of direction. Several council members with perceived status, 

including the principal, openly orchestrated segments of the meeting. Members 

had various opinions on the value of providing direction and who was in a 

position to provide that direction. 

Once again, providing direction was inextricably tied to status or position. 

Of the teacher participants, Rachel, the informant with the most tenure at the 

building, and Susan, the counselor, provided the most direction during the 
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meetings. Rachel, a teacher who had served on the council since its beginning, 

exercised influence partly because of her aggressive personality. She used her 

influence to offer opinions about most of the topics that were discussed, and her 

comments often provided direction and crystallized the pending decisions. For 

instance, during one meeting when members were discussing a faculty vote, 

Rachel interpreted the "no" vote, by saying that "20 people who did not vote 

were really voting no." After this comment, council members quickly agreed 

with her interpretation and turned down the opportunity. During another 

meeting, Rachel sought to summarize the parent survey information, 

commenting on "what it meant." During that same meeting, the principal 

proposed staff changes and asked the council members to react to the changes. 

Rachel, who reacted the most strongly of all participants, specifically 

commented on several teachers who were about to move. For instance, when 

discussing a teacher' move to another grade level and the rationale for the 

move, Rachel reported that "some had reported back to me that she is hard to 

work with." After commenting, several members voiced agreement. 

Susan, who was already recognized by participants as influential, 

provided direction in subtler ways and carefully chose the times when she 

spoke to the group. Susan was not observed speaking as frequently as Rachel, 

but her comments quickly ended the discussion or influenced the potential 

decisions. For instance, during a meeting, Susan commented frequently on the 

discussion of district decision-making parameters and provided several 

comments on the degree of teacher authority and input in several functions by 

stating that "teachers should be more involved in these decisions." After her 

comments, council members quickly agreed to broaden their authority in those 
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decision-making areas. As mentioned in the structured group interview results, 

Susan provided this influence and direction through her quiet and gentle 

personality, fair and rational solutions, and perhaps the commonly-held 

perception by members that she was a caring, supportive counselor. Dana's 

comment typified the general conclusions about Susan, and suggested that her 

status, desire for close personal relationships, and knowledge were reasons for 

her influence among members: 

Susan, our counselor, has a really good impact because she is the 
counselor. She is highly respected and has been here a very long 
time so we value her judgment on a lot of different things. 

Of all the participants, however, the principal provided the most direction 

during council meetings. She set the agenda, led the meetings, and was seen 

to initiate all topics and to clarify what was being said. For example, the 

principal organized the council members' notebooks and determined which 

documents would be put in the notebooks, as evidenced by Rachel's 

comments: 

She [the principal] gave us an agenda which we file behind "agendas" 
so we have them "date-wise." She will give us a campus action plan 
if that is what we are going to work on that day. 

The council members consistently sought the principal's guidance during 

the discussion of issues, either by asking for her opinion or by asking her what 

to do. For example, during a meeting, when staff changes were being 

discussed, the teachers demonstrated extreme attentiveness whenever the 

principal spoke by becoming very still, listening carefully to her words, and 

demonstrating an unusual degree of seriousness. The principal set the tone for 

the discussion and directed their involvement by beginning: 
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I'm going to talk about some changes in teachers. I want you to 
look at this seriously and understand that this is confidential. You are 
supposed to help me see the problems. 

There were other occasions when the principal's direction set the tone for 

decisions. During a regular council meeting, the principal consistently clarified 

the discussion on decision making parameters. She clarified and described the 

discussion for each discrete function with comments such as, "Do you feel that 

there's a good balance here?" or "I feel that if I give all of this power to teachers, 

we would have more problems." The principal provided direction in a variety of 

subtle ways-asking for the decision, limiting the time for discussion, and adding 

comments which indicated her preferences. For instance, during a meeting 

when future staffing formulas and council involvement in staffing decisions were 

being discussed, the principal commented, "I hope I'm out of the business when 

we have to do that!" After her comment, the discussion of staffing decisions 

was quickly terminated. 

While all three informants acknowledged the principal's firm sense of 

direction, they communicated a degree of comfort with it. Perhaps because they 

viewed her direction as a way of "following the rules," Beverly confirmed and 

justified the principal's influence and described how she set the agendas and 

ran the meetings. She added that "We have an agenda and it is given to us by 

[name]. So I guess she sets the agenda." Beverly explained the principal's 

direction as necessary because of her burden of responsibility, and added that 

because the principal was ultimately responsible for the decisions, it made 

sense that she direct the process. According to Beverly, the principal's 

influence and direction were a natural result of her legitimate title and power. 
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Status, therefore, was bestowed on the principal because of the guidelines, her 

title, and her obvious power. Beverly saw the council as simply advising the 

principal, and showed comfort with the amount of principal direction. She did, 

however, believe that the council members could help her in a unique way. 

Because of the principal's "position," Beverly was concerned that the principal 

might not understand the nuances of school climate, teachers' personalities, 

and potential problems. Beverly seemed to think that the council members 

could help her see things that she might not be aware of because of her status 

and possible isolation within the school: 

[Name] won't know anything unless anybody tells her. I think it is hard 
at her level to really see what is going on, teaching styles, personality 
and all that kind of stuff that does impact student learning. 

In spite of the council members' perceptions of the principal's status and 

influence, one informant, Rachel, questioned the principal's amount of direction 

that was observed during meetings. She discounted the principal's status as a 

factor which influenced council members: 

I think the older members listen to her what she has to say, but I 
think the older members are the ones that voice their opinions as 
to whether we want to change something that [the principal] has 
done. I don't think we are intimidated by her position. 

Although Dana acknowledged the principal's authority, she saw the 

principal's power in terms of personal influence and personal knowledge rather 

than status: 

We look up to her as a principal because that is what she is and she 
is a great principal. She knows a lot. We do respect that and listen 
to everything she says and her input because it is important. But we 
will give her input and then we will talk about it. We are very comfortable 
talking about it and telling how we feel. 
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The council members' perceptions of others' influence were controlled by 

the amount of knowledge, status, and personal relationships the influential 

members demonstrated. Subtle perceptions or status and position were 

observed during council meetings. For instance, members always sat in the 

same places with the principal at the "head" of the table. Roles, levels of 

authority, and status were understood as demonstrated by comments; and 

younger teachers, such as Beverly, openly discussed the relative power held by 

"older" participants. Their influence was manifested through relationships, but 

part of following the rules was understanding and accepting levels of authority 

and the kind of inherent power that those levels held. The principal was seen 

by most to have a great deal of influence because of her legitimate status and 

mandated authority from the district. Even though she was also seen as having 

influence because of her relationships with teachers and knowledge, the 

teachers noted that they "look up to her as a great principal because that is 

what she is." All of these reasons explain why the description of power was 

seen as "status-oriented" influence which was acquired by position, tenure, or 

manner of building relationships. 

Theme 5: Deciding Things to Do 

As Ballard council members "strolled through their agendas," the 

participants demonstrated an eagerness to generate ideas. This interest in 

ideas was viewed as an enthusiastic response to council members' perceptions 

of the council as a problem-solving group. Members demonstrated a pleasure 

in generating unrelated lists of special days, categories for faculty brainstorming 

sessions, and ways to look at student performance information. The generation 
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of ideas was often seen as a result of learning some new decision making tool 

through their preparatory training. This theme, "deciding things to do," was 

consistently observed during most of the meetings. Two types of behavioral 

patterns supported the generation of ideas: (a) determining special activities or 

days, and (b) setting future goals. In describing both behaviors, however, the 

emphasis was not on resolving issues or forcing school improvement, but on 

the idea generation itself. Generating ideas was one way council members 

"enjoyed the initial school improvement ride" and practiced new learning. 

Council members' discussions and decisions supported the theme of 

generating ideas, and members willingly participated in the determination of 

special activities and days. During several meetings, ideas were generated 

were considered in the campus improvement plan or were communicated to the 

faculty for their response. During one meeting, the council members generated 

ideas for special days for the following year to support student attendance 

goals. For instance, the principal asked "Are there other activities that we could 

do to promote school wide attendance?" The members engaged in a spirited, 

humorous discussion of the kinds of days, which included spirit days, special 

"dress up" days, and hat days. Questions asked included "Are there any special 

days to have? Sweats day or hat day?" One participant joined in the 

excitement and levity of the generating activity by adding: 

Let's have a readable shirt day. It has to do with reading. We'll go 
around to classes and read everybody's shirt. 

During another council meeting, a successful brainstorming technique 

was discussed and the members generated categories of topics to give to the 

faculty to develop ideas for improving the school. The principal initiated the 
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discussion by asking "Where could we use these carousel brainstorming 

techniques?" Ideas were not specifically tied to school improvement goals and 

little time was given to develop the categories. Enthusiasm was evident, 

however, in the discussion of ideas. During the following meeting, the council 

members discussed ideas generated from the faculty, and decided which ones 

to use for their campus plans. 

The principal confirmed the group's interest in generating ideas and saw 

this behavioral pattern as a way to solicit a variety of methods for reaching 

special goals. Generating ideas to meet special goals or short-term problems 

was seen by the principal as a regular part of council business. During her 

interview, she commented that one of the goals of the council was "to come up 

with ideas to improve instruction." The principal believed that developing the 

campus plan was the primary business of the council. The ideas generated for 

special days and activities were usually then discussed as goals in the campus 

plan. She added: 

The group is real comfortable talking with their representative groups 
and then giving us feedback. They say this is what I'm hearing and 
we need to zero in on this. They come in collectively and individually 
and talk about that. I think our main goal is coming up with our action 
plan. 

On one occasion, the generated ideas were written as goals for the new Ballard 

plan. Each became part of the action plan, and was written with due dates and 

evidence of completion. 

Generating ideas was a theme characterized by the zeal of "coming up 

with something" or using a new tool to accomplish something. Most of the ideas 

generated during the meetings pertained to the creation of a climate to support 
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learning. Many ideas included special interest days and incentives to promote 

attendance and were generated using new decision-making tools which the 

participants had learned in training. Other ideas were generated which became 

part of the campus improvement plan. The generation, or "deciding things to 

do," however, did not result from a careful analysis of student performance data 

or a carefully designed improvement process. The interest was punctuated by 

the generating of ideas themselves. There was no discussion about the impact 

on teaching or learning. The generation was seen as a way of "getting going" 

while "enjoying the ride" toward school improvement. 

Theme 6: A Relationship-Sensitive Progress Report 

Ballard council members engaged in a variety of evaluation activities and 

discussions during the observation period. In three meetings, participants 

followed their understood guidelines and reviewed plans, test scores, and 

surveys, and training as prerequisites for generating ideas for future plans. But, 

in addition to these expected council activities, council members were eager to 

evaluate their own council in terms of the relationships they had observed and 

behaviors that they felt contributed to the development of the council. The 

predominance of a "relationship-sensitive progress report" was specific to only 

the Ballard council and was validated in observations and interviews. While 

this progress report was sensitive to the balance of continuing relationships, two 

behavior patterns were observed to support the overall evaluation theme: (a) 

reviewing actions or data, and (b) evaluating the council. 

The council members were frequently asked by the principal to evaluate 

actions, training, or data. This behavior was repeated in several meetings as a 
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regular part of the council business, or "strolling through the agenda." For 

example, on one occasion, members were asked to evaluate a faculty vote on 

becoming a professional development center in conjunction with the local 

university. Members reacted to the vote and evaluated the meaning of the vote 

before they concluded discussion of the issue. During the meeting, the 

principal asked "What are your reactions to the vote? What does it mean?" and 

members, Rachel in particular, reacted to their interpretations of the vote and 

evaluated how the vote should be used. During another regular council 

meeting, action plans were evaluated. The council members were asked to 

look at the current action plans, to "see if they were being accomplished." At 

the conclusion of the lengthy conversation, council members were asked to 

read them again on their own time and to "evaluate them to see if [they thought 

they were] fulfilling [theirjgoals." 

Other forms of data were evaluated during the Ballard council meetings. 

Parent surveys were evaluated during one meeting late in the school year. 

During this meeting, members studied the results of the district-wide parent 

surveys and evaluated the responses. They decided that the results were 

generally positive toward the school and administration. The results were to be 

used to generate ideas for the Ballard campus plan. During the following 

meeting, council members evaluated results of the latest standardized tests and 

determined which scores were weak, and discussed actions that might be 

necessary to improve the weaknesses. 

Council members were also asked to evaluate decisions or training. For 

example, members were asked to listen to the principal's proposed staffing 

changes and reassignments and were requested to "foresee any problems that 
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[they] might have if these changes were made." She then reported her plans to 

move several teachers to different grade levels and asked the members to 

advise her. This meeting was punctuated by spirited and serious discussion 

about the proposed changes and what the changes might mean for the overall 

school climate. Comments included concerns regarding the effects that the 

staffing changes might have on the relationships in teams or the overall school 

climate. For instance, Rachel remarked a particular move might cause trouble 

in a grade level because "some had reported back to me that [the teacher] is 

hard to work with." 

Following district site-based decision making training, the council 

members were asked to reflect on the training. On two separate occasions, 

members were asked to reflect on the training they had received in team 

building and conflict resolution. On both occasions, the members' discussion of 

the training evaluation not only focused on the usefulness of the training, but on 

how enjoyable it had been and what the training had done to unite the 

members as a group. For example, following the training on team building, the 

principal commented that she "felt honored to sit with them," and several 

members made general comments about how reassured they felt and how 

"good" they felt about the team "when compared to other teams that were there." 

The most interesting behavioral pattern was their evaluation of the 

progress and development of the council. The informants, who were asked to 

judge the effectiveness of the council, were eager to elaborate on the 

development of the council and how effective the council had become. Their 

eagerness to discuss the council's development was usually manifested by 
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discussions of their progress during its relatively short existence and the extent 

of "effective" relationships at work in the council. 

For example, Rachel was not only willing to discuss the development of 

the council, but was also eager to discuss some of the membership decisions 

that had been made and whether or not they were beneficial to the relationships 

on the council. When asked how she would improve the council, she 

suggested removing the assistant principal from the body and added that the 

assistant principal had not been elected but had been appointed by the 

principal. She explained: 

I like [the assistant principal] a lot. She ran against Susan for the 
position on the committee and Susan beat her out. And sometimes I 
question why [the principal] brings her to the meeting because 
sometimes some people feel more uneasy about this extra person 
being in there that is not an elected person. 

This appointment, in Rachel's estimation, brought an uneasiness to the balance 

of power on the council. Even though Susan (the counselor) was also serving 

on the council and exercising some influence, she believed removing the 

assistant principal would improve the council and members' relationships. 

Other informants evaluated the council in terms of the way the council 

members conducted business and the manner in which the council members 

were able to maintain positive relationships. Beth's comment was a good 

example: "We support each other outside of the team. So the team is not just a 

bunch of people together." Dana and Beverly were asked to place the council 

on a continuum, from infancy to old age to represent the development of the 

council. Both placed the council in teenage or young adult stages, and stated 

that the council was beyond the childhood stage but not to the full-grown adult 
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stage yet. Both informants felt a sense of improvement in the council and pride 

in the council's development. Dana added that the only way she saw to 

improve the council was to build better communication and relationships 

between the council members and the faculty. She added, "I feel that we are a 

close group and we work well together." 

In assessing the council's progress, members of the Ballard council 

regularly evaluated training, data, plans, and activities as part of their regular 

procedures. Discussion and evaluation were not necessarily focused on the 

subsequent improvement of these activities or training; rather, evaluation was 

more often a reflection of what had happened as part of a particular agenda 

item. When asked to become introspective, members were eager to evaluate 

the council; and once again, the evaluation was not communicated in terms of 

the impact the council had on the school but rather the relationships within the 

council and how those relationships could become stronger in future 

connections with the faculty. Interpersonal relationships dominated members' 

sense of the council's progress and were tied to their perceptions of training as 

well. Thus, most of Ballard's evaluative behavior had become and was 

continuing to be "relationship-sensitive." 

Theme 7: We're All In This Together 

As evidenced by their eagerness to evaluate their council in terms of 

growing relationships, members of the Ballard council demonstrated a 

willingness to discuss the issue of trust among council members and within the 

school. Several years earlier, the Ballard school had received negative scores 

on building climate and "cohesiveness" instruments. As a result, the issue of 
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building trust not only appeared in their conversations but also in their action 

plans. Rachel remembered the survey, called the Organizational Health Index 

(OHI) and commented: 

We were extremely low in all the categories [of the survey] and so 
the council sat down and we said this is our lowest four categories 
and let's see what we can do to work on them. 

In addition to their collective enthusiasm in getting started in the 

improvement process, observations and interviews supported the council 

members' perceptions that they had placed a great deal of emphasis on 

rebuilding lost trust, and had regained a trusting climate with their "we're all in 

this together" attitude. The three patterns of behaviors that demonstrated the 

council members' resolve to address this problem were: (a) communicating 

internally, (b) communicating needs, and (c) validating and expressing 

confidentiality. 

Internal communication among the council members and between 

council members and the rest of the faculty was important to the informants and 

to the principal. Beverly remarked that building trust seemed to be a direct 

result of council member representatives, saying, "we are elected and they are 

placing their trust in us to make the best decision we know how to make." To 

Beverly, internal communication was a matter to placing trust in the elected 

members to represent the rest of the faculty. 

Beverly also felt that internal communication was vital if council members 

were to build trust among themselves. She felt that the members had 

succeeded in building that trust: 

There is a real feeling of trust. We have not had any conflicts. Nothing 
that we argued about and just couldn't agree. We pretty much reach 
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consensus so far. We have not had to make any decisions that have put 
us against each other or made us really deal with consensus building. 

Dana was also concerned about internal communication between 

council members and the faculty. She wondered whether or not the faculty had 

a clear picture of the council meetings and discussed the actions taken by 

council members to promote open communication: 

A teacher came up to me yesterday and said that there had been 
some teachers who wondered why they weren't allowed to come to 
the meetings. So I think there is some miscommunication on what 
they can and can't do. So I suggested that we open our meetings, put an 
agenda in the workroom because every issue is going to be important 
to everyone. 

The principal felt that the representatives were exercising their 

responsibilities in a trustworthy manner. After council training, she commented 

that she felt "honored to sit with them" and sensed that "there's already a lot of 

trust here." By contrast, it was the appointment of the assistant principal to the 

council which destroyed some of the trust among council members, according 

to Rachel. The representative process was to be followed exactly, according to 

Rachel, and the administrator's appointment hindered some of the internal 

communication which was seen to be so vital to building trust. In discussing the 

appointment of the assistant principal to the council without a representative 

vote, Rachel felt that "some people feel more uneasy about this extra person 

being in there that is not an elected person." 

Another behavioral pattern which built trust was the communicating of 

needs. The principal communicated needs to the council in an honest and 

frank manner. This willingness to accurately portray needs was seen by the 

principal and the informants as a vehicle for building trust among the members. 
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For example, during a meeting, the council members engaged in an honest 

discussion of staffing reassignments and changes. The discussion was led by 

the principal, who set the serious tone by stating that they were going to discuss 

a matter which was very confidential. The principal had also discussed the 

negative results of the school climate surveys with the council members. 

Rachel discussed the frank manner in which the principal had communicated 

these needs: 

The superintendent had a team which explained the results of the 
OHI [the climate survey]. We were extremely low in all categories so the 
council sat down and said these are our lowest four categories and 
let's see what we can do to work on them. She [the principal] 
presented it this way. 

The frank discussion of needs and ways to improve the tone among 

teachers was part of the regular council business and campus improvement 

plans. The council members apparently viewed their roles as communicating 

these needs to and from the faculty as well. Rachel remarked that one of her 

duties was to do just that: 

We kind of had the understanding that we would be working as a liaison 
between our coworkers to take information and get information from 
them. 

This interest in communicating needs to and from the faculty was also 

mentioned during a meeting, when council members were asked to go back to 

the faculty for improvement ideas. As evidenced by comments, the 

communication to faculty members was seen by participants as uniting the 

school and improving working relationships. 

The building of trust and a collaborative spirit was also evidenced by 

attempts to validate and express confidentiality. On numerous occasions the 
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principal validated the council members for their work. She also expressed 

faith in their confidentiality, noting that some of the issues were emotionally 

charged. On one occasion, the principal asked the council members to reflect 

on the training they had received and stated that she "felt honored to sit with 

them." During another meeting, when staffing decisions were discussed, the 

principal validated the group for the way they treated the topic of discussion, by 

stating that "I know you will handle this correctly." 

The principal also expressed the need for confidentiality, and believed 

that treating issues in a confidential way would help to build trust among the 

council members and faculty members. During the staffing reassignment 

discussion, the principal stressed confidentiality to the group. Some of the 

informants had noticed the principal's efforts to support confidentiality and had 

reacted positively to her actions. Dana stated: 

She [the principal] is very informed and wants to make everyone at 
ease and at the same time she wants us to know we are an important 
group. She will stress the confidentiality of the issues. 

The principal was confident that the staffing discussion had not been 

communicated to any members of the general faculty, and added in her 

interview that this had been a way of engaging the members in real work while 

at the same time encouraging them to treat delicate issues in confidential tones. 

Perhaps influenced by previous negative climate surveys, the members 

were determined to build trust and were quick to speak out when their trust had 

been denied. During interviews, the informant's attention and discussion 

focused on trust and faculty representation. The informants described the 

measures they had taken to ensure communication among all faculty members, 

and were sensitive to faculty perceptions of mistrust. Members sensed the 
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progress their council had made toward these goals. The Ballard group was in 

its first full year of council implementation, and members were enjoying their first 

brush with shared decision making. Their need to accomplish things, combined 

with their organizational questions, contributed to their initial enthusiasm. Yet 

the personal focus of many members seemed to be on the removal of a past 

stigma which plagued the climate of the school. These factors and the 

enthusiastic new behaviors gave the sense that Ballard council members were 

using the council as an opportunity to strengthen the school's positive climate, 

and portrayed an attitude that they were "all in this together." 

Chaney: "Just Do It" Or 
Orchestrated Urgency 

In all, five themes emerged from the analysis of the Chaney council data. 

These themes, which are shown in Appendix K, resulted from careful analysis of 

Chaney meeting observation field notes, decision-making inventories, 

interviews, and school and district documents. The themes reflect a no-

nonsense, brisk, business-like approach to organizing and managing school 

improvement plans. The "just do it" theme was evident in efforts by the Chaney 

council representatives to get more teachers involved in learning and teaching 

new strategies, and in new and carefully planned attempts to heighten students' 

interest in learning. Following and completing monthly activities was members' 

key mechanism in promoting school improvement. The members' devotion to 

these activities and committee plans demonstrated an orchestrated sense of 

urgency to quickly improve the conditions at Chaney. Key to Chaney's 

improvement efforts was the principal, who assumed a strong and assertive role 
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in helping to manage plans and initiate programs. Making no apologies, it was 

her attempts to influence others and her challenge of others to negotiate with 

her which set the tone for the "I dare you to convince me" attitude manifested in 

observations and interviews. Overall, Chaney's efforts seemed very focused on 

quick school improvement. The "just do it" attitude among most council 

members revealed little time for concerns about relationships or concerns about 

organizational dilemmas. 

Theme 1: Follow the Procedures 

Two years prior to the observations, when the principal had designed a 

committee system which involved teachers in a variety of school improvement 

efforts, the Chaney school council members had shown an interest in and 

willingness to follow the procedures she had initiated. There was always a set 

agenda for the meetings, and committee reports were heard in the same order 

and at the same time during every meeting. This adherence to the procedures 

and participants' dedication to the procedures led to the naming of this 

management theme. This managing theme was also prevalent in interviews 

and in meetings. Behavior patterns which enabled procedures to be followed 

included (a) following the regular format and (b) setting dates. 

The Chaney school council was described by participants in the 

structured group interview as a coordinating group. During the structured group 

interview, members described the main function of the council as "taking all of 

the activities and making sure they mesh." The participants in the group 

interview felt strongly about the management aspects of the council, and 
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described the "real work" as belonging to the standing committees. As one 

participant described: 

It's really the other committees. We are just the coordinating committee. 
The real work comes out of the teacher stuff through the teachers, 
through each committee getting the thing ready. 

The work of the council, therefore, was to hear the activities, coordinate them, 

and make sure they were completed. The principal supported this definition of 

the council, and added that the council members, "[made] the whole thing run." 

As a management body, the first item of business for council meetings 

was always to follow a regular format, beginning with committee reports. During 

three meetings, council participants heard reports from chairpersons of various 

committees, such as instructional leadership, school climate, and finance. The 

reports followed in precise order in all agendas, and consisted of the next 

month's activities and any questions that the committee wanted clarified. As a 

regular conclusion to committee reports, council members then made sure that 

there were no scheduling conflicts and confirmed the activities. Examples of the 

activities or items in committee reports included special days or activities 

promoting reading, mathematics, and cultural days, latest equipment and 

purchases for the classrooms, and discipline incentives and rewards for certain 

groups of students. For example, during one meeting, the chairperson of the 

instructional focus committee described a school-wide initiative designed to 

promote interest in independent reading. She told the committee about the 

"inchworm" that was slowly developing around the school, and promised that 

"when it gets all the way around the school, [the principal] will dress up as a 

butterfly because the inchworm will become the butterfly." 
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The Chaney council's agendas usually followed a set format and were 

led by the principal. Agenda items were usually covered in a relatively short 

period of time. The agendas followed the regular committee report format and 

were fairly predictable from meeting to meeting. The principal was in control of 

the agenda and the leadership of the meeting, as verified by Louise and Susan, 

the two teacher informants. Susan explained: 

There are always group reports and we discuss the reports. We don't 
set up the agenda. [The principal] does. 

Following predetermined procedures, any new agenda items which were 

unrelated to the standing committee reports could be placed on the agenda, but 

only with the principal's approval. During the council meetings, a number of 

other items were included on the agendas following the committee reports, and 

were all introduced by the principal. For instance, during one meeting, after the 

committee reports, the principal asked for "any concerns," and teachers asked 

about the kindergarten discipline rewards and an upcoming meeting with the 

superintendent to share campus improvement plans. These "other" agenda 

items, while they varied from the set committee reports, were customarily 

discussed after the reports, at the conclusion of each meeting. In effect, 

the other agenda items followed the same procedure or set routine, which was 

orchestrated by the principal. 

Committee events were also scheduled on a master calendar. Part of 

the Chaney council's procedures was to place activities on the calendar, to 

ensure that there were no conflicts and to provide a vehicle to communicate the 

school-wide activities to the faculty. In instances when the council devoted time 

to scheduling dates, the emphasis was on coordinating dates that had already 
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been decided by the committees. This coordination of dates became part of the 

management of the group, and demonstrated council members' efforts to follow 

the set procedural format. For example, while discipline incentives and school-

wide activities were being planned and discussed, the principal said, "give me a 

date" and marked the date on the master calendar. On another occasion, the 

chairman of the discipline committee reported his activities, and then added that 

"Friday is the deadline for discipline compliments. Put that on the calendar for 

everybody." During the same meeting, dates for the superintendent's meeting 

and dates of an accreditation visit were also marked on the master calendar. 

Other evidence of marking dates on the calendar included the meeting which 

focused a large part of the agenda on scheduling and confirming dates for 

future staff development, special cultural days, and events. 

All interviews and observations revealed the council's primary role as a 

managing or coordinating body. The council members occupied their meeting 

times by following the understood process, setting dates, and reviewing 

committee plans, not so much to evaluate their effectiveness but to follow the 

routine of the meetings. Thus the theme, "following procedures," was indicative 

of council members' attention to and compliance with procedures as they 

efficiently and effectively orchestrated committee work. 

Theme 2: Organized Attention to Detail 

The Chaney council members demonstrated compliance with the known 

procedures at every meeting and predictably followed the format from meeting 

to meeting. This attention to procedures is closely related to another theme 

revealed in observations, documents, and interviews. Whereas council 
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members adhered strictly to the management procedures of committees, they 

also showed a keen interest in the details of their plans and how the committee 

structures were organized, and were careful to clearly articulate the details of 

their organizational decision-making structure. This attention to detail, which 

appeared in the meetings, interviews, and district documents, pertained to the 

relationship of committees to the school council, the organization of the council 

and committees, and the blending of committee activities with school 

improvement plans. Evidence supporting this theme included council 

members' desire to accurately follow the organizational structure created by the 

principal. Unusual attention was given to every detail of the council, how it 

worked with the committees, and "how things were supposed to be organized." 

Observations of the Chaney council meetings and interviews revealed a strong 

desire to exactly follow the organizational scheme in the school. This theme 

was evidenced by two behavioral patterns: (a) organizing the committees and 

membership and (b) adhering to school and district guidelines. 

The first behavioral pattern which demonstrated the attention to council 

detail was organizing the committees and membership. Great care was given 

to the organization of the committees. It seemed especially important to the 

principal that all members understood the committee structure. The principal 

demonstrated her understanding of the council and committee structure by 

precisely explaining the standing committees, special committees, and the 

relationship of these committees to the school council: 

The teachers know from the very beginning that you will go through 
leadership training and that you will be an assistant teacher leader 
the first year. You are only on the council for two years. You will be 
a teacher leader the second year. You go into it knowing that that 
is what you are going to do. 
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The principal was also able to explain how new members were required, as 

their initial training, to attend approximately 1 day of training on site-based 

decision making and the running of effective meetings. As she explained the 

training, she devoted attention to the type or training and the specific books 

used for the training each year, commenting that the training followed this 

format and was presented in this order every year: 

The training consists of about 6 to 8 hours of training two mornings 
a week. I staff their rooms with parent volunteers and then we meet 
and talk about Becoming a Leader and Seven Habits of Hiahlv 
Effective People and the "win-win" process. Then we do several 
activities on leadership and team building. 

The training was conducted by the principal and the staff development director 

for the district and was explained as one part of the organization of the 

committees for their duties. 

The participants in the structured group interview were also able to 

describe in detail the committee system and how it related to the council. They 

explained the council's job as coordinating the committee system. One 

member described the process for bringing ideas to the committees: 

A lot of functions from this committee is finding needs, for example, 
discipline. Discipline, especially in the halls was such a problem. When 
[the principal] came we were just wild and that was a need and I think the 
discipline committee arose from that. People come to me and say 
we need this, or you might talk to someone in the committee. 

During several council meetings, the participants discussed membership 

and ways to organize committees. While these were not long or detailed 

conversations, they indicated that an understanding of the details of council 

membership and committee structures was vital to the school's improvement 

strategies. For example, during one meeting, the principal discussed the 
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decision to ask some members to "rotate off" the committee to allow new 

membership. Council members also discussed ways the committees could 

meet together to discuss their work. During another meeting, the council 

members deliberated on how faculty members could sign up to be on new 

committees, and how those members would be confirmed. The last meeting of 

the school year involved a short discussion of a committee which needed to be 

split so that two committees could address the growing needs. 

Both informants demonstrated understanding of the committees and their 

membership and explained how the committees had been originally formed 

and how members were selected. Both Susan and Louise were also able to 

explain in detail how chairpersons were selected. In addition, Susan 

demonstrated her understanding of the intricacies of committee responsibilities 

by explaining how some committees needed to be restructured to relieve some 

of the details of the work load: 

Last year there was one committee which was called environment. 
They combined environment with my committee, school climate, and 
created one which is too much. My committee is overworked. 

While the informants were quick to quote all the procedures and details in their 

committee structures, Susan, however, pointed out that the attention to detail 

was sometimes procedural only and was enacted by the principal to prove the 

school was following district guidelines. She explained how this attention to 

detail had resulted in her being named as the chairperson of the council, but 

only on paper: 

She [the principal] found out about a month ago that she is not supposed 
to be the leader. So she asked if she could put my name down on paper 
as the leader. So I think I should run the meeting or I shouldn't be on 
it. 
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The apparent conflict over the leadership of the meetings was simply explained 

by the principal, who said that she was asked to lead the meetings, a decision 

which she did not apparently wish at first: 

I was asked to lead the meetings, but it was not by choice. I asked 
them [the council participants] who wants to run the meeting and they 
chose for me to be the central part of the meeting. But we have a 
chairperson, and that's Susan. She can run the meeting if I am not 
there. I cannot be the chairman because I'm the principal. They 
chose me because I knew what was going on. 

The designation of Susan as the chairperson had occurred during one meeting 

meeting, when the principal explained that "on paper," someone else had to be 

the chairperson of the committee. After Susan was named, the principal made 

clear that this decision was to keep within the details of district guidelines, and 

the designation of Susan as chairperson would have little effect on the council's 

business. 

Thus, the second behavioral pattern which supported the following of the 

improvement process was adherence to those school and district guidelines. 

All members of the council were very interested in following the committee 

structure that had been created to improve the school. Their actions and 

comments during interviews, coupled with district and school documents, 

reinforced this pattern. 

The principal had originally set the school guidelines for the committees 

and had named the standing committees and defined how they would report to 

the council. One participant spoke of the initial parameters that served to guide 

the details of committee work: 

The parameters were set by the committees themselves. Their 
areas, their duties-those were set by the committees themselves. I 
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remember we had a special meeting where we were to write 
those parameters to follow. 

Guidance was received from the district in the form of campus plan formats and 

guidelines for creating the campus improvement plans. Participants spoke of 

how they were "supposed to represent the teachers" (referring to preconceived 

guidelines). Several of the group interview participants mentioned the 

parameters that were followed and the other "guidance" regarding site-based 

decision making: 

That's exactly what we did and then there was some input from 
state guidelines that were based on site-based decision making. 

To some of the participants, it seemed that the strongest guidance came 

from the district's central administration. A group interview participant 

explained: 

There is still a pretty strong central administration and I don't mean 
good, bad, or indifferent. There is still a lot of direction from central 
administration and there is a lot of that [the guidelines] is true and we are 
a part of the district and we have to abide by it. 

The council members expressed their desire to understand the details of how 

their council and school improvement efforts related to this district guidance. 

One member explained his need to know the details of "how it worked:" 

The guidelines tell where our money comes from and you need to 
know that. That is why we are not aware of all the guidelines. You 
know she goes to all the principals' meetings so we do not have to 
be aware of every little rule. 

This interest in detail and district guidelines appeared during a 

discussion of preparation for the superintendent's meeting. Council members 

expressed a keen interest in knowing "exactly what to expect" and asked the 

principal how the group would prepare for the meeting, how the procedures 
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would run, and how their report needed to be organized. They addressed their 

inquiries to the principal, who commented that "she would ask her buddies [the 

other principals] what to expect." Once again, attention to detail and following 

procedures according to district and school guidelines were of paramount 

importance to the council participants. 

The participants recounted several incidents when the Chaney school 

leaders wanted to engage a program or participate in activities that were not 

approved by the district and the members found that they could not participate 

in spite of their willingness. Louise recounted a particular incident which was, 

in her view, an example of district guidelines: 

We had a reading problem and we thought the whole school could work 
on [a particular program]. We thought we could then start cursive in 
the third grade. We were called the curriculum committee then, and we 
couldn't do that because it was administrative and if they want us to 
start cursive in the second grade then we will have to do that. 

Louise explained the details of the guideline as something they had to follow, 

and added that the committee did not pursue the issue with the district. 

Attention to detail was viewed as an organizing theme, but the council 

members' interest in details extended far beyond simply organizing according 

to school or district guidelines. The Chaney council members demonstrated a 

heightened interest in meticulously following membership guidelines, 

maintaining committee structure, planning, and communicating with the 

superintendent. They showed a need to know the guidelines and to understand 

exactly what to expect. Their reliance on the principal to furnish these details 

(as evidenced by the meeting to prepare for the superintendent) and the 
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principal's desire to encourage strict adherence to the organizational guidelines 

prompted the theme, "attention to detail." 

Theme 3: Manipulating Learning Conditions 

The Chaney council members worked to encourage learning among the 

teachers and the students who attended the school. This encouragement took 

the form of discussions and planning of teacher training, student activities, and 

special events which were all seen as ways to motivate teachers and learners. 

Rather than directly discussing and evaluating the extent of teacher and student 

learning, however, the Chaney council members sought to promote learning by 

setting the "right" conditions, scheduling the desired learning opportunities for 

teachers, or overtly manipulating conditions so learning would take place. This 

manipulation of learning conditions to promote interest among teachers and 

students was evidenced by two behavior patterns: (a) supporting teacher 

growth and (b) promoting student interest in learning. 

Many council members were interested in promoting professional 

development on campus. The council members were aware of the need for 

continued learning among their peers and were willing to schedule staff 

development for them. The campus plan contained one section on professional 

development, which identified certain programs and activities intended to 

increase the teaching knowledge of the teachers. These activities included 

goals for "80% [to] attend integrated learning and learning styles" training and 

"to provide and attend all staff development opportunities at the school and 

district level." (Mesquite Independent School District, 1992). When these action 

plans were reviewed by the council participants during a meeting, several 
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council participants remarked to the superintendent how important professional 

development was to the success of the school. During that meeting, the 

superintendent promoted continued learning among the teachers and 

commented that "staff development was the single key to student performance." 

Other discussions of professional development were focused on council 

members' manipulation of staff development days or promotion of special staff 

development activities. For instance, during a discussion of writing 

performance and the state-mandated writing portion of the test, one council 

member asked: 

Should we go back to our grade levels and talk to them about 
the problems? Do you think that we should use the next staff 
development days for training in writing? Why don't we recommend that 
certain people go to these workshops? 

During the last council meeting, members discussed future training for teachers 

and how training opportunities could be scheduled. Several discussion items 

pertained to the possibilities of staff development opportunities, and council 

members spent a considerable amount of time discussing the merits of the 

training and times when the training could be reasonably scheduled. Such 

training possibilities such as Project WILD (a science program) were discussed, 

and training discourse was focused on the availability of trainers and speakers. 

Discussions of teacher learning were characterized by direct attempts of council 

members to schedule staff development opportunities for teachers. This 

manipulation of adult learning conditions rather than involvement of all campus 

staff in determining their training was seen as an attempt to create the desired 

learning conditions and direct their learning. 
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The second behavioral pattern which routinely appeared to support the 

manipulation of learning concerned the promotion of student interest in 

learning. The campus improvement plans contained 23 activities which 

identified programs to implement or activities to begin, all of which were to be 

coordinated by the school council. These activities included the use of 

computers to support learning, automation of the library to access resources 

more easily, the initiation of programs in drug education and science, the 

integration of curriculum, and the coordination of special days and discipline 

incentives to improve the learning climate. Louise explained how the council 

coordinated these special activities: 

For example, reading is a problem with us so we do things that keep 
children reading like book worms out there. Last year we had bar 
graphs, competitions between grade levels who read the most books. 
In math, we are trying to get together competition for math facts 
to raise our math scores in TAAS. We are working on our weaknesses. 

Coordinating the special activities occurred regularly during the 

management portion of the council meetings. On three separate occasions, the 

activities and special programs were discussed along with their impact on 

students. For instance, during one meeting, instructional focus reports, school 

climate reports, and finance reports were all discussed in terms of the activities 

for students. "Super sentences," "Black History Month" and special "ancestor 

journeys" were discussed, along with POPS words, spotlight on families, and 

the purchase of blank computer disks and overhead projectors for the 

classroom. During another meeting, competition was discussed as one method 

for manipulating student interest in learning and providing motivation for 
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students to master basic knowledge. One council members offered a 

suggestion: 

This is the challenge where a class could challenge another 
class in math facts. A little friendly competition could encourage 
kids to study these facts. I think we should organize it. 

Council meeting committee reports were filled with activities to "market" 

student learning. The principal emphasized that coordinating these special 

activities was the way the council could help promote students' learning. The 

council members not only promoted learning through special days and 

activities, but carefully planned incentives and competitions which promoted 

student interest and provided mechanisms to motivate students to learn. 

Another example used a giant book worm which wrapped around the hallways. 

If the reading goal was met, a giant butterfly (the principal in costume) would 

appear on the last day at the school to reward the students. 

This discussion of student and adult learning was viewed as an attempt 

to set the conditions for learning, to provide opportunities for teachers and 

students to learn new information, and to encourage both to participate in it 

through manipulation of opportunities and incentives. Council members' 

discourse, however, was focused on managing the activities and the attention 

to detail that would somehow strengthen the chance that learning would occur. 

Monthly learning opportunities were made available for students, and the 

management and manipulation of these activities helped set the proper 

"conditions" for learning and improvement. 

Theme 4: It's in Their Best Interest to Negotiate with Me 

I think that it is very difficult for people who have been here for 10 years 
or more to handle their ability to negotiate with me or assert themselves 
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with me because I think they are sort of "from the old school" where the 
principal has the last word. Yes I do have the last word but I am very 
negotiable. I think it is in their [the teachers'] best interest to negotiate 
with me and talk to me to say "what do you think about this?" I tell 
the faculty that they must stand up for what you believe on this faculty. 
You must take risks. You must come in and talk to me. If you don't, 
then yes, it is always going to be my way. 

Observations and interviews revealed a special interest in the nature of 

the relationship of the principal to the council participants and the special way 

the principal intended the council members to negotiate with her. This quote 

illustrates that the principal saw the negotiation as a way she could encourage 

staff members to think and to take risks. When interviewed, she described her 

school improvement style and method of encouraging opinions from the 

teachers and members of the council. 

Even though she admitted that certain teachers had trouble with her 

"negotiating style," the principal believed that her style was working and that her 

relationship with the teachers had improved since her first year at Chaney. She 

explained: 

I think that at the beginning when we started site-based decision 
making I was a very powerful figure in the decisions that were made. 
But I think with each passing year they have become more and more 
comfortable with their use of the council and they are very powerful. 

Particular methods of influencing were found in the analysis of Chaney 

observations and interviews. The Chaney council participants were well aware 

of the most influential members of their council and held specific opinions about 

the nature of their influence. Of all the influential members, however, the 

principal was by far the most dominant during meetings. Her straightforward, 

negotiating style clearly set an example for how she expected all council 
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participants to influence the group and resolve issues. Two behavioral patterns 

that supported the theme were (a) negotiating with the principal and (b) voicing 

opinions. 

Both informants mentioned the principal's powerful style as they 

explained how the agendas were made and the meetings were run. Susan, in 

particular, felt that the principal delegated considerable work to her committee, 

the school climate committee. She did not communicate a willingness to 

negotiate with the principal about responsibilities, stating that: 

My first year I felt honored that she asked me to be on it. But 
since she has been here, we have had to do a lot of things. There 
have been so many changes, I'm overwhelmed. 

Both informants added that in many cases, there was no negotiation with the 

principal about programs or activities. In some instances, the school proceeded 

with new programs simply because the principal wanted them. When asked to 

describe her own level of influence at the council meetings, Louise stated: 

I think sometimes we can all say what we want but if she has her 
mind set that she wants to do something a certain way, it goes 
through. It doesn't matter if we all disagree. 

The principal appeared to assume responsibility for pursuing innovation 

with dogged determination, and used an example to explain: 

Let's do it through an example. Year-round school--l am a very big, 
strong advocate of year-round school. I requested to be on the district-
wide year-round school committee. So they [the faculty] knew that I 
was very strong on year-round school. The second year here as 
principal I said, "Ladies and Gentlemen, I am an advocate for year-
round school, i want to start talking about it to you" and so we 
discussed year round school and discussed and discussed and 
discussed. This year, after everything was done and said I brought 
it back up again and we talked about it. The council then supported 
it. 
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The principal, by her own words, appeared to informants and participants 

as exercising considerable power and influence and maintained this influence 

by requiring the council members to negotiate with her. When asked about her 

power, participants in the structured group interview communicated a certain 

amount of comfort in her exercise of influence. They revealed that, in fact, the 

council members had asked her to control the agendas and lead the meetings. 

Citing "access to knowledge," a member explained: 

We asked her to do that. At the very beginning, when she came, we 
were looking for a chairman. I believe that it [giving her the power] was 
our choice because nobody wanted it. We didn't feel like we had the 
command of what was going on with the administration. She has the 
knowledge that we don't have. 

When the principal was asked about "running the meetings," she offered a very 

similar explanation for her control of the meetings. Simply put, she believed 

that her specific knowledge and understanding made her a natural choice for 

the leadership of the meetings: 

They chose me [to be the chairman] because they knew I was a central 
figure who knew what was going on. I am the one who usually 
presented the issues and so forth. 

Another participant explained a more pragmatic reason for the principal's 

position of influence: 

She has her position as principal and we are doing our jobs as teachers 
or committee chairpersons. She is a little more apt to be the coordinator 
of all of the groups. You couldn't be the leader if you were also the 
committee chairperson. It would be too much. 

When asked if they expected the principal's role to change from a 

dominant style to a more collaborative one, one participant explained: 

I don't see why we would ever want it to change, because she is a good 
communicator. But I could see it change if we had the time to keep things 
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organized. But in the seven hour work day there is no time for us to 
try to do it. She really has the job because we didn't want it. 

The principal exercised her influence and negotiation skills in several 

meetings. On one occasion, she led the discussion of several items and 

answered every question from the participants. Very few other members 

participated in the discussion. During another meeting, she led a lengthy 

discussion about library scheduling. She began the discussion with her 

decision to schedule the library time in a different way for the following year and 

introduced the issue with her personal preference of library scheduling: 

We will have no set scheduling of the library time. Let's try this again. 
Last time we bombed but I want to try it again. It is a whole different 
mind set. Other schools are trying it and it will be good for kids. What 
do you think about it? 

This example reflects the typical manner in which the principal introduced 

issues with her opinion about the issue and then challenged the participants to 

negotiate with her. As with the library scheduling, she allowed a few comments, 

refuted some slightly negative comments from participants, and then supported 

it again with the following comments: 

I really want to try it. I think it will work after the bugs are out of it.I think 
the teachers will really like it. It will help with student research. 

The principal exercised her particular influencing style again in the 

another meeting, when she expressed her opinion about new committees for 

the coming year. She discussed the multicultural committee, and explained its 

purpose with the statement, "Here's my side to the argument," and then asked 

the participants for their opinions. 
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In spite of the principal's aggressive style in presenting issues, several 

participants were able to voice opinions during the council meetings. The 

"voicing of opinions" was witnessed during meetings and was discussed in 

interviews. For example, several members stated their opinions about the 

multicultural days. When asked by the principal, they voiced concerns about 

new committees and about scheduling the days on the master calendar. During 

the same meeting, the principal asked for opinions more often than had been 

observed in the previous meetings, and participants responded with a lot of 

feedback. This allowance of opinions was still in the principal's control, 

however; she continued to manipulate the conversation and "allow feedback" 

on specific issues which she determined. She explained: 

They [the teachers] bring up issues, but they are trivial pursuit 
issues like for example--they do the calendar for the year. We sit 
down in the summer and drive the whole calendar of everything that 
will happen during the next year. When we do that, they negotiate 
with me to get as many "jeans days" as they can. I don't approve of 
that very much; it is such a trivial thing, but I will still talk to them 
about it. But it is really still my decision. 

In spite of the principal's enormous, overt control of the meetings and the 

agenda items, the structured group interview participants saw other council 

members as having a great deal of influence and were asked how they 

demonstrated that influence. Participants named three teachers that they 

believed had the most influence in the council. All three were named because 

of their ability to articulate and state their opinions. They mentioned two 

teachers, who demonstrated influence because of their "assertive" styles and 

the articulate manner in which they presented issues. Susan was also named 

as an influential member because "she's been here a long time and she's 
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stubborn arid outspoken." It was interesting that all three influential teacher 

council members were named because of some of the same qualities that the 

principal demonstrated in directing the group. 

Observations revealed many examples of the principal's assertive, 

aggressive style of involving others in discussions about issues. This 

"negotiating" style was confirmed by participants, who acknowledged her style 

and readily abdicated any thoughts of influence to her because of her 

"knowledge" and position. Even other influential members of the council who 

voiced their opinions generally possessed the same kind of problem-solving 

style that the principal so frequently deployed. 

Inherent in the principal's interview was a sense that she believed that 

she knew the direction the school should take and felt compelled to state her 

view and to challenge the council members to think and in turn, negotiate with 

her if they held differing beliefs. She even stated: 

I believe that that is what my job is, to be a futurist, to think, plan, 
set, to look to the future. But if you are going to be a part of this 
process, you are going to have to speak up for yourself. 

Observations of the meetings revealed that none of the council members were 

willing to publicly "speak up for themselves" and carry a disagreement to 

resolution. The only opinions observed were short comments which carried 

little impact on the final decisions. One informant who privately voiced some 

frustration with the principal's negotiating style, believed that discussion was for 

appearances only and that in fact decisions had already been determined. 

Nevertheless, the negotiating style dominated all problem-solving behaviors 

during council meetings. 
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Theme 5: Accomplishment-Based Evaluation 

During meetings and interviews, participants either were asked to 

evaluate the council's effectiveness or demonstrated interest in evaluating 

events or activities of the council. Informal evaluation occurred in regular 

meetings, when committee chairpersons described the effectiveness of their 

previous activities and explained which activities would follow. In every case, 

the evaluations focused on the accomplishment of activities. This "what we 

have done" theme was characterized by (a) verifying the accomplishment of 

activities and (b) evaluating the impact of those activities. 

For example, during one council meeting, departing members were 

asked to discuss the year and what they thought they had accomplished. The 

principal called on the participants to discuss the items that had contributed to 

the success of the year. Their comments were followed by reports from the 

chairpersons, who were also asked to give testimonials about the year. One 

member's comments were typical: 

We really have had a neat year. We have done a lot of things 
that were on our action plans. This is the third year of site-based 
decision making, and we will reevaluate our activities and decide 
what things to do next year. 

The testimonials were followed by a special meeting of the council and the 

district superintendent. The purpose of the meeting was to present the campus 

improvement plans to the superintendent. Much of this presentation consisted 

of each committee chairperson presenting the plans to him and evaluating the 

effectiveness of the previous activities. 

When discussing effectiveness with the structured group participants, the 

council members demonstrated a willingness to evaluate the effectiveness of 
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their own council. Once again, however, their evaluation was in terms of 

accomplishments. One participant stated, "I thought we were pretty much on 

target with what we did last year as far as the topics and what we did for our 

school." Another participant added, "we accomplished all of our goals and were 

very successful." 

The principal of the school also showed a willingness to evaluate the 

council. When asked to evaluate the development and effectiveness of the 

council, she described the council as "young," but stated that it was early in the 

development of site-based management and councils. She added that the 

council was more focused than ever before. Her evaluation of the council, 

however, focused on completion rather than on impact: 

I think each year we get better, organize ourselves more, and I think we 
are more focused on what we do. At first, we decided we needed a 
real specific agenda. So we decided to keep our meetings short and 
we would have a real specific agenda. We are making ourselves 
leaner and meaner and better. Each year we will keep focusing 
forward. We have cut down, streamlined, and now we are dealing 
with major issues rather than trivial pursuit. 

The council participants felt that the school had made a lot of progress 

because of the coordination of activities and the way that coordination had 

promoted an interest in learning among students. When asked about the 

impact the council had made on student learning, council participants were 

nearly unanimous in their enthusiasm for their efforts. They felt that because of 

the completion of some incentives and competitions, and better working 

conditions, students were more interested in learning. For example, one 

participant explained that classrooms were different because of the school-wide 

discipline incentives and the classroom jars of rewards: 
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As a result of my committee, you would see a little baby food jar 
that looks like a pot of gold. That has to do with the school-wide 
discipline plan. Those are our rewards. In every classroom you would 
see the same four rules. You would hear teachers saying "that will 
be your choice and you know the consequences." We are giving 
children the choices, helping them be decision makers, and are 
giving them the opportunity to make decisions and then see the 
consequences from both sides. 

The participants believed that many of the activities and decisions had not 

directly impacted the teaching in the classroom, but had affected learning 

conditions. One participant explained a decision to buy desks. He firmly 

believed that the purchase of the desks had indirectly impacted instruction, and 

explained: 

Teachers are teaching differently because they got to decide how money 
was going to be spent. About 30% of the teachers now have 
flat-topped desks because we made a choice that we felt in order 
to teach a cooperative group we had to use manipulatives and we 
needed flat topped desks so we sat down with our finance committee and 
we prioritized and that is where the money has gone. 

Other participants noted that the council had found ways to encourage the 

teaching of basic skills in the classroom. One explained the council's impact: 

I think in the classrooms you are going to see an emphasis on some 
of the basic skills that our children need but that are not within the 
new [district] curriculum. We feel that our children need to have a very 
good command and control of just plain old math facts. And through 
the council we have found a way to integrate it into the classroom 
so the teachers have a way. I think it's a pretty good way to make 
them [the facts] more important. 

The principal evaluated the council as more focused, more 

organized, and seemed to feel that the management of the council was more 

efficient. As stated before, organization and management, the "following 
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procedures" themes, were very important to the Chaney council members, who 

believed that there was little time to worry about personal relationships or 

communication. Their "just do it" attitude was reflected in their evaluations of 

the council's accomplishments in terms of "what that had done." Council 

members actually perceived their accomplishment of activities as having 

impact on the ways teachers instructed and children learned. They believed 

that they had changed some local curricular decisions by developing strategies 

that were not necessarily supported by district curriculum documents or 

guidelines. In all cases, the accomplishment-driven evaluation was based on 

the fulfillment of these tasks which were outlined in committee reports. 

Themes Across School Councils 

Was the Council Content and Discourse Similar Across Sites? 

Each set of school data was analyzed for specific patterns and themes 

which supported the context of the school council. In all, Abbott Elementary 

school council data revealed seven themes, Ballard Elementary school data 

revealed seven themes, and five themes were defined from the Chaney 

Elementary school council data. In every case, the themes reflected the specific 

school context, the participants, their perceptions, and the relationship of 

recognized leaders and the principal to the members. Several of the themes 

were found in the analysis of the data for all three sites. Illustrations of common 

themes and predominant behaviors across the three school councils are 

presented in the following sections. 
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Similarities and Differences in Managing 

The participants in all three school councils spent a considerable amount 

of time managing their work. The management took place during the council 

meetings and pertained to such activities as managing or reviewing the campus 

improvement plans or simply managing what participants saw as their 

"business." Because all three school councils were charged with developing 

and managing the school improvement plans and action plans, managing 

behaviors were seen throughout the observations as all participants "busied" 

themselves with accomplishing something. 

All three school councils were responsible for campus goal setting. The 

majority of the goals were found in the schools' campus improvement plans, 

which usually included a series of detailed action plans. The action plans 

contained activities which would enable the school to reach its goals. As a 

natural part of their business, therefore, council members examined these plans 

to determine the success of the activities. The predominant managing behavior 

found in the analysis of the data in all three sites, then, was the review of 

reports, plans, work, and business. Council members at all three sites reviewed 

previous work, discussed action plans, and reviewed significant business as 

regular parts of their meetings. 

Although this theme was prevalent among all councils and was identified 

by participants and confirmed by their actions as a high priority, the manner in 

which the councils chose to manage was different for each site. For instance, 

the Abbott school council members were given complete authority to devise 

goals for the school. Part of that goal setting process was to develop a campus 

improvement plan, complete with detailed action plans. The Abbott council 
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members spent a considerable amount of time reviewing the action plans and 

parts of the campus plan. One informant insisted that reviewing action plans 

was one of the council's main responsibilities, and the members accomplished 

just that-a simple review for understanding without any discussion of the impact 

on instruction or students. The Abbott council members also reviewed the 

organization of one action team, at the chairperson's request, to decide whether 

or not to reorganize the committee. Their discussion was the result of a request 

to review the committee and its work. In all cases with Abbott's management, 

emphasis was on following the prescribed process. Perhaps as an answer to 

their organizational dilemmas, this management was believed to be an attempt 

to accomplish something. 

The Ballard council's meetings were a light-hearted management of 

whatever business the principal determined was important or interesting to the 

members. Loosely driven by district guidelines, but intent on "following the 

rules," Ballard council members also reviewed plans, work, and business as a 

regular part of their meetings. The management of the work was seen by all 

three informants and the principal as a vital part of site-based decision making. 

Their council meetings, however, included a review of unrelated school 

business and topics as well as a review of action plans. The review of school 

business occurred several times during the meetings. During one meeting, 

action plans were reviewed and council members were asked to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the plans. School data such as students' performance 

information and parents' survey information were reviewed during council 

meetings, but the business was viewed as a part of their management of 

activities rather than evaluation of information to adjust school improvement 



238 

strategies. Guided by the genial principal, management was accomplished as 

fulfillment of the agenda items. 

The Chaney council meetings were characterized by a tightly defined 

management process and a "just do it" attitude about following the process 

which had been determined by the principal. Chaney council members 

reviewed individual committee reports at almost every meeting. The 

management and coordination of the committees was seen by the informants 

and the principal as the main responsibility of the school council and the 

coordination consumed most of the time at most meetings. This review of 

committee reports was observed on three different occasions. Along with the 

review of committee reports and special activities, Chaney members also 

reviewed dates on their management calendar on a monthly basis. Even the 

evaluation of the council was guided by the participants' and principal's 

perceptions of how well they were accomplishing their work. If Ballard's 

management style was improvisational, Chaney's management was driven by 

rigid adherence to the principal's, school's, or district's guidelines. 

How. Whv. and When to Organize 

The councils' business was often related to possible ways to organize 

the schools for school improvement; however, during council meetings, much of 

the discussion pertained to the actual organization of the council itself. Council 

members not only managed the work of the council but continually addressed 

the organization and membership of the committees. This common theme was 

of interest because, while methods of organizing were not the same for each 
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council, the interest in organizing was of concern to all of the councils, including 

the council at Abbott, which had been in existence for several years. 

In all three cases, council members focused on the council, its structure, 

and its membership. Observations and interviews revealed a keen interest 

among council members in continuing to organize the council and its 

membership for effectiveness. While the Abbott council members continually 

and seriously faced organizational dilemmas, the Ballard members exhibited an 

attitude of "just getting their feet wet," and delighted in the organizational "ride." 

The Chaney council members' organizational efforts were focused on attending 

to the detail of their established committee structure and were limited to 

whatever decisions had to be made to maintain and nurture that structure. 

It was interesting that the Abbott council members spent a great majority 

of time organizing and discussing the council, in spite of the fact that their 

council had been in existence for several years. Evidence of ongoing 

organizational dilemmas were evident. On one occasion, members discussed 

ways to get parents involved in the council and action team membership. At a 

later meeting, members discussed membership rotation from the council, and 

came to some conclusions about the term of office on the committee and how 

new members were to be selected. Council members also demonstrated a 

sense of the organization of the council and its membership. Jo Ellen and 

Karen, in interviews, discussed the membership and exhibited an 

understanding of the council's organization and development since its 

beginning. Mary, a parent, asked during one meeting if she represented the 

parents in the community. She specifically asked the committee if she 
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represented a group as part of her desire to understand the organization of the 

council and her part in the organization. 

The Ballard council participants also discussed membership criteria and 

term of office rotation, and several members expressed details about the council 

and how it was organized. As with the Abbott council, Ballard council members 

discussed the development of the council and the ways the membership had 

changed during its development--the difference between the two was Ballard's 

relatively short existence as a council and Ballard's participation in organizing 

as a means of "getting started." Because the council was still in the beginning 

stages, Ballard's principal was still interested in the selection of the council 

members and had guidelines regarding how representatives were elected. 

She was less specific about selecting the community member and resorted to 

selecting a community member whom she did not even know. All three Ballard 

informants were aware of the representative organization of the council and 

knew which peer group they represented. 

The Chaney council members were able to discuss the organization of 

the council and how members were selected. Their council's membership was 

based on who led the subcommittees. All informants and the principal could 

detail the elaborate committee structure and how the structure gave the council 

its members. The Chaney teacher informants also revealed an understanding 

of the council and its criteria by explaining that the current structure was 

"overwhelming" to them. The Chaney participants referred to the council as the 

coordinating body, the group that managed and coordinated the work of the 

committees. Participants in the Chaney council were interested in encouraging 

faculty understanding and commitment to the coordinating process. 
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Two councils, Abbott and Chaney, worked with a committee structure 

which involved the writing of detailed action plans to improve the schools. Their 

committees were required to present action plans as part of the campus 

improvement plans, and the role of each council was to oversee and manage 

the work of the committees. The behavioral pattern, therefore, which was 

observed in these two councils was organizing the council and its relationship 

to committees. The issue of organizing the committees and their relationship to 

the council was one of the many dilemmas faced by the Abbott council 

members. Council members also discussed the relationship of committee work 

to the council and sought to effectively organize the work of the committees and 

the council, and the relationship of both to school improvement. 

Abbott council members spent a considerable amount of time during 

meetings hearing and responding to committee reports or discussing committee 

structures and how to efficiently fulfill the committees' work. For example, the 

council members addressed a memo from a student self-esteem/discipline 

committee chairperson who asked for assistance in reorganizing her committee 

for greater efficiency. The chairperson felt that the committee needed to be 

divided in order to fulfill its responsibilities and asked the council to make the 

decision. At the following council meeting, the council members reviewed the 

work of the instructional focus committee and discussed the activities and 

materials which supported the work of the committee. During their discussion, 

members of the council asked about specific activities and suggested changes 

in the plans and time lines. At another meeting, council members discussed the 

possibility of collaborative work between the council and the accelerated 

"launch team" which was working to write specific plans to develop Abbott as an 
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accelerated school. During another meeting, council members set meeting 

dates for the following year, and scheduled the council meetings and action 

team meetings sequentially on the same days to provide better communication 

and coordination between the committees. 

Both informants stressed the relationship of the committees to the 

council and the role the council had in organizing the action team work. Karen 

explained: 

The action teams report to the LSC [council] at least twice a year. 
And usually the chairman of the action team brings their objective 
and goal and action plan stuff to the meeting. We will read them, 
listen to them, question them, praise, make suggestions to add or 
subtract and finally approve. The LSC job is to approve the action 
plans and to help them to set the ball rolling. 

Abbott members' interest, then, in the collaboration between the council 

and committees was one of understanding what the connection should be 

and the dilemmas posed by that relationship. 

Chaney council members were also keenly interested in the relationship 

of the council work to the school committees. In fact, informants and participants 

in the structured group interview all reiterated the coordination role as the key 

function of the council. The principal described this relationship as the council 

"making the whole thing run." 

Chaney informants, who described the relationship of the council to the 

committees, expressed their frustration with the structure and described 

themselves as "overwhelmed" by the amount of work and coordination 

necessary to ensure efficient school improvement. Yet, the interest publicly 

voiced by informants and the principal was to maintain the committee and 

council structure that was seen by members as successful. 
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Evidence of the coordination between the council and committees was 

witnessed during several council meetings. During those meetings, committee 

chairpersons regularly reported their activities to the council members and 

asked for advice or permission to continue with their activities. Council 

members responded by changing plans or adding activities to the master 

calendar. Committee sign-up times were even coordinated by the Chaney 

council. During one meeting, the council determined whether or not a 

committee should be divided or reorganized to assume a new strand of 

improvement activities. 

An Exercise in Self-Evaluation 

Council members in the three councils either evaluated the progress of 

the campus improvement plans, or evaluated student performance or parent 

survey data. One dominant pattern of observed behavior in all three council 

was the evaluation of the progress of the campus council. Once given an 

opportunity to discuss the council and its development as a organization, 

participants were particularly eager to evaluate its effectiveness and growth as 

a decision-making body. While all three council members exhibited this 

particular pattern of behavior, they based their evaluations of the councils on 

different criteria. In all cases, the manner in which members evaluated their 

councils was related to their organizational dilemmas or management style. 

Abbott council members were still facing a variety of dilemmas. The 

Abbott informants and participants in the structured group interview evaluated 

their council in terms of the amount of authority the council had and the changes 
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that had occurred under that authority over the years. The Abbott council had 

been in existence for a number of years, and the informants, who had served on 

the council since its beginning, were in a productive position to reflect on the 

council's development. The informants spent much of their time during 

interviews discussing the council itself. 

When asked about her first expectations of the council, Karen responded 

in terms of what she though the council would "have control over on a day-to-

day basis." She discussed the kinds of decisions the council made during its 

first year of existence and faculty members' perceptions of the council's 

authority. Karen depicted the evolution of this authority by describing how that 

authority was occasionally questioned by central office administration. When 

the council was unable to effect change, she said, the council was dealt a minor 

setback. 

Abbott's principal also was given an opportunity to describe the council 

and its evolution, and evaluated it in terms of the development of authority and 

significant work. She added that at first the council addressed minor changes at 

the school. At first, these "creature comforts" comprised the bulk of the council's 

work, but she added that the council is now addressing more significant 

changes at the school. 

Jo Ellen described the issue of empowerment and how it had changed 

over the years. As she evaluated the council in terms of the growth of its 

empowerment, she was philosophical about the empowerment and the amount 

of time it had taken to effect change: 

I have had to work on patience because I tend to want things to 
happen quickly and they don't always. It really was like 4 or 
5 years before you could really see the dynamics in terms of 
some philosophical change. 
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Jo Ellen's evaluative comments were also evident in council meetings, where 

she asked questions about the council's authority and how it was related to 

decision making. On several occasions, she asked, "Can we do this?" or "Is this 

a decision-making body? If it is, we can do this." 

The Ballard council participants exhibited a good-natured attitude toward 

their business and made it clear that the maintenance of positive relationships 

was vital in maintaining a positive climate. The Ballard council members did not 

describe their council in terms of authority, but rather in terms of relationships. 

It was apparent that the effectiveness and development of the council viewed as 

contingent on the degree and development of relationships and trust. This was 

evident from observations of council meetings and the communication of 

council business to the general faculty. 

Building trust and maintaining relationships were considered key 

improvement strategies at the school, as evidenced by the school improvement 

plans and the discussion of the trusting relationship between the principal and 

the council participants. It was not uncommon for the council informants to use 

the issue of relationships to evaluate their council. Rachel's comments about 

the assistant principal were evidence that she was concerned about the effect 

her appointment would have on the trust and the relationships that were being 

formed with members of the council. When Dana was asked to describe the 

council, she evaluated it in terms of the degree of closeness the felt with other 

council members. She described the council as a "close group that works well 

together." Beverly, who also described the council in terms of relationships, 

added that she believed it was an effective group because of the amount of 

support that she experienced when she "goes back outside the team." Beverly 
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viewed the council as effective because it had not faced any decision that 

forced the council members to use problem solving strategies. That in itself, 

according to Beverly, was proof that the council was an effective group which 

managed to complete its business because of the effective relationships 

between members. 

While Abbott members evaluated their council by how much authority the 

group had, and Ballard members were interested in council relationships, 

Chaney members evaluated the effectiveness of their council by the structure of 

the council and committees, and whether or not they were completing their work 

and effecting change. Chaney's "just do it" attitude was pervasive even in the 

way participants saw the fruits of their work. Both informants from Chaney 

considered the council effective because members were successful in 

coordinating the work of the committees and accomplishing activities. 

Participants in the structured group interview described the Chaney council as 

having an impact on the learning of students because members were able to 

coordinate and manage the committee work on a month-to-month basis. During 

her interview, the principal supported this evaluation and stated that at first, the 

council had not been as efficient as it currently was. She said that the council 

was now able to deal with "major issues" because the coordinating work was so 

effective. 

Power. Control, and Influence: Who Has It and Who's Trying to Get It? 

Interviews, structured group interviews, and observations revealed 

participants' keen interest in influencing and relating to others. The council 

members exhibited a variety of ways to influence each other during meetings, 
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and interviews revealed individuals' and the group's perceptions of influence 

and the principal's influential role on the council. 

Each council exhibited several patterns of behavior which were 

classified as influencing behaviors. While patterns of behavior were specific to 

the context of the councils and committee members demonstrated attempts to 

wrestle power from the council, the one broad pattern that was found among all 

three councils pertained to the principal's influence and how the participants 

perceived that the principal actually chose to exert her influence. While the 

principals' authority was manifested in distinctively different ways in the three 

councils, their influence and relationships with council members were seen to 

be the most significant factors in descriptions of power and influence. Indeed, 

the principal's manner of influencing and directing the process touched all 

aspects of the management, organization, and evaluation of each council. 

Abbott council members were interested in the principal's opinion about 

council issues, as evidenced in meetings and in interviews with informants and 

participants in the structured group interview. Karen, who described the 

decision-making process as contingent upon the principal's approval, stated 

that council members "need to have her head nodding (in the affirmative) before 

we can proceed." She added that "this [was] totally the council's problem," and 

that it was due, in part, to gender: 

We are always, as a gender, waiting for someone to tell us that we 
are doing the right thing before we can go on and take the next step. 
It would be surprising to me if they weren't. 

The principal had her own personal dilemmas about the amount of 

influence she was willing to exert in council meetings. She confirmed that it 

was difficult not to influence others during the council meetings, but that this had 
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been her goal-to stay in the background-even though it had been hard. The 

principal obviously attempted to avoid influencing council participants, as she 

rarely introduced an issue to the council for consideration and attempted to 

avoid eye contact with council participants on several occasions. 

Karen, an Abbott teacher, wished that the principal would be more 

assertive. She believed that a more effective relationship would be one in 

which council members and the principal challenged each other to develop 

new ideas for school improvement. 

Karen observed council meetings to "break down" when the principal 

was not present to subtly direct issue discourse. Participants in the focus group 

expressed a need to have the principal's approval because "she represents the 

district and she knows what's going on." 

In contrast, the Ballard council meetings, as well as discussions with 

informants, revealed occasions when the principal was apparently attempting to 

direct an issue. During two meetings, the principal dominated the meetings by 

introducing each issue and determining when a decision had been reached. 

The principal even revealed her personal opinions about the issue being 

discussed. By setting the agendas, calling the meetings, introducing the issue, 

and determining decisions, the principal seemed to singularly direct the 

discourse. 

Beverly's explanation for the principal's influence was based on the 

respect the council participants had for the principal. She felt that this respect, 

coupled with her knowledge and position were obvious reasons for her 

influence. Indeed, during one meeting, the principal repeatedly clarified an 
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issue for participants, in an attempt to aid understanding, and all questions 

during the meeting were directed to the principal for answers. 

The described role of the council appeared to support the principal's 

influence. Beverly described the council as strictly advisory for the principal. 

Dana, who supported this attitude toward the principal, stated that she 

personally had a lot of respect for the principal because she listened to her and 

established a comfort level for conversation. In spite of the obvious respect for 

the principal's knowledge and position, Rachel was not intimidated by the 

principal's authority or influence. She believed that teachers had much to add 

to the decision making process and that the role of the council was to offer 

ideas. Rachel felt that only the "younger" teachers were intimidated or 

influenced by the principal's authority. 

Chaney's principal also managed to direct council business quite 

successfully. Interestingly, the Chaney principal stated that the exercise of 

influence on the council was part of her "strong" personality, and that if the 

council members had ideas, they had to leam to "negotiate" with her. During 

the interview, she explained: 

I think it is in their best interest to negotiate with me and talk with me 
to say what do you think about this. This is what we want to do. 
There have been several issues that I have been backed off of in 
the council meetings. I tell the faculty that they must stand up to 
what you believe on this faculty and you must take risks. You must 
come in and talk to me. 

According to the informants, this challenge did take place from time to 

time, but Louise stated that, "if she wants it, she just does it." The structured 

group participants agreed that they had given the principal this power because 

she knew the central administration and procedures for "getting things done." 
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They seemed to feel that she was in a position to "know better," and that her 

strong determination was directed toward improving the school. Her influence, 

therefore, was given to her because of her determination and understanding of 

how to get things done. 

Indeed the principal was observed to negotiate on several occasions. 

During three different council meetings, the principal introduced several issues, 

stated her opinion and how she wanted council members to decide, and then 

asked or challenged participants to disagree or ask questions. If participants 

asked questions or commented, however, the principal would reinforce her 

original position. The principal was never observed changing her opinion 

about an issue introduced in this way. 

Do We Care About the Impact on Instruction or Learning? 

Among all three councils, some discourse was devoted to issues either 

directly related or indirectly supporting student achievement or learning. The 

three council's participants chose varying methods to address this broad 

category, but document analysis and observations revealed a general interest 

among all council participants in working for student learning. The particular 

behavior pattern which was seen among the three councils was the 

determination or development of special events, activities, or materials to 

encourage learning or provide incentives for learning. 

Abbott council members spent time during council meetings talking about 

instruction. Abbott meetings included discussions of materials which, 

participants believed, would encourage learning in the classroom. These 

materials included periodicals, manipulatives, science activities, and reading 
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materials which were included in the instructional focus action plans. During 

the observation time, discussion of these action plans also included two 

special theme days, book lists, and special days such as Patriotic Day. These 

special days and activities were to be promoted in the classroom, to provide 

incentives and interest in learning. 

The Abbott council participants were interested in promoting learning 

and, during the structured group interview, wondered whether or not they were 

having an impact on instruction; but they all concluded that their focus was 

increasingly on instruction and the quality of learning. Abbott council members' 

discussion of instruction was directed toward materials and activities, rather 

than the type of instruction or changes in instruction that were to occur to 

accommodate these activities and special days. 

The Ballard council participants were interested in generating ideas for 

the faculty's consideration. On several separate occasions, the Ballard council 

members generated ideas to use in faculty meetings, or generated ideas which 

were to be used in the campus improvement plans. Council members 

discussed learning, therefore, in this generation of ideas such as special 

activities, days, special attendance days, or special goals for the following year. 

On two different occasions, these ideas were discussed and added to the plans, 

or were developed into a list for consideration by the faculty as a whole. The 

Ballard campus improvement plan consisted of many of these ideas. Special 

writing activities, computer emphasis, dress-up days, and recognition activities 

were all part of the action plans, and were intended to address student 

motivation and student learning. 
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The Chaney council participants discussed instruction in terms of 

coordinating special programs, activities, and days. The Chaney council 

members believed that one of their roles was to coordinate the work of the 

committees. They also believed that activities to encourage reading, 

mathematics competitions, and discipline incentives all encouraged students to 

learn and added to a positive learning climate. 

The special days and activities were discussed on three different 

occasions. During these meetings, the council members reviewed the activities 

and marked them on a master calendar. The activities and special days were 

school-wide. The Chaney participants were the only council members among 

the three councils who could cite specific examples of how their special days or 

activities had impacted learning. The group interview participants described 

how discipline had changed, how competitions had promoted an interest in 

basic facts, and how classroom instruction had changed because of the 

coordination of council activities. 

Differences in Flavor 

The examination of themes across the three sites revealed some similar 

categories of themes, including interest in organizing, managing, power and 

influencing, evaluating council effectiveness, and impacting learning. While 

each council exhibited similar behaviors and similar categories of themes, the 

results, like varieties of food which result from subtle but significant changes in 

ingredients, illustrate differences in overall council "flavor." Each council was 

greatly influenced by the context of their organization and their perceived roles. 

Attempts to organize, for example, appeared in three different ways. The Abbott 
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council's efforts were sparked by a continuing dilemma over roles and authority. 

Ballard council members' attempts to organize reflected their naive interest in 

the process itself, and the Chaney members' business-like interest in 

organizing was a result of their serious determination to improve school 

conditions by attending to organizational details. 

From the broad view, the Abbott council was an uncertain one. While 

filled with good intentions, members were uncertain about (a) their authority, (b) 

organization and how it related to existing committees, (c) their impact on 

students, (d) methods of influencing and how they wished the principal would 

influence, and (e) connecting or communicating with constituents. This 

uncertainty dominated all themes and was evident in documents, interviews, 

and observations. 

Members of the Ballard council, in contrast, sought traditional guidance 

from the principal and from district documents. Intent on following the rules, 

Ballard participants looked to the principal for leadership and did not question 

her decisions to control the agenda or dictate council business. In the same 

manner, the participants looked for guidance in district documents, and 

complied with understood roles. Their empowerment was only taken as far as 

the traditional authority would allow. This adherence to the rules and 

perceptions of appropriate authority was softened by council participants' efforts 

to nurture relationships, and partially as a result of past negative climate 

surveys, members were determined to conduct council decision making without 

sacrificing these relationships. Thus, "enjoying the ride" affected their 

organizational and management behaviors, and an improvisational, light-

hearted manner pervaded even the most serious discussion topics. 
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The Chaney council was characterized by rigidity. Members were 

intent on following the process and attending to every detail concerning 

membership and committee reports. While a similar power and influencing 

theme was identified for all three councils, the Chaney council's theme was 

dominated by the principal's rigidity of "getting things accomplished." She did 

not see her style as contingent on the favorableness of the situation, instead 

challenging others to negotiate with her on the issues. This aggressive, 

assertive, unyielding style dominated the council and dictated their adherence 

to detail in management and organization. Chaney's efforts seemed driven, 

and its participants' devotion to the completion of their committee plans 

reinforced the structure and process that they believed was affecting learning. 

This rigidity to the system of committee plans and coordination of activities and 

special days resulted in actual discussion of student learning during meetings 

and in interviews. 

In summary, observations of the three councils revealed three groups of 

participants who behaved according to their own contextual issues. These 

issues, such as perceptions of the principals' influence, guidance from the 

district, interest in the "process" of school improvement, and urgency for change, 

forced the similar themes, or ingredients, to result in widely different flavors of 

decision making. 



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The nature of this research was to describe and analyze the content and 

patterns of decision-making discourse among three elementary school councils. 

A qualitative research design was considered appropriate for observing and 

analyzing relationships between the participants and the patterns of decision 

making that emerged over time and within each school setting. Data were 

acquired from a variety of sources: (a) observations of meetings recorded in 

field notes, (b) observations of meetings recorded in decision-making 

inventories, (c) interviews of informants, (d) structured group interviews, or focus 

groups, and (e) campus and district documents. 

Observation of council meetings began in late November, 1992, and 

continued until the summer of 1993. These observations were recorded field 

notes which contained conversations, issues, and results of all council 

business. In addition, the field notes included the researcher's observations or 

questions for possible discussions with informants. Interviews of particular 

council members were conducted during the phase of council meeting 

attendance and observation. Structured group interviews, or focus groups, 

followed the meeting observation phase, and were generally conducted from 

the fall of 1993 until January, 1994. 

The data from the observations, decision-making inventories, interviews, 

structured group interviews, and documents were analyzed in terms of the four 

255 
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research questions. In some cases, the data were quantitative in nature. For 

example, discussion topics from council meetings were grouped according to 

the five state-mandated categories, and percentages for each category were 

exacted. The quantitative data were added to descriptions, notes, and 

interviews, and communicated as initial findings. 

All of the data were then coded and analyzed in terms of preliminary 

topics for each separate council. In other words, the question "What is this 

about?" was used to identify lists of topics, which were chronicled and 

categorized into groups of topics. These preliminary categories were used to 

code the data again, and through an iterative process, broad categories or 

themes were developed for each school council to describe the nature of the 

observations and analysis. In some cases, these themes were written as 

questions or descriptive phrases to capture the essence of the patterns of 

behavior or observations. The analysis of the Abbott data revealed seven 

themes. Ballard data analysis revealed seven themes, and the Chaney data 

analysis resulted in five themes. The school-specific themes were then 

compared and contrasted, and the similar types of themes found across sites 

were discussed. 

Research Questions and Common Themes 

This study was guided by the following four research questions: (a) How 

do school council members describe their roles? (b) How were school council 

members prepared or trained for their work? (c) What are the patterns of 

deliberation in school council meetings? and (d) What are the varieties and 
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patterns of school council decision making? Commonly-occurring categories of 

themes were found to explain or clarify these questions. 

Role Description: Do Thev Know What Thev Are Supposed to Do? 

Some researchers have found that school council members do not 

understand their roles and responsibilities (Cotton, 1994; David, 1989; Fullan & 

Stiegelbauer, 1991; Kijai & Norman, 1990 ). Cotton (1994) also reported that 

the lack of clarify about their role often leads to confusion among council 

members regarding the amount of authority they have and the topics which 

comprise their work. Initially, most participants from all three councils appeared 

able to clearly define their roles. While these definitions of roles varied from 

council to council, their general understanding of roles remained consistent with 

their district's guidelines. In response to lingering inquiries about councils and 

council business, however, the Abbott participants were less able to clearly 

articulate their roles and level of authority and responsibility. In contrast, the 

Ballard and Chaney participants were generally able to summarize their roles 

with a greater degree of assurance. Both of these councils were also heavily 

influenced by the amount of control that the principals also had in determining 

and managing council roles. The Ballard participants discussed their respect 

for the principal and acknowledged her legitimate power and responsibility. 

She responded by directing council meetings and determining agenda items 

and length of discussion. In addition, Ballard members' role certainty may also 

have been due to their "just getting started attitude," and compliance with the 

rules and specific directives from the district. The Chaney participants also had 

a clear understanding of their role; their council was narrowly defined as a 
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coordinating body. This definition was strengthened by the principal's resolve 

to influence and by members' attention to "following the procedures." 

As previously mentioned, each district was required to provide 

guidelines for the school councils. This district documentation contained 

decision-making parameters which served to clarify council roles in five distinct 

areas. The role of the Abbott council included 36 functions in goal setting and 

school organization, with total authority in nine functions in goal setting. Ballard 

district documentation revealed a variety of functions over which the council had 

some form of authority, with the most functions in the organization area. The 

Chaney council was given authority in 52 functions, with the most functions in 

the areas of curriculum, staffing, and school organization. Chaney was given 

total decision-making authority in goal setting. 

An understanding of their authority as decision makers was vital to a 

clear definition of council members' roles. Council participants were asked to 

speculate on the amount of authority they had in these five areas: goal setting, 

school organization, budget, curriculum, and staffing. Across the three councils, 

participants showed most consensus on the amount of perceived authority in 

goal setting and organization and rated the amount of authority fairly high (from 

moderate to full authority) compared to budget and staffing, where council 

participants across the three schools were less certain. 

Central to this authority in goal setting was the development of campus 

improvement plans. When asked, most informants and structured group 

participants identified the implementation of campus improvement plans and 

action plans as the primary functions of the councils. The management of these 
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plans was evident in observations and interviews; in particular, the Abbott and 

Chaney councils were organized in relation to standing school action plan 

committees. 

During the final analysis of the council data, the results of a state-wide 

survey were published which described site-based decision making 

participants' perceptions of their roles. It was determined to use this information 

to assist in understanding the results of study of the three councils. 

Management, as it relates to role description, was consistent with state results of 

a site-based decision making survey. The results of the Texas Education 

Agency survey indicated that 61% of council members across the state reported 

that campus improvement plans and action plans and the management of these 

plans were frequently being addressed in council meetings (Texas Education 

Agency, 1994a). 

The management of the action plans and council business was observed 

in a variety of ways. In response to their uncertainty about roles and the amount 

of authority, the Abbott members, who busied themselves with the process of 

managing, conveyed a sense that engaging in the "work" of the council 

somehow offset their uncertainty about authority and the impact they were 

having on school improvement. Ballard members, on the other hand, sensed 

security in strong district guidelines and appeared content to engage in the 

entire decision-making process as a way to nurture stronger relationships 

among teachers. Ballard members saw great promise in the representative way 

the council could affect the quality of communication among internal 

stakeholders. The Chaney participants, in contrast, followed procedures which 

were set primarily by the principal. Their role was simply to follow these 
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procedures. Participants defended their role and a perceived lack of individual 

empowerment as a calculated measure to quickly improve the school. 

Council members also believed that the councils had developed over the 

years, and this evaluation of the council's development was viewed to be a way 

members described their evolving roles. Perhaps as an attempt to justify their 

perceptions of limited council progress, it was difficult for any council informant 

to describe the council's role without describing what it had been and how it 

was so much better than when the structure was put into place. In particular, 

Abbott members were still seeking to organize as part of their continuing search 

for role clarification. Their organizing theme, "How Does It All Work?" reflected 

the members' uncertainty and hope that organizational discussions would help 

to better define their roles. The Abbott council members' dilemma with other 

school committees and the fact that organizational issues took about 64% of 

their meeting time were clear indications that role uncertainty was related to 

confounding questions. Ballard and Chaney council members were more 

successful in consistently defining their roles--the Ballard members saw 

themselves as representatives for building greater communication, and the 

Chaney participants saw themselves as coordinators and managers. Ballard's 

organizational success was incremental as members learned their roles while 

they "enjoyed the ride," whereas Chaney's members received role satisfaction 

and evaluated their progress from the completion of their school improvement 

activities. 
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Preparation or Training: Are Thev Ready to Do It? 

Results from the state-wide survey on site-based decision making 

indicated that 58% of council participants across the state had "some" training 

from district staff to "some form of general orientation" from district staff. Only 

about 10% of the state participants reported extensive training from district staff 

to prepare them for participation in site-based decision making (Texas 

Education Agency, 1994a). Similarly, the council members who participated in 

this study reported a variety of training which prepared them for their work on 

the councils, ranging from district-planned extensive training to "in-house" 

training, led by the principal and sometimes teacher facilitators. There was little 

training noted which included both the processes and content of school 

improvement (Weiss et al., 1992). Observations and analysis of district 

documents revealed evidence of little more than a passing interest among 

council members in continued training. Some Abbott council participants 

recalled extensive training at the beginning of implementation, but expressed a 

desire to receive more training in order to further develop the work of the 

council. Perhaps the Abbott council members saw additional training as a way 

to dispel their uncertainty about authority and organization. It was interesting, 

however, that when the Abbott council members were given opportunities for 

further training in conflict resolution, advanced school improvement tools, and 

team building activities, they were unable to make a clear decision or to 

schedule the training. 

The Ballard council members described their training in group 

processing skills such as team building, consensus building, and conflict 

resolution, but stated the need to receive more specific training before 
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assuming new responsibilities such as authority over staffing. The Ballard 

council members expressed pleasure in the training they had received and 

were eager to "try out" some of the new tools. They saw training as an ongoing 

mechanism for their organizational needs and as a way to prepare them for 

their roles. In addition, the Ballard members seemed to see training as a way to 

confirm their working relationships with each other, commenting that they had 

seldom used the tools because "they haven't had to," and commenting that the 

training confirmed how good they felt about working with each other. The 

members enjoyed the training and looked forward to more, much in the same 

way they seemed to be enjoying the relatively new school council process. 

The Chaney council members described their minimal training as one-

half day, facilitated at the school by the principal and the staff development 

director. The training, which was originally described as necessary for initiating 

the process, included such areas as "running effective meetings." Council 

meetings and interviews were so dominated by the managing and coordinating 

aspects of their business, the principal's aggressive direction of the process, 

and rigid compliance with perceived roles, that the Chaney representatives did 

not demonstrate or discuss a desire for further council training. They did, 

however, recognize the need for teachers training in instructional strategies so 

that school improvement and committee activities could be accomplished. 

Patterns of Deliberation: How Do They Make Decisions? 

Study of the patterns of deliberation in council meetings revealed the 

strategies council members used to make decisions or discuss issues. The 

Texas site-based decison-making survey reported that 53% of the surveyed 
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participants used consensus as the primary method for making decisions in 

councils across the state (Texas Education Agency, 1994). Another 30% 

reported that consensus was "somewhat descriptive" of the method used for 

resolving differences or making decisions. These statewide results are 

somewhat different from the patterns of deliberation used in the three councils 

studied. 

In examining the types of decision-making strategies for all three 

councils, consensus was only observed a total of 4 times in the combined 15 

meetings. Implied consensus was observed 14 times, and 34 issues resulted in 

no decision at all. The lack of decisions may be attributable to the structure of 

the councils and how council members viewed their roles. Each council was 

organized in a way that may not have encouraged lengthy deliberation or actual 

decisions. For instance, the Abbott council members were uncertain about their 

roles and the relationship of their council to other school committees. While 

their dilemmas resulted in long periods of dialogue about issues, the discussion 

usually did not result in a discernible decision. The Abbott principal wanted to 

nurture shared leadership and attempted to stay out of the central decision 

making role. Her behavior probably contributed to the lack of focus and lack of 

decisions from the council. Evidence of this lack of direction was manifested in 

occasions when participants could not articulate if a decision had been 

reached. The Ballard council, by contrast, was characterized by an 

improvisational meeting style and was loosely organized according to district 

guidelines. The principal directed the meetings and even used the council to 

communicate school information of a general interest. Much of the work 

accomplished by the Ballard council was informational in nature and required 
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no decisions, simply congenial understanding. The Chaney council was also 

not particularly organized for lengthy debate on issues. Tightly controlled and 

managed by the principal and most participants, the council members were 

intent on following the process and coordinating committee reports. Once 

again, much of their business required only recording and coordinating, rather 

than decision making. 

Similarly, all council members were heavily involved in the management 

of campus plans and action plans, and this managing theme led to the 

systematic review of those plans during many meetings. Many of the action 

plan reviews or committee reviews required no decisions and were presented 

for information and coordination, therefore resulting in "no decision." For this 

reason, varieties of the managing theme seen in all three councils had direct 

influence on the results of this research question. 

It is possible that the patterns of deliberation were influenced to the 

greatest degree by the manner in which participants attempted to exert their 

influence. Abbott's two informants attempted, at times, to dominate the 

discussions and talked as many as two to three times as much as any other 

participants. Their style of influencing was to be loud and vocal, and they 

attempted to frame discussions in terms of restating issues to "clarify" them. The 

two informants occasionally announced to the group when they perceived a 

decision had been made. The Ballard council was influenced by members of 

tenure or title. Although they chose to exert their influence in a variety of ways, 

their discussions usually set the tone for the entire dialogue. None of the 

teachers or parent participants were observed to assume a particularly 

influential position on the Chaney council. Organized to merely coordinate and 
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manage the plans, the council required few decisions and was totally 

dominated by the principal. 

In fact, no behavior pattern was quite as noticeable as the three 

principals' methods of exerting influence. Whether asserting and persuading, 

directing, or negotiating, each principal affected the patterns of deliberation by 

the amount of time devoted to discussions and influenced the final outcome. 

With the exception of Abbott, whose principal chose not to direct much of the 

conversation, the councils were not particularly organized in a way to 

encourage participation and the exchange of ideas. Teacher council members 

were generally elected to represent the faculty, and the parents believed they 

represented other parents, but the principals' behavior was seen to influence 

the patterns of deliberation. Although there were formal methods of ensuring 

representation, research generally has shown that despite the appearance of a 

formal arrangement to encourage collaboration, dialogue, and consensus, 

traditional authority arrangements are not altered by site-based decision 

making (Malen and Ogawa, 1988). In the three councils studied, the principal 

remained the dominant force. 

The three principals used a variety of strategies to influence deliberations 

and decisions in the councils. Informants exercised a variety of behaviors in 

relation to the influencing strategies. Perhaps as an attempt to encourage the 

development of shared leadership, the Abbott principal attempted to avoid 

control of the council meetings and physically attempted to avoid eye contact 

when council members asked her to state her opinions. She chose, 

instead, to subtly influence the council proceedings by planning the meetings 

and agendas with the facilitators prior to meetings. The Abbott principal was 
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perceived as more democratic by her council members, and as supported by 

research, the Abbott teachers were more straightforward with her because they 

considered her more participatory (Blase, 1989). While the exchange of ideas 

in the Abbott council meetings was more participatory than in the other councils, 

and the length of discourse was generally longer, this level of participation and 

exchange of ideas had no observable bearing on the decisions made. 

In the Ballard meetings, the principal introduced the topic and limited the 

time for discussion by determining when it was time to continue, decide, or 

move to another issue. Although the participants contributed freely, the 

discussion was usually directed by the principal. In this way, she altered the 

patterns of deliberation by determining the scope of the discussion. Ballard's 

principal was influential because of her knowledge and because of the 

relationships she had built with the council members. 

Because the Chaney council was organized to coordinate and manage, 

their meetings did not result in many decisions. As in the case of the Ballard 

council, the Chaney principal directed the discussion of issues but presented 

the issues with her opinion stated "up front." This method of presenting issues 

severely limited the amount and scope of discussion. The Chaney principal 

believed that it was important to state her ideas, and invited others to challenge 

or negotiate with her. Very few members exercised this right during the council 

meetings observed. Therefore, the amount of time devoted to each issue was 

relatively short. 

In all three councils, the principals were recognized as having the 

authority to influence the decision makers. Malen & Ogawa (1988) described 

this phenomenon of principal authority as owning "impressive resources." Their 
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research concluded that in many respects, the principal, as chief executive 

officer of a school, is distinguished from all others in the school by his or her 

title, authority, and information. The control of information, particularly regarding 

district directives, building activities, and council proceedings, places the 

principal in the position of being viewed as "the one who knows more" (Malen & 

Ogawa, 1988). This attitude was especially true of the feelings expressed by 

the participants in the three councils, and accounted for at least part of the 

influence that the principals exercised in controlling the patterns of deliberation. 

In fact, one informant wanted the Abbott principal to exercise more 

authority because she realized that the principal had a vast amount to 

knowledge to contribute. This control of information was also quoted by the 

Ballard and Chaney council members as reasons why the principals were seen 

as influential and, in fact, was the reason the Chaney council members used to 

explain why their principal had so much influence. They believed that her 

control of knowledge and information enabled the council to get things done 

more efficiently. 

Variety and Patterns of Decision Making: What Do They Do in the Meetings? 

Each district had been required by law to determine the council's 

responsibilities in five areas: goal setting, organization, curriculum, staffing, and 

budget. An analysis of related documents and the topics actually addressed by 

the councils revealed some interesting results. For instance, the Abbott council 

was given complete authority in nine functions of goal setting and, while council 

meetings contained several goal setting issues, the majority of issues in Abbott 

council meetings were organizational. Ballard's council was given some 
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responsibility in curriculum, staffing, and organization, but spent little time in 

organizational or curriculum issues. The Chaney council had authority in 

staffing, curriculum, and school organization, yet discussed a staffing issue only 

once and spent much more time in organizational issues. 

Ways of organizing and managing continued to contribute to the varieties 

and patterns of decision making in all three councils. The Abbott council 

members, who were interested in the organization of the school and the 

supporting committees, were also interested in the organization of the council 

itself. Organizational structure, coordination of committee structures and the 

council responsibilities, and reflecting organization in dates and time lines 

consumed the majority of the Abbott council's business. Interest in organizing 

was also seen in Chaney, and to a lesser extent in Ballard. All of the council 

members exhibited behaviors which either addressed the organizational needs 

of the council and the council and its relationship to other committees, or ways 

to organize the school and the school day to accomplish school improvement 

plans. 

Similarly, all of the council participants responded that writing and 

coordinating campus improvement plans was a large part of their 

responsibilities. Therefore, much time was spent on reviewing the activities and 

relevant committee plans, and coordinating activities. Most of the actual 

discussion, however, focused on the coordination or management of these 

activities and setting dates for special events rather than the effectiveness of the 

strategies or materials. With the exception of Chaney's, the school 

improvement plans rarely contained activities that were directly related to 

improving teaching or instruction in the classrooms. 
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School councils rarely tackle instructional or curriculum issues (Clune, 

1990; David, 1989; Malen, Ogawa, & Kranz, 1990). In fact, Cotton (1994) 

reported that site-based decision making can actually impede the development 

and implementation of instructional improvements in settings where it diverts 

attention from teaching and learning. In many cases, interest is in the 

organizing and managing of plans, and the amount of time spent on the 

"technology," or process, of site-based management tends to overpower the 

goal of improving student outcomes (Mojkowski & Fleming, 1988). In contrast, 

the members of all three councils did discuss instructional and curricular issues. 

Yet, many of these discussions centered around special activities and school-

wide incentives. They were usually introduced in conjunction with goal setting 

or organizing the school day or school year. Even the Chaney council 

participants, who believed they were having a direct impact on teaching, 

focused more on school-wide incentives or activities rather than specific 

discussions on improving the quality of individual classroom instruction. 

Discussion of the instructional plans usually resulted in few decisions. Council 

members rarely evaluated the effectiveness of the plans or called for decisions 

based on the evaluation. 

It could have been that the varieties of issues were influenced by the 

council members' training or lack of substantive training in the content of school 

improvement. While most members of all three councils received some training 

in the process and mechanics of council decision making, few members 

discussed sustained training in the content of decision making-that is training 

on how to determine council issues which would have a desired impact on the 

students of the school and the instruction in the classroom. 
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Varieties and patterns of decision making were also altered by the 

amount of influence exercised by certain members. In two councils, the 

principal determined the agendas, introduced each issue, and determined 

when the issue had been resolved or it was time to move to the next item on the 

agenda. The Abbott principal even controlled the agenda by planning it with 

the facilitator prior to the meeting. The principals' control of the agenda and the 

Ballard and Chaney principals' control of the meetings influenced the varieties 

of decision making. For example, staffing issues were only discussed once 

during the Abbott meetings and once during the Chaney meetings. On both 

occasions, the principals brought the issues to the agenda. The Chaney 

principal even said that she was bringing the issue of staffing changes to the 

council "only because I know you are supposed to be involved in staffing." 

Conclusions 

Participants in all three school councils generally expressed positive 

attitudes about participating in the school council decision making process. 

In addition, all council members showed a dedication to the council decision 

making process, as demonstrated by their actions and conversations. 

Members' attendance at council meetings was regular and there were few 

absences in any council meetings. Each council meeting was characterized by 

the fulfillment of agenda topics and the production of work, such as master 

calendars or specific documents related to goal setting or organization. 

It was apparent that goal setting and organization were the issues which 

dominated most of the three councils' meetings. In fact, 41 of the issues 

discussed among the three councils were categorized as either goal setting or 
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organization issues, amounting to about 65% of all the issues discussed by the 

three councils combined. Several of the issues in all three councils were 

curricular or instructional in nature; however, if they were presented in terms of 

the organization of the school day or the schedule in order to accommodate the 

teaching strategies, they were considered organizational. Similarly, if curricular 

or instructional issues were presented in the context of the school improvement 

plans or action plans and much of the discussion focused on the coordination of 

these plans rather than the effectiveness of the activities, they were considered 

goal setting issues. 

Several common categories of themes were found in all three councils. 

Some of these categories-attention to organization, management, impact, and 

authority-were manifested in a variety of ways and brought surprises to the 

research. For instance, Abbott members might have been the least concerned 

with the organization of the council since it had been in existence for several 

years; yet, members were the most confused about the council structure and its 

relationship to other committees and improvement strategies. It might have also 

followed that Abbott council actions had the most impact on students, but the 

observations, interviews, and records indicated that Chaney was approaching 

an effective level of impacting students; an observation noted in contrast to the 

fact that Chaney's council was the least participative of all three. Two final 

questions serve to crystallize lingering thoughts of these councils: 

Is Their Work Making a Difference to Students? 

Because this study revealed dedicated council members who could 

articulate some semblance of their roles, and members busily attempted to 
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accomplish business, the question must be asked, "Is their work making a 

difference to students?" The goal of Texas legislation was to positively organize 

school conditions so that student performance was affected. Overall, council 

participants felt that they were having an impact on teaching and learning by 

discussing and coordinating the instructional strategies, incentives, and special 

events. Participants at Ballard and Chaney were more definitive in their 

declarations of student impact; the participants at Abbott were less sure, and 

stated that they were closer to having an impact on students but were not sure 

that they were currently affecting instruction or curriculum. 

The council members' perceptions that their work was having an impact 

on instruction were in direct contrast to Fullan's (1994) findings regarding the 

impact of site-based decision making. Believing that the promise of site-based 

organizational structures is only theoretical, Fullan pointed out that teachers 

and principals in councils' site-based decision making structures rarely make 

connections between new governance structures and the teaching-learning 

process. According to Fullan's research, even though participants discuss the 

changes that site-based structures have on participation and democracy within 

the school, participants in site-based managed schools and councils do not pay 

any more attention to curriculum and instruction than do participants in 

traditionally managed schools (Fullan, 1994). Limited student impact has been 

verified by David (1989), who found that few councils initiate changes which 

affect the structures of school or the ways students are taught. 

It is possible that the Chaney council came close to coordinating a 

change in teaching and learning. Unlike the discussions in either Abbott or 

Ballard council meetings, Chaney council's discourse frequently focused on 



273 

specific school-wide activities which were, hopefully, being implemented in 

every classroom. The nature of the Chaney council's organization and 

management required that instructional focus and discipline occupy a place on 

the agenda every meeting time. While these discussions sometimes appeared 

as reporting plans or attempts at manipulating the learning conditions rather 

than focusing on actual analysis of student performance and teaching 

strategies, the nature of the activities and incentives along with the school-wide 

involvement may have forced some kind of widespread implementation that 

was not seen in the Abbott or Ballard plans. The Chaney group interview 

participants were sure about their impact and were able to quickly articulate 

specific examples of how their plans had changed the day-to-day instruction 

and discipline for all teachers and in all classrooms. 

Who's In Control? 

Presumably, the establishment of school councils with degrees of formal 

authority strengthen the ability of teachers and parents to wield influence 

on school-level policy (Malen and Ogawa, 1988). In Texas, this establishment 

of councils is intended to increase the democratic exercise of teachers and 

parents in the process (Texas Education Agency, 1994b). In the three councils 

studied, council members exercised varying degrees of influence on council 

business. Teachers played a much more important role in council meetings 

and discussion than did parents, as demonstrated by teacher comments and 

decisions. Parents, on the other hand, did not impact council meetings with 

any regularity; only one parent on the Abbott council regularly spoke or offered 

opinions. As evidenced in her comments during the structured group 
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interviews, she was unsure about her role and hesitant about voicing her 

opinions. The limited influence parents exerted in the three councils confirmed 

Malen & Ogawa's findings (1988) that parents generally exercised little control 

over councils or council decisions. 

Members of all three councils demonstrated varying degrees of 

compliance with their principals' opinions or statements. This compliance 

demonstrated that members of organizations have deeply ingrained values and 

norms which benefit certain persons at the expense of others (Malen & Ogawa, 

1988). In most cases, the compliance that council members demonstrated was 

likely due to the principal's knowledge, control of the information, or assumed 

status as the leader of the council. For example, in all structured group 

interviews, Abbott, Ballard, and Chaney participants discussed the amount of 

knowledge the principal had and how she understood "how things got done." 

This access to knowledge and political savvy was viewed as an important 

reason for members' compliance with their own perceptions of the principals' 

wishes. 

In fact, most of the themes and similarities across the three sites were 

heavily influenced by the principals' personalities, personal goals, and 

perceived authority. For example, although participants looked to her for 

guidance, Abbott's principal was caught in a dilemma over her own authority, 

and was uncertain about the extent of her authority and unwilling, at times, to 

assert her authority. The Abbott council reflected her uncertainty as members 

spent a great deal of time attempting to wrestle with organizational, managerial, 

and impact dilemmas of their own. Conversely, the Ballard principal was 

dominant because she was perceived by council members to have the 
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knowledge and the legitimate authority to run the council meetings. Ballard's 

principal was particularly engaging; her sense of humor and relaxed nature 

influenced the tone of every meeting. Therefore, the Ballard meetings were 

occasions where good humor and relationships were important while members 

learned together about shared decision making. Chaney's meetings, were 

equally influenced by the principal and they accurately mirrored her dedication 

to procedures and a hard-driving, no nonsense approach to quickly improving 

their school. 

Participants, while understanding leadership and influence, appeared to 

hold firm perceptions of the political structures within the council and the school. 

All participants discussed the need to witness council accomplishments. 

Knowledge of how to achieve preferred outcomes in these organizational 

settings was paramount to the participants. Most participants, with the 

exceptions of Karen and Rachel, adopted passive political perspectives which 

were dominated by sensitivity to and dependency on the actions of the principal 

(Blase, 1989). On most occasions, the council members demonstrated the 

"norm of civility," described by Malen and Ogawa (1988), which encouraged 

council members to remain harmonious and agreeable so not to cast 

disagreements as personal affronts. The Ballard council members, in particular, 

discussed their need to retain levels of camaraderie and trust on the council. 

Through their actions in council meetings and interviews, the participants in all 

three councils demonstrated compliance with the principal due to her access to 

knowledge, authority, and survival in the organizational setting. Even the most 

vocal of informants, Karen, Rachel, and Susan, 
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understood and discussed the limits of their authority and the willingness of the 

organizational structure to support the principal's authority. 

A Final Look at the Different Flavors of School Councils 

Analysis of the data revealed common categories of themes which were 

manifested in various degrees and in different ways for each campus. The 

categories included attention to (a) impact, (b) authority, (c) management, (d) 

evaluation, and (e) organization. These common ingredients still resulted in 

three school councils with distinctive flavors. A final look at each school council 

flavor reveals interesting differences. 

It could have been speculated that the Abbott council would be in the 

most effective stage of group development, moving toward shared responsibility 

and high impact on learning. The Abbott council had been in existence for 

several years, and several members had served since the beginning of the 

council. Yet the Abbott council demonstrated the greatest need for definition of 

goals and purpose, and offered the least amount of evidence of instructional 

impact. Members spent an extraordinary amount of time attempting to organize 

the council, organize the committees reporting to it, organize membership, and 

organize schedules. 

Schlechty (1990) noted that changing rules, roles, and relationships 

were essential to the restructuring of schools. The Abbott council seemed to be 

continually engaged in the process of becoming, or in understanding itself and 

its role in the school. This interest in the "technology of site-based decision 

making" (Cotton, 1994) and the process of council business dominated the 

Abbott council and perhaps prevented the council from addressing student 
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learning as much as possible. Their dilemmas in governance, authority, and 

professional interaction were evidenced in interviews and observations, and 

constituted a form of paralysis which prevented a clear vision of their duties (Hill 

& Bonan, 1991). Perhaps as an attempt to justify any progress the council was 

making, informants spoke of their council as "better than it used to be" and, 

when pressed, stated that the council was moving toward real instructional 

leadership. The Abbott council members, still struggling with roles, rules, and 

relationships, were doing and discussing-engaging in a process-and hoping 

that they would see impact of their work. 

The Ballard council was characterized by good humor and a congenial 

flavor, coupled with a reliance on specific district guidelines and strong 

leadership by the principal. Participants honored rigid conformity good-

naturedly and relied on the rules and conventions perhaps to avoid grappling 

with roles and real "work" so they could concentrate on what interested them--

relationships. The Ballard council may face future conflicts between adherence 

to the rules and their need for congeniality if, during the next several years, 

there is little impact on students or learning, or if their council discusses issues 

which question members' traditional notions of relationships or influence. The 

"extension into new arenas of expertise," identified by Weiss et al., (1992), will 

provide a test for Ballard council members' comfort with congeniality. 

The Chaney council members defended their rigid conformity to 

guidelines and the principal. The principal's aggressive style dominated the 

meetings and was mirrored by participants in their brisk business meetings. In 

relation to why council members allowed the principal to dominate the design of 

committee structures and school improvement efforts, it might be speculated 
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that, for the present, participants agreed that in order to quickly move the school 

ahead, teachers and students had to be manipulated or cajoled into wanting to 

learn, hence the incentives for teachers and students alike. Council participants 

were willing, for the moment, to follow the principal's lead and were unwilling to 

publicly disagree with her efforts. Interestingly, council meeting discussions 

were focused on instruction more than the other councils. Participants could 

verbalize the many ways instruction had been affected by their work. Although 

its council meetings were the least participative of any observed, the committee 

structure and the involvement of many teachers may have inadvertently or 

purposely created widespread structures for student achievement. 

Implications for Future Research 

Continuing research on school councils and their effectiveness is 

necessary to aid practitioners in the development of site-based councils to 

manage and orchestrate school improvement. An attempt was made in this 

study to analyze the school council as an agent of instructional change. The 

research was guided by an interest in preparation, descriptions of roles, and the 

nature and patterns of deliberation and decision-making. The research was not 

exhaustive and was set in the context of three elementary school councils. 

Future research is needed to add to the body of understanding regarding 

school councils. The following areas for future research are recommended: 

School Council Development Over Time 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect in the council observations was 

understanding the relationship of members to the principal, and members' and 
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principals' perceptions of the necessary structures and political knowledge in 

order to get work accomplished. All three councils had specific group 

characteristics which became apparent in the way members related to the 

principal, understood their roles and purpose, reacted to decision making, and 

listened. All three councils, therefore, exhibited group behaviors which were 

indicative of certain stages of development. A study of Obert's (Bradford & 

Cohen, 1984) definitions of the stages of group development in relation to 

councils should provide insights as to the effectiveness of the groups. 

Interesting research should include the study of councils over an extended 

period of time, to determine the changes in their development (perhaps using 

stages such as Obert's) and concurrent changes in council decision making. 

Purported Changes in Teaching as Orchestrated bv School Councils 

As stated earlier, the theoretical impact of site-based decision making 

would be revealed in the extent of change the councils encouraged in 

classroom teaching and learning. In practice, school councils do not seem to 

provide the impetus for real and continued instructional improvement. It would 

be interesting to observe selected school councils, develop standards in 

conjunction with the councils for assessing student and teacher performance, 

and then study classrooms in the schools to search for evidence of 

implementation and to determine whether or not teachers and their instruction 

have been altered by council planning and decision making. 

Teacher Perceptions of Instructional Change 

Valuable research could be conducted to determine perceptions of 

school improvement from teachers at a site who are not directly involved in the 
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council shared decision making process. Unlike teachers who are directly 

involved in the decision making and who feel generally supportive of the 

process, other teachers on campus may have differing opinions of the impact of 

council work. 

Political Structures of Councils 

The political aspects of each council, coupled with participants' 

perceptions of authority and their rationale for granting authority to certain 

members, was fascinating. It would be interesting to use Wirt and Kirst's (1990) 

research and their explanation of demands and supports to examine school 

councils as systems while determining the feedback structures and 

adaptive changes the councils make as they function as systems within larger 

systems. 

Final Thoughts 

The purpose of site-based decision making and school councils is to 

initiate and maintain a mechanism to encourage open, honest dialogue and 

actions to improve learning for all students. In developing site-managed 

schools and councils, the key may be how those governance structures actually 

produce or encourage properties of schooling with a known impact on students 

(Clune, 1990). Clune speculated that organizations and governance changes 

may be too remote from the core of teaching and instruction. In fact, changes in 

organization and governance may serve symbolic purposes quite distinct from 

educational outcomes (Malen, Ogawa, & Krantz, 1990). All three of the councils 

studied had been part of subtle changes in their organization and their 
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members had ventured into governance issues. The degree of impact on 

students was less clear. 

It can be stated with some assurance that each council was serving some 

beneficial purpose to the school. Abbott's members were attempting to focus 

the school on improvement strategies even though they were struggling with 

organizational and impact issues compounded by a principal who maintained a 

neutral leadership style. Ballard's members were helping to alleviate concerns 

of trust and building on positive relationships. Chaney's council was providing 

a mechanism to accelerate school improvement needs. Questions of 

instructional impact, however, were less certain and, especially for two of the 

schools, focused on peripheral kinds of learning assistance. 

For this study, it was important to encourage members to verbalize their 

perceptions of their work on the council. Therefore, all seven council informants 

were asked to describe their own councils' development in perhaps an unusual 

way-using a continuum ranging from birth to mature adult. They generally 

identified their councils as being in the "teen-age" to "young adult" years. 

General explanations included their councils' progression from childhood but 

lack of demonstration of mature organizational characteristics which would put 

councils in the adult or mature adult stage. The discussion of council growth 

and development, then, uncovered interesting parallels between stages of 

individual growth and perceived stages of organizational growth. For example, 

as children grow and develop, they are often concerned with issues of authority 

(determining the extent and scope of their parent's power), relationships 

(understanding the increasing need to belong to a functioning group and 

receiving a certain amount of satisfaction from working in a group), and 
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structure (understanding the norms and rules of living in a complex, interrelated 

society). Councils were wrestling with the same stages of growth in the context 

of their society--the school. If these comparisons bear exploration, the three 

councils could be examined just as individuals in developmental stages of 

growth-exercising ever-increasing authority and autonomy while 

understanding the conventions of the system, and needing and encouraging 

relationships with other in order to reach personal and functional fulfillment. 

How the councils' developmental growth affects "properties of schooling" 

(Clune, 1990) is the overall focus for this study of the school council as an agent 

of instructional change. A looming question was whether or not council 

members' actions based on their perceptions or roles, rules, and 

responsibilities were producing or encouraging a focused structure which 

encouraged student achievement. Missing from each council was a consistent 

engagement in a kind of sustained, critical analysis which would have 

compelled council members away from innovations and programs for their own 

sake and focused them instead on analysis of student achievement coupled 

with accepted school improvement research. All three school councils engaged 

in some form of discourse regarding teaching and learning, but only the Chaney 

council moved somewhat away from the "technology" of shared decision 

making and forced some degree of impact in the teaching and learning arena. 

In a way, all three councils were facing the dilemmas of impact, although 

Ballard's and Chaney's were more subtle than Abbott's and may not have been 

verbalized as openly as in Abbott meetings and interviews. 

Each council was heavily involved in organization and management. 

This involvement and council members' lack of decisions in many issues 
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disguised what may the primary dilemma: "Were these councils management 

or leadership bodies?" At times, all three councils seemed to be only 

management oversight groups, which served to review activities or to add 

nothing more than "laundry lists" of ideas to already overwhelmed or 

disconnected improvement efforts; and, although the school councils displayed 

an overt attempt to democratize by adding representation and dealing with the 

"business" of school improvement, substantial changes in schooling were not 

strongly indicated by the research data. The observations, documents, 

interviews, and decision-making inventories from these three councils 

demonstrated how difficult it was to implement significant reform in real school 

settings. Differences in each council could be attributed to the way the actors in 

this process influenced the issues of impact, control, management, and 

organization. Whether or not the current flavor of each council can nourish 

individual member and organizational growth remains to be seen. The 

interesting complexities of school council decision making question whether or 

not members may realize their potential as leaders of instructional change. 
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Duration 

Phase I 
11/92-1/93 

Appendix A: 

Data Collection Procedures 

Focus 

Identify specific physical 
setting. 

Define researcher role 

Become familiar with social 
interaction patterns of 
participants 

Technique 

Initial principal survey 

Participant observation 

Field notes in setting 

Informal interviews 

Decision-making inventories 

Phase II 
1/93-3/93 

Phase III 
3/93-11/93 

Phase IV 
11/93-1/94 

Identify decisions made in 
school council meetings 

Identify participant behavior 

Identify informants for in-depth 
analysis of decisions 

DATA ANALYSIS 2/93-8/93 

Identify key informants for 
in-depth analysis 

Identify patterns 

Search for similarities/differences 
among participating councils 

Refine discovery of relationships 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Exit field 

9/93-1/94 

Field notes in setting 

Collect documents 

Informal interviews 

Formal interviews 

Decision-making inventories 

Field notes in setting 

Collect documents 

Informal interviews 

Formal interviews 

Decision-making inventories 

Structured group interviews 

Final interview with 
informants 

Structured group interviews 

Final collection of informant 
documents and final analysis 

DATA ANALYSIS 2/94-8/94 
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Appendix B: 

Informal Conversational Interview 

(Example) 

1. What happened in the last school council meeting? 

2. Give me some examples of your own participation in the council meeting. 

3. Describe some topics of importance that were addressed at the last 
council meeting. 

4. Who seems to be the most influential in the decision-making process? 

5. Who seemed to be the most influential at the last council meeting and 
why? 

6. Was there anything unusual or interesting that happened in the council 
meeting? 

7. Which school council discussion topics were particularly important or 
relevant to your classroom or job? 

8. Which school council discussion topics were particular important to your 
school? 

9. Describe the methods used to arrive at decisions in your council 
meetings? 
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Appendix C 

Formal Interview 

Sample Questions 

1.0 Preliminary information 

1.1 Name 
1.2 How long have you been at this school? 
1.3 How long have you served on your school council? 
1.4 Are you serving a term? Were you elected or selected? 

2.0 A description of the informant's perceived role on the council 

2.1 What were your expectations when you agreed to serve? 
2.2 What is the perceived role of the school council? 
2.3 Describe the name of the council and its significance. 

3.0 A description of the training for the informant's role on the council 

4.0 Patterns of deliberation in school council meetings. 

4.1 How can topics be introduced at the meeting? 
4.2 Who generally leads the meetings? 
4.3 What is the principal's (your) role in the meetings? 
4.4 Who seems to be the most influential in the meetings? 
4.5 Describe the amount of participation of parents in the meetings. 

5.0 Varieties and patterns of decision making 

5.1 Describe how most council decisions are made. 
5.2 What topics should the council address? 

6.0 Personal reflections 

6.1 What happened at the last meeting? 
6.2 What was your level of participation then? (1-5) 
6.3 Compare the development of the council in terms of: 

infancy, childhood, teenage, adult, maturity. 
6.4 What will be the future of your school council? 
6.5 Is the council serving as an instructional agent? In what ways? 
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The following topics will be discussed during the focus group today. There are a few questions which will requite 
a written response. They are designated by the Please take a few minutes to lead the topics, and write 
your responses to the **** questions. As always, anonymity will be guaranteed. Thank you for your 
participation! 

* * * * 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

How would you describe your role on the Council? 

What kind if training did you receive prior to your participation or 
what kind of continuous training have you received? (Please answer on this 
paper.) 

What are appropriate topics for the Council? 

Is your Council choosing these topics? If not, what topics are being selected? 

In your opinion, how much time was spent on these topics? 
(Please use approximate percentages.) 

Goal setting 
Organization 
Budget 
Curriculum/Instruction 
Staffing 

How much authority does the Council have in these areas? (Circle a number 
to indicate your response.) 

7. 

Area of Decision Malting Nans Fan 

Goal Setting 0 1 2 3 4 
Organization 0 1 2 3 4 
Budget 0 1 2 3 4 
Curriculum/Instruction 0 1 2 3 4 
Staffing 0 1 2 3 4 

Describe the ways decisions are introduced and reached on the Council. 

8. Other than the facilitators and your principal and/or assistant principal, who is 
the most influential member on the Council and in what ways does he or she 
exert influence? 

9. Describe the ways in which the principal, assistant principal, and facilitators lead 
the Council to decisions. 

10. In what ways has the work of the Council impacted teaching and learning? 

11. Where has this impact been manifested? 

Your position on the Council. (Circle one): 
Classroom teacher, Support Staff, Principal, 
Parent, Community representative, Other (specify) 
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Abbott: IssuesofAuthority 
and Organizational 

: Dilemmas. 

Ballard; Follow The 
Rules While Engoying 
The Hide. 

Chaney: "Just Do It" or 
Orchestrated Urgency. 

How Does It All Work? 

* Organizing council/reviewing 
relationship 

* Determining dates and timelines 
for work 

Just Getting Their Feet 
Wet 

* Discussing council 
membership 

* Discussing training 
* Organizing and 

reviewing documents 

Organized Attention To Detail 

* Organizing committees and 
membership 

* Adhering to school and 
district guidelines 

Can We Do That? 
* Determine the extent of council 

authority 
* Determining or clarifying 

individual and council roles. 

Follow The Rules 
* Complying w/roles 
* Reviewing and ensuring 

district guideline 
compliance 

If We're Following The Process, 
We're Doing Something 

* Determining and conducting 
council business 

* Reviewing campus plans or 
action plans 

Strolling Through The 
Agenda 

* Reviewing work or 
school news. 

* Informally accomplishing 
business 

Follow Procedures 

* Follow the regular format 

* Setting dates 

Can We Talk? 

* Reporting to constituents 

* Establishing relationships for 
support and funding 

We're AD In This 
Together 

* Communicating 
internally 

* Communicating needs 
* Validating and 

expressing confidentiality 

The One Who YeDs Loudest 
* Discussing and demonstrating 

relationships 

* Asserting and persuading 

Status-Oriented Power 
* Influencing through 

relationships 

* Providing direction 

Ifs In Their Best Interest To 
Negotiate With Me 

* Negotiating with the 
principal 

* Voicing opinions 

Is It Any Better That It Used To 
Be? 
* Reflecting on work or the 

council's development 

* Seeking data to determine 
progress 

A Relationship-Sensitive 
Progress Beport 

* Reviewing actions or 
data 

* Evaluating the council 

Accomplishment-Based 
Evaluation 

* Verifying the 
accomplishment of activities 

* Evaluating impact of 
activities 

Supporting Student Learning 

* Reviewing plans and materials 

* Nurturing student success and 
safety 

Deciding Things To Do 

* Determining special 
activities or days 

* Setting future goals 

Manipulating Learning 
Conditions 

* Supporting teacher growth 

* Promoting student interest 
in learning. 
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