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Foreword

The study of schools as social systems is at a new and challenging crossroad.
Scholars have suggested that the turn of the century marked a propitious
time to reassess not only the structure but the function of our nation’s edu-

cational system, particularly in light of decades of institutional reforms and the
movement of many more high school students into postsecondary education. The
increasing privatization of education, the growing use of technology, and an in-
creasing emphasis on school accountability and teacher and student performance
are substantially changing the landscape of American schooling. What seems to be
lacking is a sound theoretical understanding of how our educational system is
working and how it is changing.

In 1965 Charles E. Bidwell wrote “The School as a Formal Organization,” which
appeared in James G. March’s Handbook of Organizations. This essay, which de-
scribed the field of the sociology of education, substantially altered the approach
that scholars used to analyze schools as social systems. The comprehensive ana-
lytic framework, absent to that point, that Bidwell brought to the study of school-
ing infused the sociology of education with theoretical form and carefully chosen
examples. Willard Waller (1932), decades earlier, had described in detail the lives
of American schoolteachers, their students, and students’ families. Bidwell’s chap-
ter was important not just because he described what people do in schools, but be-
cause his characterization of the relationships among them and the larger society
was conceptually innovative and empirically directive. He delineated power rela-
tions, networks, and functional definitions of pedagogy as mechanisms within so-
cial systems that could be identified, measured, and analyzed in order to learn
how to improve the effectiveness of schooling, not only for students but also for
teachers and administrators.

This volume was inspired by the work of Charles E. Bidwell, who is regarded as
one of the principal theorists in the field of sociology of education. His 1965 piece
set out a framework that enabled analysts to bring to large-scale education studies,
as well as to smaller case studies, a more complex vision of the school as a social
system. Nearly forty years later it seems timely to rethink some of Bidwell’s ideas,
especially since his work emphasized the social aspect of schooling, which is often
overlooked in education studies that focus primarily on academic achievement.
Building on his early work and his more recent investigations of teacher networks,
this volume takes a forward look at some of the major questions that sociological
studies of schools are tackling both theoretically and empirically.

Researchers from fields such as organization theory, education, and sociology,
with varying methodological approaches, have contributed to this book. Their

/ xi
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chapters are intended to provide new frameworks for understanding and analyz-
ing many of the challenges facing education today in the areas of teacher profes-
sionalism, student social and academic engagement in learning, and organiza-
tional reforms such as standards-based instruction and systemwide accountability
measures. The scholars who contributed to this volume include both the well es-
tablished and those who are just beginning their careers. We deliberately assem-
bled this talented group of individuals to uniquely represent the expertise of those
steeped in the literature and the creativity of those who will shape the field in the
future.

Larry V. Hedges and Barbara Schneider
The University of Chicago, 2004

Foreword

xii /
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Introduction

The Social Organization of Schools

Barbara Schneider

The sociology of education continues to thrive as a field of study. Researchers,
particularly those interested in educational reform, have increasingly come
to recognize the importance of understanding the social context of schooling

and how it affects the actions and attitudes of those who are involved in it.
Whether concerned with implementing a new mathematics curriculum or adopt-
ing legislation for teacher accountability, researchers are confronted with identify-
ing the mechanisms that can stimulate and sustain change in individuals and
institutions. To identify these mechanisms, investigators typically begin by devel-
oping deep conceptions of the social context and how it operates. Relying on the-
ories and knowledge of social systems that are time- and place-dependent, sociol-
ogists of education continue to examine the conditions that drive changes in
organizations, instruction, curricula, and learning. The fifteen chapters in this vol-
ume describe how the social context of education is defined and functions today
and spell out the implications of these conceptions for school reform, standards,
and teacher and student accountability.

The authors in this volume forge explicit links between social context and mech-
anisms for change in the social structure of classrooms and schools and the conse-
quences of those links for instruction and student learning. Several of the chapters
include empirical analyses that draw on new or existing datasets; others are ex-
tended essays that highlight developments in organization theory, teacher profes-
sionalism, and social norms and the socialization of children in schools.

The chapters are organized into four thematic parts: the relationship between
sociology and the study of education, teaching as a profession, the microsociology
of schools and classrooms, and change in social organizations. In linking the past
with the present, the authors were asked to address variations on the following
questions: How has organization theory influenced the study of schools as social
organizations? What properties characterize the social organization of schools?
What types of experiences shape teachers and distinguish them from other profes-
sionals? How can the teaching profession become more professional? How are val-
ues and normative commitments formed, and how do they influence teacher and
student actions? How do interpersonal relationships among students, teachers,
and parents affect organizational learning in schools and students’ cognitive and
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social outcomes? And finally, what are some of the mechanisms that can bring
about change in classrooms and schools and improve academic performance?

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIOLOGY AND THE
STUDY OF EDUCATION

Focusing primarily on the conceptualization of schools as social systems, part I
highlights the unique organizational properties of schools and the dynamic rela-
tional transactions that occur within them. In chapter 1, Charles Bidwell analyzes
the relationship between the discipline of sociology and the study of education, re-
viewing the areas on which researchers have focused their attention, the types of
problems that are being examined today, and the areas in which investigators
should direct their attention in the future. Tracing the major themes in the sociol-
ogy of education over the past hundred years, Bidwell argues that most sociolo-
gists and organization theorists from the 1900s to the 1950s looked at the adminis-
trative structure of the educational system, often ignoring the internal workings of
the school and its place in the local community. He believes that researchers today
tend to be too specialized in their approaches to educational problems and rarely
understand the relationships between instructional changes in classrooms and
evolving societal changes at both the national and global levels. Research can help
to explain the institutional dynamics of schools by focusing on the academic and
social events that students experience in classrooms and by relating these to
changes in the formal organization and curricular structure of schools. Bidwell
challenges conventional ideas about what drives educational change, placing a re-
newed emphasis on the short-term internal workings of the classroom and their
effect on larger institutional changes. Working from the inside out, he underscores
the importance of studying student and teacher interactions longitudinally and
the effect of these interactions on teachers’ and students’ behaviors and attitudes.

Analysis of the microsocial dynamics of the school and classroom and socializa-
tion outcomes has a relatively long history in the sociology of education. Bidwell
acknowledges the organizational concepts of classrooms identified in the work of
Robert Dreeben (1970), Rebecca Barr and Dreeben (1983), Maureen Hallinan and
Aage Sørenson (1983), and Adam Gamoran (1987) but criticizes investigators for
failing to give adequate attention to what is taught and how teachers function in
the classroom and school. By conceptualizing the classroom or school as a social
system, we can see more clearly how state and national educational reforms are
mediated through the power structure and activities of local actors, including
teachers and students.

The conceptual underpinnings of Bidwell’s proposal for a research agenda are
discussed in part by W. Richard Scott in chapter 2. Scott describes how Bidwell and
his colleague John Kasarda theorized the profound ways in which organizations
are shaped by their environments. Beginning with reviews of earlier studies that
examined the environment of organizations as relatively formal and static and
centered on organizational structure, rules, and norms, Scott asserts that Bidwell

The Social Organization of Schooling
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and Kasarda recognized the importance of the institutional environment but went
on to employ ecological theory to study organizational processes. In contrast to
other ecological scholars who examined the populations of similar organizations
competing for similar resources, Bidwell and Kasarda were concerned with a spe-
cific organization and the individuals within it. Organizations, according to Bid-
well and Kasarda, consist of individuals whose activities are directed at the ex-
change and transformation of resources. Scott argues that Bidwell and Kasarda’s
perspective is “relational” in its conception. They see organizations not as inde-
pendent entities but rather as interdependent with the environments in which
they exist. Bidwell and Kasarda’s perspective focuses not on the rules and formal-
ized structure of the organization but on the relationships and actions of the shift-
ing collections of individuals within it.

Scott’s description of Bidwell and Kasarda’s model, which stresses the impor-
tance of process over entity, and structuring over structure, complements Bid-
well’s recommendations for a new research agenda for schools. In his conclusion,
Scott maintains that organizations are evolving into more interdependent systems
that interact with and are affected by their social context and that are penetrated
by their participants and changeable in their boundaries. These ideas echo those of
Bidwell, who contends that researchers need to study both the interrelationships
among the individuals in schools and the schools’ relationship to society.

TEACHING AS A PROFESSION

Underscoring the argument made by Bidwell in chapter 1 that the work and the
workplace of teachers lie at the core of what sociologists need to consider more
thoughtfully in their studies of education, part II examines the teaching profes-
sion. Three of the chapters address the question of what constitutes the “work” of
teachers, the challenges of identifying the competencies of teaching in contrast to
other occupations, the reasons why teaching has failed to be considered a profes-
sion, and the complexities and uncertainties that are inherent in the practice of
teaching. The last chapter in this section turns to the workplace to discuss how a
designed professional community of teachers can overcome some of the problems
identified earlier and form strong social relationships that support change and im-
provements in teaching.

Robert Dreeben in chapter 3 raises the question of whether teaching is practiced
with efficacy. To assess efficacy, he uses Philip Selznick’s (1957, 50) idea of an orga-
nization’s “distinctive competence to do a kind of thing,” and within this frame he
substitutes “occupation” for organization. Concentrating on the role of compe-
tence in an occupation—that is, the availability and employment of practical
knowledge within a particular field—Dreeben argues that competence is the key
concept missing in attempts to professionalize teaching. He compares competence
in teaching to competence in law, engineering, and copy machine repair.

Teaching is the stepchild among occupational studies, according to Dreeben;
lacking the political cachet of other types of jobs or careers, such as musician or

Introduction
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physician, it has received limited systematic attention from sociologists. Describ-
ing what teachers do is difficult; conceptualizing what they do is even more diffi-
cult. Teachers work independently and have few opportunities to interact with
their colleagues. The problems they face in their classrooms are usually particular
and immediate, and the nature and difficulty of those problems depend on school
level and student population. The occupation has little status, and teachers often
have to ward off public criticism, which, while often not directed at them specifi-
cally, tends to question the legitimacy of the profession.

Dreeben takes issue with the notion of a single route to professionalism, arguing
that occupations have different historical trajectories and that the meaning of pro-
fessionalism differs depending on the occupation under consideration and its his-
tory. The training for becoming a teacher and the language used to describe the
technical knowledge of teachers are nebulous and do not necessarily have the
same meaning from one teacher to another. This lack of common meaning is re-
lated to how rarely the work of teachers is observed. Because their work is unob-
served and their actions are often unrecorded, the work of teachers receives lim-
ited attention among researchers and in the teacher preparation curriculum of new
recruits. As Bidwell suggests, and Dreeben underscores, what teachers do needs to
be observed, analyzed, and published so that a codified knowledge about teaching
as work could be generated and accumulated.

In chapter 4, Susan Moore Johnson further explores the status of teaching as a
profession, connecting the impression of teachers as second-rate professionals to
recent policy reports. Prior to the 1950s, teaching was seen as short-term, itinerant,
and uncredentialed work taken by men as an interim step to a better job or by
women who remained spinsters or taught for a short time before marrying and
having children. Following the baby boom, when the demand for teachers in-
creased, societal conditions did little to enhance the reputation of teaching. Teach-
ing was viewed as akin to child care, subject to public funding and scrutiny, and
based on a weak and contested knowledge base. Following the publication of A
Nation at Risk in the 1980s (National Commission on Excellence in Education 1983),
educators and policymakers increasingly came to view enhancing the profession-
alism of teachers as important to school improvement.

In her chapter, Johnson explains how teachers’ lack of autonomy was held to be
a major deterrent to improving practice. Emphasizing the importance of auton-
omy for teachers, the national report A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the Twenty-first
Century recommended that teachers hold a bachelor’s degree in the arts and sci-
ences as a prerequisite for the study of teaching and a master’s degree in teach-
ing. A series of consortia were established to transform teaching, one of which ad-
vocated replacing teacher education courses with standards, a position that
influenced the creation of the National Board for Professional Standards. Peer re-
view of classroom performance by master or lead teachers and a greater voice for
teachers in school policy decisionmaking were other reforms initiated to improve
teacher professionalism. Some of these reforms have prevailed, while others, ac-
cording to Johnson, have been less than successful. What reformers failed to rec-
ognize was the influence of societal changes, such as demographic shifts in the

The Social Organization of Schooling
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teaching force and limitations on state funding, on attempts to improve teacher
professionalism.

In chapter 5, Richard Ingersoll evaluates the “loose-coupling perspective” often
used to characterize the organization of schools. Ingersoll notes that schools, like
other organizations, have a formal hierarchy, a specialized division of labor, and a
formal structure of rules and regulations. Some observers have argued that a bu-
reaucratic structure, with its formal rules and sanctions, is not the most effective
mechanism for exercising organizational control and accountability, especially in
schools. Asserting that schools have more control and coordination than some an-
alysts have assumed, Ingersoll closely examines the decisions, issues, and activi-
ties associated with the work of teachers in schools.

Consistent with Bidwell, Ingersoll asserts that teacher actions are largely deter-
mined by the social context of their schools. Cohesion and cooperation among the
faculty, communication among the staff and with the parents and students, and
curricular coherence are shaped in part by the teachers but also by the administra-
tors who work in schools. These conditions are not necessarily imposed externally
but rather occur through teachers’ daily interactions with others. Examinations of
the social organization of teachers’ work reveal that the classroom is not a sepa-
rate, inviolate zone of teacher autonomy. Rather the work of teachers is subject to
considerable direct control and constraint by those with whom they interact.

In chapter 6, Adam Gamoran, Ramona Gunter, and Tona Williams use intensive
case studies to demonstrate how a school district has promoted a professional
community among its staff. In the Bidwell tradition, Gamoran and his colleagues
have turned their attention inside the schools to examine the activities of teachers
and determine the extent to which successful educational reforms are influenced
by strong collegial ties focused on teaching and learning. The authors claim that
relational ties help to establish a professional community in which teachers exhibit
shared values, focus collectively on student learning, collaborate, engage in reflec-
tive conversations about student learning, and share their practices with one an-
other. These ideas, which place the social psychological aspects of relationships
among teachers and students at the core of school change, permeate not only chap-
ter 6 but also many of the other chapters in this volume. Attending to the social
psychological often requires that investigators use a variety of methods, some of
which include social network analysis and in-depth observations and case studies.

Part of a larger study, the analysis presented in chapter 6 relies on information
from a small elementary school district that draws students from both a midsized
city and a suburb. Over the course of several years the investigators observed
twenty-six professional development workshops, interviewed sixty-one teachers
and fifteen administrators, and surveyed over two hundred classroom mathemat-
ics and science teachers in four elementary schools. Using a variety of analytic
methods, including social network analyses and more standard forms of multi-
variate analysis, Gamoran and his colleagues show how a professional commu-
nity can evolve and be sustained.

Monthly professional development activities, in which student work was col-
laboratively reviewed, helped to encourage a common technical vocabulary, infor-

Introduction
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mation sharing, trust, and norms and expectations about student performance.
The relationships among the teachers asking for help seemed to function in much
the same way as those among the teachers interacting within high school depart-
ments in Bidwell’s research. Teachers in elementary schools are more likely to ask
for help from teachers who are in the same grade level, just as teachers in high
schools are more likely to interact with those in the same subject area. With respect
to changing instructional practice, teachers who are highly engaged in fostering
student thinking, delivering challenging content, and promoting an “equitable
classroom community” tend to learn from a wide range of colleagues, whereas
teachers who participate less in these types of activities learn mainly from those
more involved in them than they are. Gamoran and his colleagues conclude that
while these results are from only one district, it does appear that a stronger pro-
fessional community can develop in this setting, though it may not be replicable in
other places. Results seem to suggest that educational reforms, particularly those
that are teacher-centered, may be more sustainable when activated and reinforced
at the local level.

THE MICROSOCIOLOGY OF 
SCHOOLS AND CLASSROOMS

As Scott indicates in chapter 2, social network theory is one of the most under-
studied areas in research on organizations, yet it is also one of the fastest growing.
The chapters in part III either employ formal social network analysis or intensively
examine the relational ties between individuals to demonstrate how social norms
are shaped and reinforced among teachers and students. In chapter 7, Maureen
Hallinan examines the social psychological processes that link school context to
student socialization. The chapter begins by discussing the origin and dimensions
of the normative culture of a school, which consists of the set of norms, values, and
meanings that are endorsed by the significant members of a school community. A
school’s normative culture typically has three components: the norms governing
students’ academic performance, social participation, and moral behavior. These
three components differ within and across schools, often reflecting the values of
the teachers, administrators, and parents of the students they serve. Hallinan draws
on several intensive studies of schools to illustrate the variety of normative cul-
tures in U.S. public and private schools.

How school norms are transmitted to the students and how students respond is
the second major theme of this chapter. Academic norms are communicated pri-
marily through the curriculum, the organization of instruction, school admissions
policies, written documents, verbal exchanges, rewards and punishments, and
role modeling. Social participation and moral behaviors are also influenced by
these factors. In the instance of social participation, social service activities, com-
munity involvement, and participation in extracurricular programs are also key
components in developing norms. A student’s response to the school’s normative
culture depends in part on that student’s intellectual, social, and psychological

The Social Organization of Schooling
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needs. One school may meet a student’s intellectual and psychological needs bet-
ter than another school. When a student enters a new school, teachers and peers
become a referent group for the student to reflect on his or her own goals and ob-
jectives and determine how to attain them. If the intellectual challenges and social
relationships students experience in school fail to meet their developmental needs,
they are likely to resist school norms and risk becoming alienated from their
school. However, students who are motivated to comply with the rules and regu-
lations of their school are more likely to cooperate in the learning process, be ac-
countable for their actions, and assume responsibilities as adults.

Daniel McFarland’s and Robert Petrin’s chapters both investigate relational ties.
In chapter 8, McFarland focuses on student networks and the influence of status,
popularity, and academic performance on student participation in class. In chap-
ter 9, Petrin explores the relationships between teacher instructional techniques
and student engagement and learning in science classes. Both chapters place the
dynamics of classroom interaction at the heart of their analyses; however, rather
than using formal network analysis, both authors use multilevel modeling to take
into account the nested qualities of educational systems. McFarland models stu-
dents within classrooms; Petrin studies students within courses within schools.

Using classroom observations, surveys, and school records of tenth- and twelfth-
graders in two schools, McFarland studies student participation and status within
classrooms. Answering the question “What makes some classes and students
more academically and/or sociably vocal than others?” McFarland finds that
some classes are more vocal than others because the students are given more op-
portunities to interact with one another through group work and discussion. Some
students are more vocal than others because they have social standing among their
classmates and their physical attractiveness affords them legitimacy in activities
identified as work and play. Academic status appears to have relevance in class-
room academic activities but not in other domains. Popular students appear to be
at the center of interactions in classrooms.

Over the course of the academic year, work activities tend to include more play
activities. Students eventually socialize during classroom activities even if the
tasks required by the teachers do not encourage or promote it. Sociability in class-
rooms, if left undirected and unmanaged, can undermine task requirements and
inhibit and dissuade students from becoming involved in classroom activities.
Based on these findings, McFarland calls for research on how the social organiza-
tion of peer groups in classrooms influences group cohesion, motivation, and in-
terest in work and play in school activities and how and why the relationship be-
tween academic and social status in peer groups varies across students’ schooling
careers.

In the next chapter, Robert Petrin is also concerned with characterizing the ex-
periences of high school students. Instead of using a peer group approach, he
adopts an organizational framework and applies recent advances in comparative
statistical methods to the analysis of instructional resources in schools. Drawing
on the organizational and Opportunity to Learn paradigms, Petrin argues that
high school courses represent positions in the curricula that are essentially “con-
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texts within contexts” embodying teachers’ goals and mandates, school academic
and professional environments, and the distribution of various material and
human capital resources within schools. In examining different tenth-grade sci-
ence courses, Petrin assumed that instructional resources would vary across
courses within schools and that these variations would be linked to student learn-
ing and engagement, once students’ prior ability and other background character-
istics had been taken into account. These assumptions regarding science courses
were predicated in part on his prior research on mathematics courses, where he
found that teacher-centered instruction was more likely to occur in geometry ver-
sus algebra classes and that when teachers used this instructional approach, stu-
dents were more likely to be engaged and to have higher rates of learning.

Analyses are based on data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study
of 1988 to 1994 (NELS:88–94). Petrin begins by identifying four tenth-grade science
curricular positions (earth and environmental science, biology, chemistry, and
physics) and constructs separate measures of student instructional experiences for
each position simultaneously to determine whether they vary in systematic ways
within the science curriculum. Recognizing that instructional practices are not
only shaped by course content and the academic and demographic characteristics
of students allocated to courses, he then examines the influence of school resources
and classroom constraints on instructional experiences and student outcomes. His
findings show that instructional experiences have sizable effects on student en-
gagement and achievement in tenth-grade biology and chemistry, even after
school resources, classroom constraints, teacher goals, professional beliefs, and
student background characteristics are taken into account. Instruction that is
teacher-centered, student-centered, or some combination of the two varies in ef-
fectiveness among students. Petrin suggests that researchers need to pay attention
to students’ experiences across all positions in the curriculum instead of focusing
attention on either remedial or advanced courses. The distribution and effects of
instruction within and between schools, he argues, are social facts that should in-
form subsequent theory and research on teaching, school organization, and cur-
ricular reform.

In chapter 10, Kenneth Frank and Yong Zhao use formal social network analysis
to study the implementation of computer technology over time among a group of
teachers and administrators in an elementary school. They then verify these find-
ings from the elementary school with a second cross-sectional dataset that
includes several hundred teachers and administrators in nineteen elementary
schools. Underlying Frank and Zhao’s research is the assumption that school ac-
tors, like members of most other social systems, organize themselves into formal
units and subgroups in which relations, or ties, are concentrated. Specifically, the
authors look at how interactions affect beliefs and behaviors, how identifying the
structuring of interactions helps us to understand organizational decisionmaking,
and what conditions influence the formation of subgroups within schools.

Focusing on technological innovations, they find that school actors’ talk about
technology affects their use of it. Talk about computer technology and curriculum
is concentrated in subgroups as well as in grade levels. However, technology talk
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is slightly more likely to transcend the formal or organizational boundaries of
grade level than is curricular talk. Finally, technology talk anticipates the forma-
tion of collegial ties, indicating that informal structures are responsive to a school’s
attempts to implement innovations.

CHANGE IN SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS

Part IV concentrates on different educational reforms and their effect on existing
models of organizational control at the global, national, state, and local levels. Bid-
well points out in chapter 1 that one approach to understanding social change is
through a globalization paradigm. He notes that while this perspective is partially
compelling, it tends not to examine local situations, or at least not exhaustively. He
argues that focusing on the specifications of the local mechanisms that undergird
social change may provide stronger evidence of educational diffusion. Chapter 11
provides an example of how such local practices within a global frame can be stud-
ied. Catherine Riegle-Crumb examines how girls’ and boys’ academic performance
in mathematics and science is influenced by opportunities for participation in the
home, labor force, and government in various countries. Her analyses are based on
two international datasets, the United Nations Women’s Indicators and Statistics
Database—which allows for the study of gender stratification across forty coun-
tries and includes measures of fertility rates, availability of legal abortion, and
rates of participation in both the labor force and government—and the Third In-
ternational Mathematics and Science Survey.

Her results show that in countries where women have higher levels of govern-
ment representation, there are smaller gender gaps in mathematics and science
achievement among students in middle school. Additionally, in countries where
women have greater domestic freedom and participate more in the labor force,
girls are more similar to boys in terms of favorable mathematics and science atti-
tudes. Riegle-Crumb demonstrates how systems of national gender inequality are
maintained by the connections between perceived opportunities and real out-
comes. Her evidence suggests the presence of a vicious cycle whereby gender
stratification in one generation is passed on to the next, creating a “dysfunctional
inheritance of gender roles.” It is this process that is reified globally.

Moving to the national and state levels, Christopher Swanson focuses in chapter
12 on two reform strategies that have received national attention—standards-
based reforms and accountability-based reforms—and examines the extent to
which states have adopted educational policies consistent with these reforms. The
data for his study were obtained from state-level information published by the
Council of Chief State School Officers, and the analysis employs a statistical ap-
proach known as item response theory (IRT).

His results show a lack of fit between the enactment of professional standards
and standards-based reform, suggesting that standards-based reform, as it is prac-
ticed, appears to embody a narrow process-oriented model of organizational
change rather than a more integrated combination of factors that encompass both
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teacher practice and curricular content. Among those states that enacted standards-
based reforms, adoption typically began by establishing what students were ex-
pected to know, moved to defining the levels of mastery students were expected to
exhibit with respect to content, and then attempted to align statewide testing pro-
grams with the content, using innovative assessment techniques. Although nearly
all states that have adopted standards-based reforms developed curricular frame-
works, fewer states have adopted performance indicators, and only a very limited
number have implemented innovative assessment programs.

With respect to accountability standards, states show considerable overlap: that
is, if they have adopted graduation requirements, they are also likely to have
adopted assessment programs and accountability systems. These results suggest
that individual policies can be viewed as largely interchangeable rather than as in-
terdependent reforms. Levels of accountability vary across the fifty states, and the
southeastern states appear to be at the vanguard of this reform movement. States
with a culture of strong local control in education tend to have the lowest levels of
state-led policies in the areas of standards-based or accountability reforms.

Swanson’s results, which are based on two distinct approaches to educational
reform, reveal that coherent reform strategies are being pursued systematically
across states that share certain characteristics, such as local versus greater state
control of educational policies. Researchers’ explanations of prior unsuccessful ed-
ucational initiatives often center on the structural fragmentation of the educational
system. In contrast, policy analysts have tended to blame the failures of reforms on
their design characteristics. Swanson argues that these two factors do not operate
independently of one another. The loosely coupled character often attributed to
movements for change in education may be the product of complex structural and
governance relationships.

Chapter 13 also is concerned with state policies, in this case, variation in testing
policies and its relationship to opportunities to learn, measured by course-taking
in mathematics. This chapter by Chandra Muller and Kathryn Schiller examines
the effects of states’ strategies for raising standards and enacting accountability
standards for students’ academic progress on increasing enrollment in higher-
level mathematics courses among students of different backgrounds and abilities.
Using data from two nationally stratified longitudinal datasets—one on students,
the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 to 1992, and the other on high
schools, the National Longitudinal Study of Schools—the authors find that state
policies are likely to have mixed effects on students’ course-taking. With respect to
standards, state policies have a small effect on students’ mathematics course-
taking in high school. The authors explain that this finding is not surprising given
that the courses students take in high school are influenced by many other factors,
such as school policies regarding class schedules and course prerequisites and stu-
dent abilities and interests.

Increasing school accountability for student test performance seems to increase
students’ opportunities for learning, and holding schools accountable for stu-
dents’ learning appears to encourage more course-taking in mathematics. On av-
erage, students tend to accumulate more mathematics during their schooling ca-
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reers irrespective of the level at which they were placed as freshmen, when ac-
countability measures are in place. However, the effect is strongest for students
who took higher-level courses as freshmen. The link between freshmen course
placements and accumulated course credit is stronger in states for which test per-
formance was linked to school consequences, suggesting that formal organiza-
tional structures such as accountability measures can have consequences. How-
ever, their effects are not uniform across all student populations. State policies
such as accountability measures can create complex systems that have positive
benefits for everyone. But raising the floor does not necessarily give students at the
bottom an extra boost that moves them closer to having educational opportunities
similar to those of students who are already advantaged.

One educational problem that most young people face is the transition from el-
ementary school to middle school or high school. The structure of the schooling
system in the United States, which has most adolescents moving from their ele-
mentary or middle school into a new and more complex institution, the high
school, occurs at the same time that most young people are in the developmental
throes of adolescence. Marked by physical changes, growing independence and
social interest, and increasing cognitive development, the transition for many
teenagers to often large, competitive, impersonal high schools can be personally
and intellectually difficult. In chapter 14, Kathryn Schiller takes a school-level ap-
proach and examines three different high school transition programs to learn how
institutional type and geographic location are related to the type of program that
is adopted. Analyzing data from the National Education Longitudinal Study of
1988 to 1992, she finds that the average number of transition programs tends to 
be similar across high schools. However, private schools use significantly fewer
programs, and magnet schools have significantly more programs. Location also
appears to matter: urban schools use more programs compared to suburban and
rural schools.

Differentiating among the types of programs, Schiller finds that public neigh-
borhood schools and choice schools (not magnets) have similar programs that em-
phasize efforts to coordinate with their feeder schools but give limited attention to
activities that facilitate students’ integration into their new schools. Magnet and
vocational schools have similar programs but tend to place less emphasis on coor-
dination programs and more on activities that involve parents. Catholic and pri-
vate schools tend to emphasize the use of intensive programs in which middle
school students visit high school classes and “big brother and big sister buddy
programs” that link them with high school students. Following Bidwell (1965),
Schiller emphasizes that the types of programs high schools adopt are shaped by
their environments and by the potential problems they have in recruiting mem-
bers and obtaining resources. Private schools that rely on parent support are more
likely to institute programs that might be too organizationally demanding in large
public high schools. In small closed communities with few feeder schools, where
most students move to high school with their friends, students and parents are less
likely to require intensive knowledge of high school practices. The need for infor-
mation is likely to be different for students attending magnet schools, where the
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student population and school practices are likely to be dissimilar from their
feeder schools.

In the last chapter, Lori Diane Hill provides an in-depth case study that shows
how a school community collaborative is using a citywide reform policy to re-
create itself as a more viable educational institution. Schools in communities char-
acterized by high concentrations of poverty and high degrees of social isolation
are disproportionately affected by the current crisis in public education. One ap-
proach that community leaders have taken is to try to ensure that youth in their
communities have access to quality educational institutions. Hill focuses on how
one grassroots organization, the Vernon Collaborative, successfully acquired more
resources and facilitated urban school reform within its community.

Framing her argument using social capital theory and linking it to social trust,
Hill shows how the activities of the collaborative redefined the expectations and
obligations of the members of the school community and set the high school on a
new path of reconstitution. Vernon High School was at one time the center of a
thriving, racially segregated, but economically heterogeneous neighborhood. Over
the years the high school, once seen as a place to receive a good education, came to
be seen by the residents and the school system as failing. Alumni of Vernon High
School and other community organizers decided that something dramatic had to
be done to change the course of education at the school. They organized them-
selves into a collaborative that focused on reform in the classrooms. Relying on her
observations and interviews, Hill describes how the collaborative worked with the
teachers and students in an attempt to mobilize internal and external resources
and channel them into the school. The idea that one of the most promising strate-
gies for reforming urban schools is having local communities take an active role
has been a key aspect of school reform for decades. However, what form that in-
volvement should take has been unclear. This chapter describes a new model for
community engagement that holds promise for moving reform forward.

The reciprocal relationships that link individual, institution, and context are the
focus of the fifteen chapters in this volume. As Bidwell argues, the work of sociol-
ogists of education is increasingly distinguished by efforts to understand, mea-
sure, and determine the effects of social context, whether in the classroom, the
high school department, the school, the community, or the government. Without
considering social context, it is unlikely that scholars or policymakers will be able
to design and implement reforms that result in significant societal change.
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Chapter 1

A Sociological Agenda for 
Research on Education

Charles E. Bidwell

The long history of intellectual exchange between the discipline of sociology
and the study of education has been fruitful for both of the partners. In this
chapter, I review where we have been in this exchange and then consider

where we are now and where we might go next. The research agenda that I pro-
pose addresses two underanalyzed problems: the global diffusion of the organiza-
tional forms and curricula that characterize national systems of education and the
microsociology of schools.

My discussion of each is based on four premises. First, our main analytical task
in the sociology of education, as in all of social science, is to explain change in so-
cial organization and in socially organized behavior. Second, to explain change of
this kind we must discover the mechanisms that initiate and sustain the change
process (see Hedström and Swedberg 1998). Third, these mechanisms always con-
sist of the behavior of individual or corporate actors. Fourth, these mechanisms
therefore will be discovered, whatever the level of social aggregation under analy-
sis, by examining local events, that is, events that are particular to a time and place.

WHERE WE HAVE BEEN

When they lectured and wrote about education, Émile Durkheim and Max Weber
prefigured two principal theoretical strands that have characterized the exchange
between sociological and educational scholarship. Durkheim, the onetime profes-
sor of pedagogy lecturing on moral education (Durkheim 1925/1961), systemati-
cally analyzed the ways in which social participation socializes children, specify-
ing the mechanisms for socialization found in classroom social organization. Later,
lecturing on the history of education in France (Durkheim 1938/1977), he offered
an essentially political analysis of institutional formation to account for the devel-
opment of secondary and higher education from the beginnings of the University
of Paris forward.

Weber’s discussion of education at various points in Economy and Society (Weber
1921/1978) provides both a long-term and a short-term framework for under-
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standing how education takes the form it does from time to time and place to
place. His long-term analysis anchors forms of education within orders of belief
and corresponding orders of domination, so that over the long sweep of history
the organization and content of schooling change as societies move from charis-
matic, through traditional, to rational-legal modes of thought and authority. His
short-term analysis echoes Durkheim on the development of education in France.
It centers on politics, finding in the national mass politics of turn-of-the-twentieth-
century Western Europe and America the mechanisms that drive change in educa-
tional organization, curricula, and access as schooling moves from traditional and
aristocratic forms to rational and bureaucratic ones.

Schools and Schoolteachers

The apparent disjuncture in the organization of contemporary American school
districts between elaborated administrative superstructures and relatively simple
pedagogical infrastructures challenged Weber’s (1921/1978, 1006–12) depiction of
bureaucracy as a rational construction intended to deal efficiently with the com-
plexities of collective enterprise. Subsequent sociological theories of formal orga-
nization have been derived substantially from attempts to understand this dis-
juncture. They are rooted in particular in the work of James March and Johan
Olsen (1976) on “garbage can” decisionmaking, of Karl Weick (1976) on loose cou-
pling, and the subsequent neo-institutional theories of organizational form (Meyer
and Rowan 1977; Powell and DiMaggio 1991).

When American sociology was coming of age in the 1920s, Willard Waller was
collecting diaries and other personal documents from rural schoolteachers. These
documents provided the data for The Sociology of Teaching (1932). In this classic vol-
ume, Waller treated the high school as a social system that was fully open to its local
environment. There the social order of the classroom and school arose from antag-
onistic interaction between administrators, teachers, and students, shaped substan-
tially by the local institutionalization of the school as a “museum of virtue.”

As the sociology of education grew and prospered in the years following World
War II, Waller’s holistic conception of school and community virtually disap-
peared from view.1 The field had become the beneficiary of a growing govern-
mental and popular concern for equity in access to schooling and a concomitant
turn to social science to ground public policy (Dreeben 1994). As the field grew, it
differentiated. James Coleman’s The Adolescent Society (1961a) began an enduring
line of work on the life of students in school centered on ways in which their loca-
tion in the formal and informal elements of school social organization affects their
academic achievement and subsequent life chances.

This body of work itself branched. One branch has treated relationships be-
tween a school’s normative climate and individual students’ achievement. Some
of these studies have measured “climate” as no more than an aggregation of the
dispositions of individual students or teachers, or in other ways as a correlate of
school-level properties (see, for example, Brookover et al. 1979; McDill and Rigsby
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1973; Rutter et al. 1979; Wilson 1959). Others have considered climate to be a func-
tion of more microlevel aspects of school social organization, usually limited to
peer relationships (see, for example, Campbell and Alexander 1965; Coleman
1961b).2

The other branch has come to dominate empirical work in the sociology of edu-
cation. It is the study of curricular differentiation—how placement in elementary
school ability groups and high school tracks affects students’ achievement (on
ability grouping, see, for example, Barr and Dreeben 1983, and on tracking, see
Oakes, Gamoran, and Page 1992).

A second line of work has been slower to appear. Treating the school as a work-
place for faculty, this research considers how the formal and informal organization
of teachers’ work provides, or fails to provide, resources of social capital that they
can use to deal with everyday problems of teaching. Dan Lortie (1969, 1975) and
Robert Dreeben (1973) opened this field. It since has engaged several investigators
(for example, Bidwell and Yasumoto 1999; McLaughlin and Talbert 2001; Rowan
1990b; Siskin 1994; Yasumoto, Uekawa, and Bidwell 2001).

Intersecting with commentary on the weak professionalization of the American
teaching force (Dreeben 1996; Herbst 1989b), this body of work, like Waller, depicts
American schoolteachers situated in a work environment that contains often irrec-
oncilable demands. That is, teachers in American public schools are said to be vul-
nerable to local pressures about what and how to teach and to recurrent waves of
pedagogical innovation. For this reason, these commentaries conclude, teachers
must depend primarily on local colleagues for help in resolving the dilemmas that
these conflicts create and on these same colleagues and, even more, their students
for social support as they go about their daily work. Brian Rowan (1990b) provides
the most trenchant analysis of the conflicting elements of teachers’ work environ-
ments, and Lortie (1969, 1975) and Dreeben (1968) the most compelling accounts of
teachers’ dependence on the goodwill and approbation of their students.

Education in Society

The study of education as an institution in society, begun with such force by
Durkheim and Weber, also has been slow to develop. Not until 1984 did another
major statement about the formation of national systems of education appear—
Margaret Archer’s (1979) magisterial treatment of the emergence of education in
Britain, France, and Russia. Like Durkheim and Weber, Archer treats the institu-
tionalization of systems of education as a consequence of the interest-driven action
of powerful collective actors.

This tradition, however, has not continued. Rising neo-institutional theory soon
informed research on the global spread of forms of education that occurred in the
surge of nation-building following the Second World War. This body of work has
come to dominate research on education in nation-states. Neo-institutional theory
has replaced politics and power as mechanisms of institutionalization with socio-
cultural and cognitive mechanisms. These mechanisms include the formation and
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diffusion of national systems as expressions of the global diffusion of a template of
beliefs about what modern nations look like and what their schools and curricula
look like (Meyer and Hannan 1979; Meyer, Kamens, and Benavot 1992).

WHERE WE ARE NOW

Specialization in scholarship has its benefits, principal among them the possibility
of depth and refinement in the conceptualization of the phenomenon that is under
the specialist’s microscope. However, it also has costs. Those costs arise in partic-
ular from failures of understanding when the phenomenon is part of a larger sys-
tem of events, so that the phenomenon can be understood fully only by including
its principal relationships to other parts of the system. The current state of socio-
logical scholarship on education seems to me to be paying rather substantial costs
of specialization. This is true of work on schools in society and of work on the lives
of teachers and students in the social orders of schools.

The Institution of Education

Local events should be of prime concern to sociologists who are interested in
education as an institution in societies. Analyses of the diffusion of education
conducted by John Meyer and his colleagues (Meyer and Hannan 1979; Meyer,
Kamens, and Benavot 1992) conclude that the diffusion process has produced a
worldwide convergence in both the organizational forms and the curricular sub-
stance of national educational systems. In these analyses, the systems tend to con-
verge on a conception of educational modernity that itself has diffused to inform
in a compelling way national elites and other makers of educational policy in
emerging no less than in extant nation-states.

This analysis is consonant with the growing literature that treats globalization—
that is, the emergence of economic and political interdependence and convergent
beliefs about the nature and conditions of modern life—as perhaps the current
master trend of social change. However, two of the major students of globaliza-
tion, Saskia Sassen (2001) and Janet Abu-Lughod (1999), agree about the continu-
ing importance of the local in the midst of the apparent homogenization of world
societies. They argue that integration into the global economy has significant con-
sequences that are particular to place.

This way of thinking about global trends in social and economic change is par-
ticularly important because it begins to specify the mechanisms that produce these
trends. The trends themselves, after all, are simply descriptions of principal direc-
tions of change in the attributes of localities. To say that the observed worldwide
diffusion of certain structural and substantive forms of education can be attributed
to another pattern of diffusion, the diffusion of conceptions of modern statehood
and schools, is in fact more an effort to explain one process by another than an at-
tempt to provide a satisfactory account of the mechanisms involved.
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Explanation of this kind begs the prime analytical question of cause, that is, the
specification of mechanisms (on the process-mechanism distinction, see Hedström
and Swedberg 1998). John Meyer and his collaborators are well aware of the im-
portance of this specification (see, for example, Meyer and Hannan 1979), but they
do not explore it in depth. More recently, Francisco Ramirez (1997) and Colette
Chabbott and Ramirez (2000) have addressed the issue of mechanism with more
precision. In particular, they have proposed that international agencies and non-
governmental organizations provide economic incentives that drive developing
nations toward a common standard of statehood, including a common standard of
educational provision. This explanation is cogent, but undoubtedly partial. More-
over, the issue of the local consequences of involvement in a global pattern of ed-
ucational diffusion remains to be addressed.

Randall Collins (2000) reminds us that the model of education that is spreading
worldwide is the outcome of social processes of relatively recent origin. Collins
discusses the development of the modern university, but his argument has a
broader application to the development of education in societies. He proposes that
the university in its modern form emerged in a context of bureaucratization and
professionalization that has created markets for credentials and the concomitant
training and examining that are required for credentials to be earned. As the mech-
anisms that have motivated both of these processes, he proposes the action of
groups of professionals, officials, and teachers pursuing interests in power, wealth,
or status. In this way, he argues, the modern university took shape in the context
of the thoroughgoing bureaucratization of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century European and American societies.

The reader could easily quarrel with some of the particulars of Collins’s account
and might be skeptical about his underlying theoretical argument. What I wish to
underscore is his meta-theoretical approach, namely, his concern with process,
with identifying the mechanisms that drive the process and, most notably, with
specifying these mechanisms as constituted of specific events in specific societies
and times. The theory may be general, but its evaluation is local.

Another facet of Collins’s argument is instructive. He proposes that education
has its own institutionalizing impact on societies by shaping social stratification.
In contrast to Pierre Bourdieu’s stress on educational systems as reflections of so-
cial stratification (see, for example, Bourdieu and Passeron 1977), Collins (2000,
214) asserts that “we . . . go through a lengthy process of acquiring . . . degrees that
determine what jobs we can get because of . . . changes in school organization that
started in the Christian Middle Ages and have recently spread around most of the
world. . . . [World societies’] distinctive forms of social stratification have been cre-
ated by their forms of education.”

Sassen’s (2001) depiction of global cities has a similar focus on local processes of
institutionalization. She asks about the impact of integration into the global econ-
omy on a city’s social and economic organization. She predicts, for example, grow-
ing gaps in income between social strata brought about by a waning middle class,
the decline of mass consumption as a component of the local economy, and the rise
of a cosmopolitan style of life characterizing a newly dominant professional class.
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In addition, both Sassen (2001) and Abu-Lughod (1999) ask how local urban histo-
ries, demography, political and social organization, and culture give particular
shape to the local impact of integration into the global economy. This same ques-
tion must be asked about the interplay of the local and global in the formation and
development of national educational systems.3

Teaching in the Schools

At present, we construct models of students’ academic achievement that effec-
tively exclude teachers from an active role in the achievement process. Doing so,
we make an implicit assumption that what students learn arises primarily from
their own capabilities and motives and their consequent capacities to exploit their
exposure to instruction. What this instruction consists of—in particular, what the
teacher’s acts contribute to the process—is left substantially unspecified.

For example, the Sørenson and Hallinan (1977) model of opportunities to learn,
one of the most precisely specified representations of the academic achievement
process, treats achievement as a function of students’ ability, their motivation, and
a term for “quality of instruction” that is not disaggregated. Other research on the
school as context for academic achievement presents models that treat the context
in less aggregate terms. However, they center either on the school or the classroom
as a stock of resources, including such resources as teachers’ formal preparation,
verbal ability, gender, or race (see, for example, Coleman et al. 1966), or on the
amount or content of what is taught, excluding how the teacher and students in-
teract (see, for example, Barr and Dreeben 1983).

It is time to bring the teacher—in particular, the teacher who is in the act of
teaching—back in, simply because the content of what is taught takes form and
has its effects largely as a function of the way it is taught. Moreover, such teacher
attributes as verbal fluency or race have their effects primarily through what the
teacher does in interaction with students, including both formal instruction and
less formal student-teacher exchanges.

Dan Lortie (1969, 1975) depicts teachers working in substantial isolation from
their colleagues, which he treats as a function of a mechanical division of instruc-
tional labor. His analysis has become the standard reference. Of course, teachers
do not act altogether independently or autonomously. How they conduct their
classes and how they interact with students are to a considerable degree conse-
quences of formal organizational regulation. Richard Ingersoll (2003, this volume)
shows how administrative and other regulative structures in schools affect teach-
ers’ procedural compliance and their commitment to their work and their schools.
Other research on the social organization of the faculty workplace, in both ele-
mentary and high schools, suggests that colleague interaction, in particular infor-
mal ties, can influence substantially the way a faculty does its work (Bidwell and
Yasumoto 1999; Bryk, Lee, and Holland 1993; Johnson 1990; McLaughlin and Tal-
bert 2001; Siskin 1994).

Teaching is fairly described as weakly professionalized (Dreeben 1996; Herbst
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1989b). In this volume, Robert Dreeben posits the systematic demonstration of
competence in difficult situations as a key condition of professionalization. He ar-
gues that schoolteaching has not met this condition. Similarly, Susan Moore John-
son (this volume) documents a history of failures to professionalize the teaching
occupation. Teachers’ occupational organizations are not impotent. Rather, having
followed the path of unionization, these organizations come into play with respect
to the extrinsic conditions of teachers’ work, not its pedagogical substance. If one
accepts two propositions, that the teaching occupation has only marginally codi-
fied the substance of teaching and that it lacks effective means of occupational con-
trol over the conduct of its members, then an analysis of the work of teachers must
center on local events in schools and school districts.

WHERE SHALL WE GO? APPLYING A 
THEORY OF INSTITUTIONALIZATION

In this volume, Richard Scott calls our attention to Mustafa Emirbayer’s (1997) dis-
tinction between “entities” and “processes.” He reminds us that for much of its
history, the sociology of organizations generally, and of schools in particular, has
treated their structures in static terms, as constituted of independent entities,
rather than in dynamic terms, as interrelated in ongoing processes of structural
production and reproduction.

In contemporary neo-institutional research on the global diffusion of educa-
tion, the receiving nation-states, the termini of the diffusion process, are treated as
entities. They are passive rather than dynamic recipients of the master myth of
educational modernity and its organizational and curricular specification. By
contrast, Durkheim, Weber, and Archer take as the fundamental question under-
standing the interactions of changes in societies and changes in their systems of
education.

Most of the empirical literature on schooling also is couched in the terms of so-
cial statics. When schooling is treated as status attainment, it is only the individual
student who changes—who, for example, learns, gains tastes, develops motives,
and forms aspirations. These changes take place in the context of the unchanging
school environment, an entity. The possibility that changing students and chang-
ing environments interact is not addressed.

Applying a theory of institutionalization can shed new light on the causal mech-
anisms involved in the emergence and change of national systems of education
and in the process of schooling in individual schools. The most useful theory is a
political theory that was given early, but relatively full, expression by William Gra-
ham Sumner (1906), and later in essentially the same terms by Arthur Stinchcombe
(1968). Sumner’s theory contains two key propositions. First, social institutions
come into being through the action of powerful groups in pursuit of their own in-
terests, whether ideal or material. Second, however powerful the actors who make
such attempts, institutionalization cannot occur in the absence of fit with the
moral, social, organizational, and material conditions in its immediate environ-
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ment. That is, institutional formation is subject to the discipline of environmental
selection (on these and related points, see Bidwell 2001).

These two propositions are about the creation and early stabilization of institu-
tions. To these, add Philip Selznick’s (1949, 1957) proposition that institutions are
creators of value, that is, once they come into being, participation in the institu-
tionalized world that they create tends to become a good in itself. The valorization
of institutions adds to their stability. So, for example, in his study of the Tennessee
Valley Authority (TVA), Selznick argues that by grounding the occupational and,
by extension, personal identities of its staff, the TVA was valorized so that their ef-
forts were directed substantially toward maintaining the organizational status
quo. These classic propositions on institutionalization provide a theoretical frame
with wide applicability to the study of social change. I consider their application
first to research on the global diffusion of education and second to studies of the
institutional dynamics of schools.

Studying the Dynamics of Global 
Diffusion and National Systems

For research on the global diffusion of education, there are two key questions.
First, how do local events in specific societies constitute the mechanisms that drive
the emergence and stabilization of national systems of education, that is, how they
are organized and what they teach? Second, what are the consequences of these or-
ganizational forms and curricula for other social institutions?4 These questions
should be explored in detailed studies of both historical and contemporary soci-
eties. What is required at this point are not the sweeping, multi-society compar-
isons that have been the hallmark of research on the global spread of education,
but rather case studies that rely on fine-grained archival, observational, and inter-
view data. As studies of this kind accumulate, they can provide a more secure base
for comparative analyses that then could ground generalizing inferences about the
dynamics of global educational institutionalization.

With respect to the first of the questions, local events as mechanisms, the concep-
tion of institutionalization as a political process leads the sociologist to ask, as Mar-
garet Archer (1984) asked: Which are the powerful groups? On what is their power
based? What is the nature of their interests, both ideal and material, in the provision
of education? What actions do they take? And what are the consequences for how
the educational system is organized and its curriculum composed?

Such studies inevitably will focus on the interests and actions of elites, but they
need not and should not be confined to elite groups, nor need or should they be
confined to actors within the society under study. Because national systems are
governmental systems, governments, parties, and professional educators each
may supply powerful, interested actors on the educational scene. The very global
spread of education indicates the potential importance of international organiza-
tions as interested and potent actors. This aspect of investigations, like Weber’s
(1921/1978) and then Archer’s (1979), almost certainly will deal centrally with
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matters of access to schooling of different levels and curricular substance and thus
with the consequences of the institutionalization of educational systems for social
stratification.

The postulate of environmental selection raises an additional set of questions.
The current findings on the worldwide spread of educational forms and curricula
(Meyer, Kamens, and Benavot 1992) indicate a massive convergence across na-
tional boundaries. However, in the absence of detailed local information, it is dif-
ficult to say how much these findings mask local variation and whether variation
of this kind is superficial or substantial. The question of environmental selection
centers in part on the degree to which material resources constrain the form and
scope of educational provision and in part on local beliefs and customs as they are
expressed in popular demand. Here individually less powerful actors—individu-
als and households—become in the aggregate potent sources of both opportunity
for and constraint on the emergence and expansion of particular levels and kinds
of education (Craig 1981).

I can put this point differently by proposing that for educational forms or cur-
ricula to persist they must express a society’s core values and the norms that gov-
ern the conduct of its members. Some local variation in the content of curricula, for
example, may derive from the particular interests of the powerful, such as politi-
cal elites’ use of courses in national literatures as tools of national building. How-
ever, it remains to be seen whether local variation in the structure of access to dif-
ferent levels of schooling or in the kinds of education provided, inter alia, is minor
variation around a common theme of global convergence or whether it indicates a
more profound interaction of global trends and strong local political and cultural
forces (see Fourcade-Gourinchas and Babb 2002).

With respect to the second question, consequences for other social institutions, I
already have noted the possibility of effects on social stratification, and they are
the most obvious and the most sociologically important. Consider further Collins’s
(2000) proposition that the institutionalization of formal sequences of training, ex-
amining, and concomitant credentialing forms principal occupational categories.
This proposition needs comparative investigation, built upon detailed case studies
of historical and contemporary societies.

Collins’s proposition is based on the cogent premise that the credential is a re-
source that occupational groups can use to control access to membership and em-
ployment. In the classic accounts of this use of credentials, the active agents of re-
striction are the occupational groups themselves. They attempt to gain a place in
the university curriculum and control the content and evaluation standards used
therein (see, for example, Hughes 1958; Larson 1977).

However, Collins advocates a more active role for education in the creation of
social stratification. His argument suggests that when universities, or, more prop-
erly, such powerful actors as faculties, academic organizations, and foundations,
develop new, practically applicable, curricular fields, they alter the opportunity
structure for the collective mobility of occupations. New fields may be created in
the academy for many reasons, including the differentiation of knowledge, the
ambition of academic entrepreneurs, and the demographic overexpansion of uni-
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versity specialties relative to student demand (Ben-David and Collins 1966; Par-
sons and Platt 1973).

When Collins’s proposition is evaluated, the results very likely will show that
there are active roles for both academic and occupational groups. This research
should push on into the analysis of consequences for the resulting systems of strat-
ification (for example, the numbers and relative size of identifiable social strata),
the substantive bases for the formation of these strata (for example, control of in-
formation versus material wealth), and the consequent distribution of individual
life chances.

However, consequences for social stratification are not the only institution-
changing effects of educational institutionalization that are worth studying. How
expansion and other changes in educational provision affect national, political,
and economic development has been a vexed research topic for some time, with
unclear findings (see, for example, McGinn 1980). To a considerable extent, the dif-
ficulty lies in ambiguity about the conceptualization of national development, a
topic that lies beyond the purview of this chapter. Another difficulty has been cre-
ated by failures to specify the attributes of educational systems that are implicated
in specific forms of national development.

To date, the bulk of the work in this area has been limited to three issues: the for-
mation of human capital as it affects labor force participation, the role of higher ed-
ucation in technical knowledge creation, and consequences for technological inno-
vation and the reach and flexibility of the economy (see, for example, McGinn
1980). There may be merit in broadening the scope of inquiry. Particular promise
may reside, for example, in efforts to show how participation in varying amounts
and kinds of schooling contributes to the formation of a sense of national identity
among youth and affects the capacity of youth in varying social and economic cir-
cumstances to participate in civil society.

Finally, there is the question of the valorization of institutions. Within the frame
of local history, the course of institutional change in national systems can be ana-
lyzed as an outcome of the relative power and interests of the principal actors on
the educational scene and of environmental opportunity and constraint. Never-
theless, the possibility that institutions may become objects of value for the per-
sons who participate in them cautions us not to overlook the degree to which these
participants, including the faculties of universities and schools and their profes-
sional organizations, are invested in organizational maintenance.

Institutional valorization has particular interest with respect to the stabilization
of national educational systems and the degree to which they are able to adapt to
major environmental changes. Consider, for example, that during the latter half of
the nineteenth century the schools and universities of Britain—and, to a degree, of
France—were much slower than those of Germany and the United States to re-
spond to the demand for instruction in science and other technologically relevant
subject matters that was generated by rampant industrialization. A strong case can
be made that these differences derived substantially from variation in the invest-
ment of elites in the traditional liberal curriculum, interacting with variation in the
competitiveness of the educational systems. If so, these cross-national differences
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were rooted in the distinctive historical development of each national society (Ben-
David 1977/1992; Clark 1983).

Value-based interest in the welfare of educational systems and their component
organizations has complex roots in both material interests and belief in the intrin-
sic value of one or another variety of schooling. Such interests were, for example,
a prime motivation of professional educators in the urban systems of the United
States during early-twentieth-century conflicts over the nature and scope of voca-
tional education (Katznelson and Weir 1985; Peterson 1985).

The slowness of British education to adapt to technological and economic
change, despite the dramatic challenge of the Crystal Palace Exposition, can be at-
tributed in part to the value that members of the English aristocracy and gentry
placed on a classical curriculum. Weber’s (1921/1978) discussion of the transfor-
mation of the educational systems of Europe during the early years of the last cen-
tury is similar. He stresses the value placed on classical studies by aristocratic fam-
ilies, set over against the interest of an expanding and increasingly powerful
bourgeoisie in education that would prepare their offspring for work in commerce
and the professions.

Studying the Institutional Dynamics of Schools

Two lines of research can help us understand the institutional dynamics of schools.
One would focus on the microsociology of schools, situating events in classrooms
within the social organizational context of the school and examining these events
as processes through which students achieve academically and are otherwise so-
cialized. The other would address the formal organization of schools and school
districts, identifying mechanisms of structural and curricular stabilization and
change. I discuss the former in some detail and consider the latter more briefly,
chiefly to show how short-term events within schools may affect longer-term
processes in the institutionalization of schools as organizations.

STUDYING THE MICROSOCIOLOGY OF SCHOOLS Research on the microsoci-
ology of schools should focus on the classroom because it is the place where teach-
ing takes place and a prime location where, in other ways, school life socializes
students. The classroom is highly permeable to its immediate social environment,
the most significant components of which are the networks of ties among teachers
and among students. Without losing its focus on this immediate environment, this
research should be designed to take into account administrative leadership, in par-
ticular formal and informal ties between administrators and teachers, and the
broader environment of local community interests and actors and organizational
and governmental policy and regulation.

Events in classrooms should be analyzed under the twin premises that they are
consequences of the demographic and institutionalized setting in which they take
place and that they stimulate teachers’ efforts to alter institutionalized structures
or ways of doing the school’s work. Classroom events can be analyzed as a func-
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tion of the power and the ideal and material interests of teachers and students, of
their normative investment in the school, and of opportunities for and constraints
on their action. These opportunities and constraints are created most immediately
in the classroom’s organizational and local community environments, which are
themselves a matter of power and interests, in particular the power and interests
of administrators and parents. Less directly, they derive from the more global en-
vironment of public policy, involving the power and interests of the actors who
make or influence these policies.

An ambitious study would situate the classroom in the context of both faculty
and student social organization, treating the school holistically as a social system
open to its environment but with its own peculiar culture and social order. In the
same vein, it should not neglect the formal organization of the curriculum. Despite
evidence that curricular stratification is decreasing in American schools (Lucas
1999), Robert Petrin (this volume) provides evidence that students’ positions in 
the differentiated curricular structures of American high schools have significant
consequences for how they are taught and for their academic engagement and
achievement. One wants to know how distinct curricular structures distribute
variation in classroom processes and intersect faculty and student social organiza-
tion. A more modest study could begin by analyzing relationships between social
processes in the classroom and either the faculty or the student social organiza-
tional context.

Whatever the scope of the study, the array of measured student outcomes should
increase. Achievement in school and later in the labor force and aspirations for
these two kinds of achievement have been virtually the only schooling outcomes
that have gained sociological attention for the past half-century. This narrow focus
is no surprise. Public policy centers on equity in attainment and on the formation
and efficient use of human capital, while achievement test scores, occupational
prestige scores, and earnings streams can be used as dependent variables in sur-
vey analyses (Bidwell 1999; Dreeben 1994).

That the socializing effects of schools are much broader is something that we
know perfectly well but have ignored. These effects encompass the formation of
values and normative commitments and motives, predispositions, and tastes that
are not limited to schooling and work but undergird the wide range of social par-
ticipation. They also include skills in interpersonal relationships and knowledge
that is not formally in the curriculum but nevertheless a part of the informal
learning that takes place in schools. This informal learning includes understand-
ings of the nature of authority and of appropriate relationships to authority, un-
derstandings of the nature of formal organizations and how to conduct oneself as
member or client, and understandings of the polity and of the responsibilities of
citizenship.

Not since Dreeben’s (1968) theoretical work on norm learning in school and the
neo-Marxist accounts of schooling as social reproduction (Bowles and Gintis 1976;
Katz 1968) has sociological attention, either theoretical or empirical, been paid in
any systematic way to these outcomes and their sources in schooling. In this vol-
ume, Maureen Hallinan gives close attention to the noncognitive outcomes of
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schooling and opens the question of how the distinctive cultures of schools social-
ize students to produce these outcomes. To my mind, the formation of achieve-
ment motivation, a socioemotional counterpart to the formation of human capital,
and preparation for participation in the polity and in the civil society are of the
greatest import for widening the research agenda on schooling.

Research on Classroom Events and Student Social Organization Daniel McFar-
land (2001, 2004, this volume) has made a promising start in the analysis of rela-
tionships between the microsociology of the classroom and the social organization
of student life, linking these relationships to variation in, and students’ resistance
to, instruction. Building in large part on studies of classroom interaction as dis-
course (Mehan 1980), of interaction framing (Snow 1986), and of classroom task
structures (Bossert 1979; Stodolsky 1988), McFarland made detailed observations
over sustained periods of time of verbal interaction between students and teachers
and among the students in high school classrooms. His work is an analysis of the
microsocial mechanisms involved in the production of student cooperation or re-
sistance in teacher-assigned classroom tasks. It shows how vulnerable the class-
room social order is to the roles that students enact elsewhere in the school. These
roles, for example, in athletics or prestige-awarding extracurricular activities, pro-
vide students with power that they can use in the classroom to initiate and sustain
episodes of collaboration in or opposition to what the teacher tries to accomplish.

It also shows that different task structures—for example, lecturing by compar-
ison with small-group work—provide different opportunities for interacting stu-
dents to breach the task-oriented frame of work that the teacher has induced. In
this way, they deflect the class from the direction the teacher has in view and pro-
vide opportunities for more active collective student resistance to the teacher’s
intentions.

These characteristics of classroom social order—the interplay of task structures,
student roles, and the incidence of student resistance—undoubtedly provide sig-
nificant mechanisms in the production of both levels and directions of student ef-
fort and thus of levels and directions of student achievement. This line of research
should be extended so that the incidence and severity of student resistance are
treated as intervening between socially ordered classroom events and academic
achievement and achievement motivation. It would be promising as well to inves-
tigate consequences for non-academic aspects of socialization that are likely to be
affected by participation in classrooms characterized by differing degrees of col-
lective compliance with their formally authoritative regimes.

Research on Classroom Events and Faculty Social Organization Because of the
relatively enclosed nature of classrooms, with the one-teacher class still the domi-
nant pattern, this research should investigate nonroutine classroom events and the
ways in which teachers respond to them. Teachers usually solve the everyday
problems that occur in classrooms as a result of day-to-day fluctuations in stu-
dents’ engagement and performance by drawing on their own instructional reper-
toires. However, when they must deal with larger, secular changes—for example,
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changes in students’ preparation, tastes, motivation, or classroom conduct—the
repertoire may not suffice. These changes may be sudden (for example, as a con-
sequence of changes in attendance boundaries) or incremental (for example, as a
consequence of slow, but steady population succession in a school’s community).

In either case, such changes are likely to affect an entire faculty, or a large por-
tion of it, and may stimulate organizational learning by the affected teachers. At
this point it is of interest to ask, in James March’s (1991) language, about a faculty’s
collective capacity to exploit the methods that its members have fixed on as suc-
cessful, to explore alternatives to methods that have proven unsuccessful, and
then to test the alternatives and exploit the more successful of these alternatives.
Nonroutine changes in student cohorts that enter a school and its classrooms may
stimulate teachers to exploit the more effective established ways of teaching and to
explore still more effective alternatives to these subject matters or methods.
Whether a faculty has the social capital required for organizational learning takes
us directly into the social organization of relationships among faculty colleagues.5

Studying Faculty Social Organization and Student Classroom Resistance To il-
lustrate what might be done to probe relationships between a faculty’s social
capital, organizational learning, and outcomes for students, I sketch the conceptu-
alization and touch on the design of a study that, like McFarland’s work, is con-
cerned with effects on students’ classroom resistance. I have chosen this illustra-
tion in part because of its complementarity to McFarland’s research and in part
because resistance is implicated not only in learning subject matter but also more
broadly in students’ socialization. Episodes of engagement and resistance provide
opportunities for achievement motives to be induced, raised, and lowered. These
episodes also provide opportunities for students to learn about the nature of
power, about legitimate authority, and about compliance and legitimate and ille-
gitimate refusals to comply.

How teachers respond to nonroutine change can be treated as a function of their
collective capacity as a faculty to set a new process of local pedagogical institu-
tionalization in motion. This capacity, in turn, can be treated as a function of: their
power, that is, how much autonomy and how much social capital they have for
organizational learning; their interests, that is, the degree to which they are pro-
fessionally committed to locally effective instruction; and the degree to which they
value the existing local pedagogical order. Their collective capacity is a function
also of environmental selection, that is, the degree to which existing and alterna-
tive ways to teach accord with administrative preferences, school and district poli-
cies, and local community demand.

Consider first the analysis of faculty social organization. Here the literature is
contradictory, so that the proposed research program must probe systematically
into the principal dimensions of variation in teachers’ colleague relationships and
the sources of this variation. Lortie (1975) found that the public school teachers he
studied, given their isolation from colleagues, turned mainly to their students for
the social support that sustained them in their roles, becoming vulnerable to stu-
dents’ demands, in particular their expectations about how much effort to expend

The Social Organization of Schooling

28 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000029 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

on schoolwork. His finding is consistent with other work in which teachers are de-
picted as primarily subject to the impersonal discipline of bureaucratic regulation
and routine (Shedd and Bacharach 1991).6

If teachers are vulnerable to students’ demands concerning levels and directions
of effort, they presumably are forced into classroom compromises that weaken the
standards that they would prefer to hold for their students. This proposition (Cu-
sick 1983; Powell, Farrar, and Cohen 1985) harkens back to Waller (1932) on the
school class as a social order of student-teacher antagonism, worked out in an in-
exorable “battle of the requirements.”

However, when Rowan (1990b) considered the substance of teachers’ work, he
found that schoolteachers are confronted by multiple and often conflicting de-
mands by parents and students, coupled with the increasing rigors of external ac-
countability-based policies. Consequently, he argued, they turn to one another for
both technical assistance and social support in the face of these vexing conditions
of work. His reasoning, like that of the growing literature on teacher interaction
and community in elementary and high schools, is consistent with the more gen-
eral proposition that people find it necessary to make sense of formally organized
work lives and that they turn to colleagues in the effort to do so (Weick 2001). The
school workplace presumably is no exception.

In the high school, this sense-making context is likely to be the subject-matter de-
partment (McLaughlin and Talbert 2001; Siskin 1994; Johnson 1990). Some studies
of the high school workplace suggest that such colleague interaction may extend to
the formation and maintenance of fundamental orientations to the ends and meth-
ods of teaching (Bidwell and Yasumoto 1999), at times with palpable consequences
for students’ academic achievement (Yasumoto, Uekawa, and Bidwell 2001).

Studies of the elementary school workplace also document conditions under
which colleague communities may form. The formal division of labor again ap-
pears as an important constraint on the formation of these relationships (for ex-
ample, colleague interaction bounded by school grades). So does the action of the
school principal, with their formation a substantial function of the principal’s ef-
forts to build communal relationships among teachers (McPherson 1972).

However, Ingersoll (2003, this volume) urges caution, arguing that in such criti-
cal areas of classroom life as curriculum and student discipline, teachers’ auton-
omy is severely restricted by formal school and district policies and regulations.
He suggests that teachers’ autonomy, with the exception of relatively minor mat-
ters of classroom conduct, is largely illusory.

Resolving these contradictory arguments and findings requires systematic in-
vestigation across school levels. This research must identify the conditions under
which teachers form colleague networks of varying structure (for example, net-
works that vary in degrees of density and centrality and in levels of subgroup dif-
ferentiation), varying content (for example, pedagogical doctrines and methods of
maintaining classroom discipline), and varying levels of consensus. The intensity
and scope of district-level bureaucratization, the degree to which curricular and
disciplinary decisionmaking is centralized, and the leadership style of the princi-
pal are obvious candidates for this phase of the research.
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From the literature on social networks and on the social organizational context
of organizational learning, we can derive testable propositions about the con-
sequences of faculty social organization for students’ academic resistance and
engagement. These propositions center on relationships between the form of
teachers’ egocentric networks of colleague ties and, first, their individual power in
the classroom and, second, their collective capacity to identify and solve pedagog-
ical problems that are presented by nonroutine compositional change in the flows
of students to their schools and classrooms. In this volume, Adam Gamoran, Ramona
Gunter, and Tona Williams analyze the conditions that foster problem-solving col-
laboration among teachers, while Kenneth Frank and Yong Zhao show how col-
laborative exchanges between elementary school teachers can aid in the produc-
tive adaptation of innovations.

It follows from Lortie’s proposition that the sparser and less cohesive a teacher’s
egocentric colleague network, the more dependent that teacher is likely to be on
students for esteem and other social rewards in the classroom. Therefore, given
McFarland’s findings, students’ classroom resistance should be higher and dis-
ruptions of the teacher’s instructional strategies and tactics more numerous the
sparser and less cohesive the teacher’s ties to colleagues.

Teaching that is well adapted to the classroom situation, no less than modest
levels of student resistance and classroom disruption, should promote the rates at
which students learn and the likelihood that they will acquire positive achieve-
ment motives. Therefore, another promising line of inquiry would probe the con-
sequences of the structure of colleague networks and the behavior-generating
mechanisms that it provides for the local institutionalization of teachers’ instruc-
tional methods, that is, the consequences for their stability and adaptation to the
exigencies of local classroom situations. This research requires the specification of
both the microstructural and related environmental conditions and the social psy-
chological mechanisms involved in the local institutionalization of practice.

The three classic propositions about institutionalization specify conditions
under which this local institutionalization is likely. First, teachers’ collective beliefs
about their teaching should gain stability and thus resist change when they are ini-
tiated by such powerful actors as respected principals, senior teachers, or other
teachers in central positions in the colleague network. Second, the beliefs must
survive environmental selection, and third, they must acquire local value.

In the absence of codified standards of teaching performance, the discipline of
environmental selection is a discipline of perceived success. When groups of
teachers believe that they have worked out successful ways of teaching, or at least
when they have not encountered strong evidence that they are unsuccessful, their
way of working becomes an accomplishment of collective sense-making. There-
fore, these ways of teaching become objects of value, anchoring the identity of the
colleague group and the loyalty of its members.

It follows that when teacher networks are dense and their constituent ties are
strong and positive, how teachers teach should stabilize and become resistant to
change. In dense networks, information channels are overlapping and thus redun-
dant and consensus building. In cohesive networks, the teacher group has the so-
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cial capital for effective social control. Under these structural conditions, teachers
can learn with relative ease about what their colleagues think is the best way to
teach, so that, when these beliefs tend to converge, a simple tipping point mecha-
nism should increase the consensus. Efficient diffusion mechanisms of communi-
cation and interpersonal influence, coupled with individuals’ desire to maintain 
a good local pedagogical reputation, in particular a reputation for pedagogical
trustworthiness, should lead to a parallel convergence of classroom practice. Both
the consensus and uniformity of practice should be reinforced by self-fulfilling
pedagogical expectations in which teachers’ belief in the efficacy of a given set of
practices creates both selective perception of effectiveness and consistent, effortful
use of the believed-in ways of teaching (for a more general discussion of these “sit-
uational” mechanisms, see Hedström and Swedberg 1998, 17–23).

Because schools, like all formal organizations, depend on procedural stability,
when instructional methods are viable, a substantial degree of instructional stabil-
ity is essential to the survival and academic productivity of schools. However,
schools, like all organizations, must also have the capacity for organizational learn-
ing if they are to remain productive. Teachers must be able to adapt institutional-
ized ways of teaching to the day-to-day problems that they confront in the class-
room, including those created by students’ resistance. They must also have the
ability to adapt to problems of larger scale, such as those that derive from sub-
stantial change in the preparation or interests of the students they teach—
exploitation and exploration in March’s (1991) words.

When teachers’ networks are cohesive, they also are likely to have strong
boundaries, with sparse external ties that provide channels of information through
which the exploration of alternatives can take place. Moreover, the local institu-
tionalization of ways of teaching, by virtue of the value attached to them, should
reduce the likelihood of such bridging ties and the willingness of teachers in the
network to entertain either the possibility of diminished success or of reasonable
alternatives to current procedure.

Ronald Burt (1992, 2004) studied business firms and research and development
organizations characterized by individual competitiveness and entrepreneurial-
ism. There he found that the rates at which alternative ways of working are ex-
plored and at which this information is exploited are functions of low redundancy
in the structure of ties and a relatively high incidence of ties that link work groups
to external sources of information. However, relationships within school faculties
are rarely ordered according to competitiveness, and schools provide few and
weak formal incentives for pedagogical entrepreneurialism, given seniority-based
compensation and an essentially unstratified division of faculty labor.

Research into organizational learning in the faculty setting should probe for the
microstructural conditions that favor an effective balance between exploration and
exploitation. (Compare the chapters in this volume by Gamoran, Gunter, and
Williams and by Frank and Zhao on this point.) That the formal incentives for ex-
ploration are few and the structural bases of local pedagogical institutionalization
are strong suggests that in most schools the balance is tilted heavily toward ex-
ploitation, often the exploitation of a pedagogy not well suited to the local situa-
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tion. Consequently, the probe should be directed toward discovering the condi-
tions under which informal incentives encourage adaptation to everyday class-
room problems.

One might consider, for example, the consequences of the normative grounding
of informal colleague status structures. Perhaps those based on expertise, with cor-
respondingly centralized colleague networks, provide capacity for coordinated
problem-solving and the effective implementation of problem solutions. The exis-
tence of such relationships would raise the further question of the conditions for
informal, expertise-based stratification in faculties, including such conditions as
the criteria for faculty appointment, a distinctive school mission, and a principal’s
encouragement of independent faculty involvement in curricular and instruc-
tional policy.

The formal division of labor may also play a role—for example, curricula that re-
quire team teaching across subjects or grades and in effect mandate bridging. Ex-
ternal accountability policies that allocate rewards or punishments for a school’s
academic performance to the faculty itself may both reward exploration and pro-
vide objective evidence that believed-in teaching methods are no longer effective.
Then cumulative threshold effects, expectation states, and social control all would
conspire toward teaching that is well adapted to the local situation.

IDEAS ABOUT STUDY DESIGN In general terms, how might we design a study
of students’ classroom resistance? Obviously, a longitudinal design is required.
The observations should occur over a sustained period of classroom life, probably
an entire school year. Such sustained measurement would permit estimation of re-
ciprocal effects of students’ resistance and the teacher’s instructional strategies
and tactics, as well as the sequential calculation of per classroom rates of resistance
episodes (the study’s dependent variable). A study that spans a school year should
make it possible to document shifts in the balance of teachers’ engagement with
colleagues and vulnerability to student demands. This design should also allow
one to estimate rates of teachers’ individual and collegial problem identification
and problem-solving and the degree to which these efforts at organizational learn-
ing are adaptive or maladaptive in the classroom.7

The school sites for an initial study should be few in number, chosen on the basis
of the probable exposure of their teachers to nonroutine instructional problems.
My conceptualization of this research calls for fine-grained measurement of inter-
action among teachers and in the classroom, requiring the sacrifice of generaliz-
ability to intensive fieldwork. Should this initial study yield promising results,
more economical and less fine-grained interaction measures might be derived
from the initial work, allowing a later study in a larger sample of schools, selected
to represent, say, the population of American public elementary or high schools.
Now the sampling might be designed to take the classroom’s external environ-
ment into account. If the school sites are selected to provide adequate variation in
bureaucratization, centralization of decisionmaking, and administrative leader-
ship, the study should generate findings that would connect formal organizational
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structure, the microsocial dynamics of the school and classroom, and socialization
outcomes.

At the initial stage, the schools might be selected in two stages. At the first stage,
archival or administrative data might be collected to provide some reasonable in-
dicator of secular compositional enrollment change for a large number of schools,
limited, for simplicity’s sake, to public schools at either the elementary or second-
ary level.8 These data might include recent trends in the school’s intake achieve-
ment test scores or, as a proxy measure, the socioeconomic status of entering stu-
dents’ families. With these indicators in hand, it should be possible to select a
small number of schools in each of these categories: schools about to experience
critical, academically adverse changes in enrollment; schools experiencing incre-
mental, but comparably adverse enrollment change; and for baseline comparison,
schools with compositionally stable enrollments (at both relatively high and rela-
tively low intake achievement levels).

The schools having been selected, the next task would be a sociometric mapping
of the colleague ties within the faculty, employing some measure of interpersonal
consultation about instructional matters. This map would provide a baseline mea-
sure of the social organization of the faculty, to be compared with later waves of
comparable sociometric measurement. It could also provide the basis for sampling
classrooms within each school—for example, one or more classes taught by teach-
ers in subject-differentiated collegial subgroups and by isolates in the colleague
network.

The Social Organization of Student Life

Let me return to the larger agenda for research on classroom events with which
I began this portion of the chapter to suggest how one might move a little dis-
tance toward the incorporation of both teacher and student social organization
into the same investigation. Students no less than teachers must make sense of
their lives in school, and presumably they turn to other students in the attempt.
In these terms, we can think of the subgroups of students that form in their net-
works of friendship and acquaintanceship as loci for making sense of school. The
form of these networks and the content of interaction in them should be con-
strained by: formal procedures for allocating students to courses, course se-
quences, and tracks (see Friedkin and Thomas 1997); the scope and prestige
structure of the athletic and extracurricular programs; the socioeconomic and
racial and ethnic composition of the student body; and the number of students in
the school.

Within these constraints, students presumably turn to each other to make sense
of the academic part of their school lives, so that their willingness to resist teach-
ers’ demands and standards should be strongly affected by norms about levels
and directions of academic effort that are induced in these subgroups. Students
must make sense of many more things than academic work in their life together in
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school, so that their locations (for example, their centrality) and ties (for example,
their involvement in relationships of obligation) should ground the identities and
prestige that can become power resources in the micropolitics of the classroom.

Studying Change in the Organizational Form and
Curricular Substance of Schools

The research program that I have just outlined addresses the dynamics of change
in the ways teachers conduct instruction. It does not address the somewhat more
macro issues of change in the formal organization of schools or in the formal cur-
riculum. On these fronts, schools are notoriously slow to change. Dreeben (1971)
has stated that many of the core attributes of school structure and physical layout
observed in today’s schools would also have been found in schools of the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries. There also is substantial evidence that con-
temporary schools in the United States are strongly resistant to governmental and
other efforts to alter how they are organized and work (see, for example, Elmore,
Abelman, and Fuhrman 1996).

However, recent findings suggest that as these efforts begin to provide incen-
tives that matter to school districts and school principals, they are having more
durable influence on school practice (Firestone, Goertz, and Natriello 1997; Muller
and Schiller 2000). In this volume, Chandra Muller and Kathryn Schiller show that
incentive-based state policies intended to improve the instructional effectiveness
of public schools may have unanticipated consequences. How these outcomes af-
fect the interests of powerful actors at the state or local level may affect the dura-
bility of these policies. In more general terms, my political conceptualization of in-
stitutionalization implies that institutions are likely to change when the interests
of powerful actors change, when new, powerful actors appear, when the environ-
ment changes in a significant way, or when the institutionalized structure or prac-
tice loses value.

At the local level of districts and individual schools, such forces for organiza-
tional change would include substantial alteration of local political or economic
structures, major changes in the composition of a school’s student recruitment
pool, and the disruptive consequences of either of these exogenous changes for
teachers’ beliefs in the effectiveness of local instructional practice. Possibly, schools
characterized by efficient short-term pedagogical adaptation are less likely than
others to be vulnerable to these longer-term exogenous forces. Research into the
social organizational capacity of faculties for short-term problem-solving may also
reveal the conditions and mechanisms that constitute latent capacity for effective
adaptation to less frequent nonrandom shocks to locally institutionalized practice.

Research of this kind to date has treated nonrandom shocks to institutionalized
school organization and curricula as externally generated and directed from
higher levels of policy or regulation toward schools and districts. The analysis of
these externally generated effects is an important line of research that should re-
veal consequences of environmental selection. Thus, Christopher Swanson (this
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volume) demonstrates the vicissitudes of initiatives in national educational policy
formation in the United States created by regional environmental variation.

Research in this area also should consider the possibility that events within
schools or districts themselves may constitute nonrandom shocks that alter the field
of power and interests in which a school or a school district exists. If this alteration
were to occur, it should set in motion a process of institutional change of organiza-
tional form or of the substance of what is taught. Presumably the effects of state-level
accountability policies are themselves mediated through such local mechanisms.

To borrow a term coined by Meyer and Rowan (1977), consider also the possi-
bility that events in schools occur as dramatic episodes that breach the logic of con-
fidence, grounding the political or fiscal support provided by powerful local ac-
tors. Such events might include, for example, sharp declines in published test
scores, local breaches of decorum like a riot at a football or basketball game, or ac-
cusations of sexual harassment of teachers by administrators or sexual abuse of
students by teachers.

To reveal the action of these forces and their interaction with local district and
school attributes, one might take advantage of naturally occurring events in the
political or economic environments of local districts or in their recruitment pools.
To do so would require something like annual waves of measurement across a
large and heterogeneous sample of public school districts. This dataset might be
most efficiently obtained by adding a modest number of pertinent items to the in-
formation already collected regularly by the National Center for Educational Sta-
tistics, allowing secondary analyses to address the questions that I have raised.
The political practicality of this suggestion is a different matter, but it is a sugges-
tion worth considering nonetheless.

I am grateful to the participants in the Workshop on Community and Youth Devel-
opment at Stanford University, in particular Daniel McFarland and Rebecca Sandefur,
and to Barbara Schneider for their helpful comments on an earlier draft.

NOTES

1. C. Wayne Gordon’s The Social System of the High School (1957) is an exception.
2. For a comprehensive survey of the development of this body of research, see Dreeben

(2000).
3. In the same vein, Marion Fourcade-Gourinchas and Sarah Babb (2002, 533) find that al-

though market-based economies have diffused as a “nearly global policy paradigm,”
local institutional conditions have strong effects on the emergence of these economies
in particular countries.

4. Catherine Riegle-Crumb (this volume} opens another, intriguing line of research into
the national institutional context of national educational systems, namely, how cross-
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national variation in social stratification (here, gender stratification) generates variation
in students’ experience of school and, consequently, variation in their life chances.

5. In addition to changes in the composition of student inputs to classrooms, change in the
size of a school’s enrollment may be pertinent. For example, growth or decline in stu-
dent numbers usually results in a concomitant change in faculty numbers and, conse-
quently, may disrupt a faculty’s social structure or result in the loss or gain of younger
teachers and their possibly fresh ideas about teaching.

6. Howard Becker (1952) found that Chicago public school teachers for the most part were
dependent on and subordinated to the personal authority of the principal. He did not
see the principal as a prime source of social support for teachers or as someone with a
strong interest in the conduct of instruction. Although his study was conducted a half-
century ago, his findings resonate intuitively with the conditions found in some con-
temporary schools.

7. A good case could be made for including students’ egocentric family and neighborhood
networks in the treatment of the students’ microsocial environments. The school social
system is indeed open to the effects of these relationships, which, so to speak, enter the
school with the students. However, one must limit the causal purview of any study, so
that such relationships are best treated as controls rather than as central causal elements
of the study design.

8. Middle schools are an attractive possibility because they provide a modicum of curric-
ular complexity within a relatively compact organizational setting.
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Chapter 2

Ecosystems and the 
Structuring of Organizations

W. Richard Scott

Charles Bidwell is probably best known for his contributions to the sociology
of education, and indeed, these have been considerable. However, he has
also routinely been attentive to the connection between schools and the

wider range of organizational forms. He frequently couches his work in more gen-
eral terms, asking how organization theory informs the study of schools (Bidwell
1965) and how an understanding of school structures and educational processes
informs our knowledge of organizations more generally. The latter agenda is par-
ticularly evident in his books The Organization and Its Ecosystem: A Theory of Struc-
turing in Organizations (1985) and Structuring in Organizations: Ecosystem Theory
Evaluated (1987), written in collaboration with John D. Kasarda. In these important
works, Bidwell and Kasarda employ empirical research on schools to test and ex-
tend a general theory of organizational structuring. In this chapter, I seek to place
this work in perspective by noting parallels to and differences from other ap-
proaches—both early and more recent—to the study of organizations.

In my reading, Bidwell and Kasarda both reflect and make independent contri-
butions to three general trends in organization theory: the shift from closed to
open system models of organization; the transition from behavioral to structural
approaches to organizations; and the movement from a focus on organizational
structure to a concern with organizing as a process. I structure my discussion
around these three themes.

THE SHIFT FROM CLOSED TO OPEN SYSTEMS

As is clear from my own previous work on organization theory (Scott 2003), I re-
gard the transition from closed to open-system models in the study of organiza-
tions as a watershed event that forever altered our view of organizations. The
emergence of open-system models was part of a broad intellectual movement that,
beginning during the mid-1950s, swept through the sciences, affected established
fields such as biology, and created new fields such as cybernetics (see Bertalanffy
1956; Weiner 1954). A few scholars, in particular Kenneth Boulding (1956), quickly
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discerned the significance of these ideas for the study of social organization. How-
ever, it was not until the mid-1960s that open-system conceptions began to move
into the mainstream in the social sciences generally (see, for example, Buckley
1967) and into organization studies more specifically (for example, Katz and Kahn
1966).

No field of study has been more influenced by open-system models than has or-
ganization studies, but those models have been accepted, and their full implica-
tions recognized, much more slowly than is commonly realized. The 1960s and
1970s witnessed a flood of new theoretical approaches, each exhibiting increased
recognition of the role played by environmental conditions and forces. Among the
most influential were the behavioral theory of the firm, as developed by James
March and Herbert Simon (1958) and Richard Cyert and March (1963); contin-
gency theory, pursued by Paul Lawrence and Jay Lorsch (1967), James Thompson
(1967), and Charles Perrow (1967); sociotechnical theory, associated with the work
of Fred Emery (1959) and Joan Woodward (1958); and transaction cost economics,
as developed by Oliver Williamson (1975). While these efforts represent significant
advances over previous conceptions of organizations, such as those associated
with the human relations school (Barnard 1938; Mayo 1945) and scientific man-
agement (Taylor 1947), the overall tone was not “open” and welcoming. Rather,
these approaches rather grudgingly recognized that organizations are susceptible
to influences from the environment, but the main message conveyed was that man-
agers must take steps to suppress and contain these forces. I concur completely
with the judgment of Bidwell and Kasarda (1985, 21), who, following a careful re-
view of work up to the early 1980s, conclude that “the widely heralded victory of
open- over closed-system theory in fact is a more modest elaboration of the closed
system into a control-system perspective.”1

In developing their own ecosystem theory of organizations, Bidwell and Ka-
sarda were important members of an emerging collection of scholars who cele-
brated rather than bemoaned the openness of organizations and attempted to the-
orize the profound ways in which organizations are dependent on and shaped and
penetrated by environmental forces. In my view, two broad programs of theory
and research make up this “second wave” of efforts by organization theorists to as-
similate more fully the meanings of openness and pursue its ramifications: institu-
tional theory and ecological-evolutionary theory. I briefly discuss the former and
then devote more attention to the latter, since this is the strand pursued by Bidwell
and Kasarda.

Institutional Theory

Although there are important earlier versions of institutional theory extending
back to the turn of the nineteenth century (for a review, see Scott 2001a), institu-
tional theory in its modern guise was first introduced into organizational studies
by John Meyer and his colleagues (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Meyer and Scott 1983;
Zucker 1977) and elaborated by Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell (1983). Great
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emphasis is placed in this work on the environment of organizations as the source
of symbolic materials—rules, norms, organizing models—out of which organiza-
tional forms are constructed. Some institutionalists (for example, North 1990) em-
phasize the importance of legal structures and rule systems that provide a regula-
tive framework within which organizations can be safely created and securely
operate. Others stress the importance of common values and normative systems
that signify the importance of mission-setting and justification processes as a basis
for organizing (for example, Parsons 1960). And still other theorists point to the
importance of common cognitive frameworks that provide meaningful categories
of acting and rationalized logics of organizing (for example, Meyer and Rowan
1977).

Bidwell and Kasarda acknowledge the importance of the institutional environ-
ment as a component of the “external” environment. Following Talcott Parsons
(1960), they stress the “normative basis of an organization’s environing social
order” (Bidwell and Kasarda 1985, 40). A complex of “laws, governmental regula-
tions, and widely shared beliefs” provides rules and guidelines that specify ap-
propriate activity patterns and relationships for each type of organization based
on its location in “the societal division of labor” (40). They conclude that, for their
purposes, “the chief institutional element of the external environment is law—
statutory, juridical, and administrative” (94), in particular, laws governing the for-
mation of corporate groups, laws that structure the economy and economic ex-
changes, and laws regulating labor.

However, in their empirical research on schools Bidwell and Kasarda (1987) do
not attempt to develop empirical measures of any of these institutional factors, no
doubt because they did not differ substantially among the organizations studied—
public school districts in the state of Michigan—or over the period of study—1969
to 1975. The testing of institutional arguments requires a more diverse sample of
organizations or longer time periods (see Meyer 1994; Scott and Christensen 1995).
Instead, Bidwell and Kasarda devote primary attention to elaborating and testing
an ecological theory of organizational structuring.

Ecological Theory

Ecological theory, in its modern guise, was reconstituted under the intellectual
leadership of Amos Hawley, who created a general framework for human ecology.
This perspective was introduced into organizational studies through the work of a
number of Hawley’s students, including John Freeman, Michael Hannan, and
John Kasarda, as well as more distant disciples, such as Howard Aldrich.2 Haw-
ley’s (1950) seminal work focused on “communal” organizations (for example,
communities and metropolitan systems) but also identified “associative” forms—
special-purpose organizations—as an alternative basis of organizing. Hannan and
John Freeman (1977, 1989), Aldrich (1979, 1999), and Kasarda, in collaboration
with Bidwell (Bidwell and Kasarda 1985, 1987), employed ecological ideas to ex-
amine associative forms.

Ecosystems
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Ecologists accord primacy to the material resource environment of organiza-
tions. They view organizations as social entities competing within delimited are-
nas, or “niches,” for the limited resources essential to their survival and growth.
“Organizations, populations, and communities of organizations constitute the basic
elements of an ecological analysis of organizations” (Baum 1996, 77). Organiza-
tional ecologists agree on these basic views, but disagree as to how these concepts
are to be applied to organizations.

Hannan and Freeman (1989) and Aldrich (1999) focus on organizational popu-
lations—organizations exhibiting similar forms and competing for similar re-
sources—and, to a lesser extent, on organizational communities—a set of diverse,
co-evolving organizational populations linked by ties of commensalism and sym-
biosis (see Aldrich 1999, 298). Bidwell and Kasarda employ the same terms but de-
velop quite different definitions and a different analytic focus. For their purposes,
organizations are themselves ecological communities, made up of diverse populations of
participants. Thus, the populations examined consist of individuals, not organiza-
tions, and the communities are not interorganizational but interpersonal systems.
Whereas most organizational ecologists have primarily studied organizational
populations, Bidwell and Kasarda examine the working of ecological processes at
the level of the individual organization. All ecologists tend to emphasize the im-
portance of selection over adaptation processes—differential survival rates of dif-
fering entities versus changes in the characteristics of entities (Aldrich and Pfeffer
1976). However, most organizational ecologists view selection processes as apply-
ing to organizations, whereas Bidwell and Kasarda examine selection processes at
work on populations of individuals within organizations (Bidwell and Kasarda
1985, 31–36).3

Populations of individuals come together within organizations in order to
carry out work: “an organization is an instrumental community” (36). Popula-
tions are distinguished in that each is associated with a different activity pattern
in its work. “Because its activity pattern endows a population with a form, popu-
lations can be described morphologically (e.g., with respect to the specialization
of its activity patterns). They can also be described demographically (e.g., with re-
spect to their size)” (36). Bidwell and Kasarda’s focus on activity patterns as a sig-
nificant descriptor of organization functioning connects their work with impor-
tant parallel efforts by the evolutionary economists Richard Nelson and Sidney
Winter (1982, 274–75), who focus on organizational “routines”—the “repetitive
patterns of activity” that underlie much of the stability of organizational behav-
ior. Routines account for both reliable performance and organizational rigidities.
Both sets of theorists embrace an evolutionary perspective of organizational
change, as one set of routines or activities is displaced by a new set. Bidwell and
Kasarda, however, tie such processes to the changing distribution of populations
of participants in organizations.

For Bidwell and Kasarda, then, organizations consist of populations of individ-
uals dependent on and carrying out activities intended to exchange and transform
resources. They identify two environments, an external environment consisting of
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“all external phenomena that affect or could affect a community’s populations,”
and an internal environment made up of the “creation, maintenance, and distribu-
tion of direct resources” resulting from the activities of an organizational popula-
tion (38). The concept of internal environment “draws our attention to community
structure as a locus of opportunities for and constraints upon the community’s fur-
ther morphological evolution” (39).

The capstone concept, the organizational ecosystem, embraces all of these com-
ponents: “the organization’s populations, resource supplies, external environ-
mental suppliers, other external environmental actors, and relations among
these components” (39). Ecologists employ this concept to bound the system
under study. Otis Dudley Duncan (1964, 37) reminds us that “ecologists use the
term ecosystem to refer to a community together with its habitat,” or alterna-
tively, “the ecosystem may be defined as the interacting environmental and bi-
otic system.”

The primary task undertaken by Bidwell and Kasarda is to explain the structur-
ing of organizations by understanding the forces shaping and changing an organi-
zation’s structure. What do they mean by structure? It is important to recall that
this was an all-consuming topic for organizational sociologists during the 1970s.
The comparative research programs of the Aston group (for example, Pugh et al.
1968; Pugh and Hickson 1976) and Peter Blau and his collaborators (Blau and
Schoenherr 1971) were only the most sustained and visible instances of a con-
certed effort by social scientists to define, measure, and account for differences in
the structure of organizations.

The conception of structure developed by Bidwell and Kasarda is too complex
to permit a detailed summary, but its major dimensions will be familiar to stu-
dents of organizations. They view structure as varying along two dimensions:
lateral and vertical. Lateral differentiation (the division of labor) takes a number of
forms, including the functional specialization of the organization’s populations
and the segmentation of subunits. Vertical differentiation (hierarchy) encompasses
a variety of hierarchical forms and modes of coordination. The master proposi-
tion developed is that an organization’s structure reflects and responds to
changes in the wider environments in which it operates, its specific organiza-
tional niche, and the amount and variety of the resource flows on which it de-
pends. Bidwell and Kasarda (1987) empirically evaluated this proposition, elab-
orated into multiple hypotheses, with a wealth of structural and environmental
data on school districts and resource flows in Michigan for the period 1969 to
1975.

Although Bidwell and Kasarda crafted a distinctive theoretical framework, it is
clear that they were working within the general tradition of ecological research,
examining the effects of broader ecological processes on the evolutionary pro-
cesses shaping the structure of organizations. In so doing, they were important
participants in the effort to elevate the models governing organization research
above the level of “clockwork,” “cybernetic,” and “control” systems to more fully
“open” systems of organization (see Boulding 1956).
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THE SHIFT FROM A BEHAVIORAL TO A 
STRUCTURAL FOCUS

Following their review of organizational literature as it developed during the
1960s and 1970s, Bidwell and Kasarda conclude that not only were the then-
dominant approaches not truly open, but they were formulated at the behavioral
rather than the structural level. They assert that “the most fully developed of the
so-called open-system theories are not theories of organizational structure, but
theories of individual human behavior in organizational settings, including inter-
personal interaction and its microstructural concomitants” (2).

Contingency, behavioral economics, sociotechnical systems—all were based on
a cybernetic model of control that differentiated between two principal compo-
nents: operators and regulators. Operators are members of organizations who do
the work; regulators are those who specify how and when the work is to be done.
These theories all shifted attention from operators—the populations of individuals
carrying on activities within organizations—to regulators: the managerial deci-
sionmakers. In this manner, a theory of organizational change was translated into
a theory of individual decisionmaking (6–19). Such a translation rests on several
assumptions, all of which Bidwell and Kasarda challenge. First, it presumes that
the functions of operation and regulation are performed by distinct individuals—
that operators do not regulate their own behavior. Second, it assumes that organi-
zational form is the consequence of entrepreneurial or managerial decisions. And
third, it assumes that organizational form consists only of interpersonal relations,
failing to recognize the import of such structural features as the size and compo-
sition of organizational membership, its stock of technological and material re-
sources, and its distinctive institutional characteristics. For Bidwell and Kasarda,
environmental forces influence organizational structuring in myriad ways that are
not mediated through the boundedly rational decision processes of managers.

Many would-be open-system theorists stress the importance of the environment
in shaping organizational structure. More so than other scholars working on envi-
ronment-structure connections, Bidwell and Kasarda take great pains to make ex-
plicit which environmental forces are thought to be significant for schools and to
examine the nested character of their effects. They develop measures of the so-
cioeconomic and demographic characteristics of local communities as these affect
the volume and composition of student inputs, and moving inside the districts to
examine the organization of structural subunits, they develop measures of student
and revenue inputs in order to examine their effect on the specialization and seg-
mentation of administrative and instructional subunits. Their analyses employ
both cross-sectional and longitudinal models (see Bidwell and Kasarda 1987).

In adopting this decidedly macro stance, I believe Bidwell and Kasarda were
emboldened by the efforts of two of Bidwell’s distinguished Chicago colleagues:
Otis Dudley Duncan and Peter Blau. In their focus on the centrality of populations,
environment, and technology as determinants of organizational structure, Bidwell
and Kasarda embraced the central elements of Duncan’s POET (population, orga-
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nization, environment, technology) analytic framework, identifying basic ele-
ments of social organization (Duncan and Schnore 1959). At the same time in the
same department, Peter Blau was engaged in pursuing a relentlessly macro pro-
gram of comparative research on the determinants of organization structure.
However, more so than Blau, Bidwell and Kasarda recognized the value of going
beyond cross-sectional comparisons to conduct dynamic studies of structural
change, as I discuss in the following section.

All of these macro theorists viewed organizations as collective actors with emer-
gent properties that are more than the aggregate characteristics of their partici-
pants. Organization structures are dynamic, evolving systems influenced by the
characteristics of their environments, but these environmental forces operate in
many ways. In some cases, they are mediated through the decisions of managers,
but in others, they enter more directly, influencing and penetrating organizations
through their direct effects on participating populations, resources, and technolo-
gies. A structural analysis emphasizes these macrolevel processes.4

FROM STRUCTURE TO PROCESS

A third impulse represented by Bidwell and Kasarda’s work is of longer duration,
has greater significance, and has received less attention. I refer to a gradual shift
over recent decades from a focus on organizations as “entities” to one on organi-
zational process. My discussion of this transition is informed by the application to
organizations of a general set of distinctions devised by Mustafa Emirbayer (1997),
who identifies two broad approaches: substantialist and relational or process con-
ceptions. I examine instances of each in organization studies (see also Scott 2001b).

Substantialist Conceptions

Substantialist formulations stress the priority of things or entities (substances,
essences). Emirbayer (1997) identifies two subtypes: models emphasizing self-
action and those emphasizing interaction. Self-action models assume that entities
act independently, under their own power. They stress the insulation, separation,
and distinctiveness of the unit under study (Emirbayer 1997, 283). In organization
studies, most of the founding definitions stressed substantialist, self-action con-
ceptions. For example, Max Weber (1921/1978, 41–50) defined organizations as
closed, associative social relations oriented toward the pursuit of purposive activ-
ities directed to specified goals. And Chester Barnard (1938, 4) defined formal or-
ganization “as that kind of cooperation among men that is conscious, deliberate,
purposeful.” March and Simon’s (1958, 4) definition is more elaborate:

Organizations are assemblages of interacting human beings and they are the largest
assemblages in our society that have anything resembling a central coordinating sys-
tem. . . . The high specificity of structure and coordination within organizations—as
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contrasted with the diffuse and variable relations among organizations and among
unorganized individuals—marks off the individual organization as a sociological
unit comparable in significance to the individual organism in biology.

Organizations were of interest precisely because they represented the “movers
and shakers”: collective actors capable of defining ends and mobilizing means to
achieve them. Like a heroic character from an Ayn Rand novel, organizations
were depicted as lonely figures struggling against the vicissitudes of a hostile
environment.

As organization studies matured during the 1960s and 1970s, a different kind of
substantialist model, one stressing interaction, began to appear. Stimulated by
open-system theorizing, scholars began to recognize that organizations are more
dependent on and affected by their social context than originally believed. Interac-
tion models posit “fixed entities with variable attributes” that interact to create
outcomes (Emirbayer 1997, 286). Organizational scholars developed a wide vari-
ety of interactional models of organizations that included:

• Political models: Organizations as coalitions of interests (Cyert and March 1963)

• Marxist models: Organizations as products of conflict (Collins 1975)

• Contingency models: Organizations as structures adapting to varying task envi-
ronments (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967)

• Resource-dependence models: Organizations devising buffering and bridging
strategies and structures as they attempt to reduce dependence and increase
autonomy vis-à-vis their exchange partners (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978)

• Transaction cost models: Organizations as governance structures whose scope
and complexity vary depending on alternatives available to reduce transaction
costs (Williamson 1975)

Such interaction models take account of the effect of context on the structure and
behavior of organizations but continue to privilege a view of organizations as en-
tities that prevents recognition of the extent to which they are not simply interde-
pendent with but creatures of their environment. Such recognition is associated
with the emergence of relational models.

Relational Conceptions

Relational models recognize that, rather than being independent entities, “the
very terms or units involved in a transaction derive their meaning, significance,
and identity from the (changing) functional roles they play within that transac-
tion” (Emirbayer 1997, 287). This conception remains a minority perspective in or-
ganization studies, but its acceptance is growing rapidly, fueled by a number of al-
ternative approaches. The most general formulation is that of Anthony Giddens
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(1979, 1984), who reminds us that “structures” do not exist except as processes that
continually produce and reproduce rules or schema and resources, both material
and human.5 Giddens’s model of “structuration” has been highly influential in
shifting attention from structure to process.

Other, more specific relational or process models include:

• Karl Weick (1969, 91) insists that scholars should shift attention from organiza-
tion to organizing, a process he defined as “the resolving of equivocality in an
enacted environment by means of interlocked behaviors embedded in condi-
tionally related processes.”

• In David Silverman’s (1971, 5) action approach, he insists, following Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1967), that social reality, including organiza-
tion, is “socially constructed, socially sustained and socially changed” as ac-
tors negotiate common meanings through interaction.

• In Ronald Burt’s (1982) view of organizations as shifting networks of social re-
lations, he asserts, along with other network theorists, that network location
and the nature of the wider structure of relations in which an organization par-
ticipates are more significant to its functioning than are its attributes.

• In models developed by agency theorists, such as Michael Jensen and William
Meckling (1976), organizations are viewed as a nexus of contracts in which the
conflicting objectives of individuals, some of whom represent other organiza-
tions, are brought into equilibrium.

• Many scholars in financial management hold a view of firms as a portfolio of as-
sets of shifting value. Neil Fligstein (1990) details the emergence and growing
acceptance of a “financial conception of the firm.”

• Interpretive and postmodern models of organizations emphasize the construc-
tive role of symbols and the building of common meanings. For example, Bar-
bara Czarniawska (1997) has developed narrative models in which organiza-
tions are viewed as ongoing conversations among interactive individuals
involved in formulating and reformulating intentions, interpretations, and
identities.

Bidwell and Kasarda, along with other evolutionary ecologists, devised their
own distinctive model stressing the importance of process over entity—structur-
ing over structure. They describe their intention to “use a macroevolutionary ap-
proach to develop an ecosystem theory of structural dynamics in formal organiza-
tions.” In particular, they propose to “specify how variation in the environment of
an organization affects the organization’s emerging structure under the funda-
mental assumption that structuring is an adaptive process” (xvi). In addition, they
adopted an appropriate methodology to test their arguments. Rather than follow-
ing the then-common pattern of examining cross-sectional correlation to test theo-
ries of comparative static models, they employed dynamic models to examine lon-
gitudinal data on structural change in the population of Michigan school districts.
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In sum, growing evidence suggests that substantialist models of organizations
are being challenged, and may ultimately be replaced, by relational models. As
noted, the newer models celebrate process over structure, becoming over being. A
wide range of specific models has appeared, the models differing primarily in
their views concerning what is being processed. In some versions, it is symbols
and discourse; in others, relations or contracts; in others, assets; and in still others,
activities associated with diverse and shifting populations of participants. But
throughout it all, process has begun to move to center stage (Scott 2001b).

CODA: CHANGING THEORIES OR 
CHANGING ORGANIZATIONS?

It may have occurred to some to ask about the source of these quite fundamental
changes in our conceptions of organizations. Do they reflect merely the changing
tastes and whims of organization theorists? Or do they indicate changes in the na-
ture of organizations as social phenomena? It would be odd indeed if there were
no relation between the nature of organizations as they operate in the “real” world
and our theories—our ideas about organizations. I believe that, while they may be
loosely coupled, there is indeed a relation between changes in organizations and
changes in organization theory.

Over the past few centuries organizations have evolved from being relatively
embedded and dependent components of traditional social structures, such as
primitive tribes or feudal systems, to:

more independent systems that attempt to separate and insulate themselves
from the surrounding society; then to

more interdependent systems that interact with and are affected by their so-
cial context; and more recently to

systems that are more dependent on and more penetrated by the environ-
ment, and hence more changeable in their boundaries, populations of partic-
ipants, and structures.

The shift from substantialist to relational models reflects these real-world
changes. And more so than most types of organization theorists, ecologists and in-
stitutionalists have recognized these important changes in the phenomena that we
are attempting to understand. Charles Bidwell and Jack Kasarda have been in the
forefront of those attempting to devise and test a theoretical framework that rec-
ognizes the new realities of organizing.

NOTES

1. In a related discussion, Louis Pondy and Ian Mitroff (1979) come to the same conclu-
sion. They argue that most discussions of organization-environment relations prior to
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1980 viewed interaction with the environment as a “problem,” whereas a fully devel-
oped conception of open-system models would view interaction as a “necessity” (22).
They go on to argue that rather than suggesting that organizational systems should be
buffered “against environmental complexity . . . it is precisely the throughput of
nonuniformity that preserves the differential structure of an open system” (7).

2. In the preface to his first text on organizational ecology, Howard Aldrich (1979, xiii) de-
scribes the “mind-expanding experience” of reading James Thompson and Amos Haw-
ley “back-to-back” when he was a graduate student at the University of Michigan.

3. Throughout the remainder of this chapter, unless otherwise indicated, all references to
Bidwell and Kasarda are to their 1985 book.

4. While ecologists stress the importance of material resource environments as forces that
shape and constrain organizations, institutionalists focus on the role of cognitive-
cultural forces. The latter remind us of the power of widely shared cultural models of
schooling that provide a basis for the structuring of schooling (see Meyer 1977; Meyer
et al. 1978).

5. William Sewell (1992) provides a helpful critique, clarification, and elaboration of Gid-
dens’s model.
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Chapter 3

Teaching and the 
Competence of Occupations

Robert Dreeben

The idea of professionalism has been a subject of interest to sociologists at
least since Talcott Parsons’s (1939, 457) claim that “the professions occupy a
position of importance in our society which is, in any comparable degree of

development, unique in history.” Many occupations have embarked on projects to
transform themselves into professions, teaching conspicuously among them, and
the results have been variable. The last few decades have witnessed significant ad-
vancements in treating the topic of occupational development (Abbott 1988a;
Freidson 1986, 1994, 2001; Johnson 1972; Larson 1977), taking our understanding
far beyond the old standby (Carr-Saunders and Wilson 1933). But professions are
part of the larger division of occupational labor, and deciding which occupations
to label as such is somewhat arbitrary.

It seems unlikely that any single dimension or typology will be found to classify
occupations that respects their similarities and differences and defines a clear
boundary between professions and nonprofessions, owing to differences in their
developmental histories. With rough distinctions like professional, semiprofes-
sional, tradesman, farmer, operative, or laborer, it is hard to know exactly what di-
mensions distinguish them and whether they pertain to all occupations. Parsons
may have been right in stressing the importance of professions seen in the aggre-
gate from cross-societal and historical perspectives. But in examining how partic-
ular occupations change, the idea of a course of occupational development seems
to offer more analytical potential. It subsumes professionalization but also covers
other kinds of occupational development.

If one had to choose a single criterion to identify a profession, it would be a prac-
tice based on a learned body of knowledge. This works well for the conventional
four professions (medical, legal, clerical, and academic), but only partially for en-
gineering and architecture. Although engineering relies heavily on physical sci-
ence, the prominence of efficiency, cost, and practicality (Calhoun 1960) as stan-
dards of practice rubs some of the gloss off the academic side of the knowledge it
employs. The history of civil engineering, interestingly, contains mid-nineteenth-
century disputes over the balance between scholarly (including history and the
humanities) and technical pursuits in training and practice (Merritt 1969). In ar-
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chitecture, despite the primacy of design over building construction in its self-
definition (Briggs 1927; Draper 1977; Larson 1993, 4), the controversiality of aes-
thetic principles and the undercurrent of business interests have the same effect.
Yet both engineering and architecture are commonly included among the profes-
sions despite differences in the kinds of knowledge on which they are based.

Rather than treat the professions separately, I examine an issue applicable to oc-
cupations generally: is the practice enacted with efficacy? Note that “efficacy”
refers to occupations themselves, not to their members, even though members of
each occupation differ in their individual competencies. The usage here is similar
to Philip Selznick’s (1957, 50) idea of an organization’s “distinctive competence to
do a kind of thing”; here I substitute “occupation” for “organization.” Competence
pertains to a collective entity. What lies behind it are the knowledge and skills
available to practitioners, that is, the state of the art and its adequacy to meet the
demands of the work. Here I use “state of the art” to refer to a repertoire of ac-
cepted practices appropriate to address most of the problems arising in the daily
round of work, not to the familiar meaning of “cutting edge.” I do not claim that
competence, the capacity to perform tasks effectively (the technical component of
occupations), is all there is to think about. But others have dealt with symbolic,
moral, market, and other considerations. The claim is for the central importance of
occupational competence; lest there be any doubt about it, witness, for example,
the civil service, military, and professional reforms of nineteenth-century Britain,
stimulated by the blunders of military training, recruitment, tactics, and strategy
in the Crimean War (Reader 1966, 73–84; Woodham-Smith 1960), and on the com-
ical side, Gilbert and Sullivan’s spoofs of the incompetencies rampant in British
institutions.

The notion of competence applies across the whole spectrum of occupations,
and the level of competence of any given occupation can change over time. While
there is now substantial agreement about the efficacy of medical practice—this
was decidedly not the case prior to the early twentieth century (Kett 1968; Starr
1982)—there is similar agreement about the occupational competence of such
trades as electrician, plumber, and machinist. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine an
occupation becoming professionalized without a foundation of efficacious work,
yet possessing such a foundation does not necessarily lead to professional status.
Changes in the state of the art are critical in the development of occupations. They
do not determine professionalism but have much to do with efficacy. From my
perspective, that an occupation can deliver the goods has primacy over whether
its base of knowledge is academic, it is highly remunerative, or it enjoys high pres-
tige. Andrew Abbott (1988) argues, for example, that diagnosis, inference, and
treatment are hallmarks of competence in the professions. But those elements of
practice apply to all occupations.

The field of occupational studies has customarily proceeded with small to mod-
est numbers of cases, using comparisons strategically and illustratively. Most in-
vestigations are qualitative: some are of single occupations, like Richard Ritti’s
(1971) on engineering and Ely Chinoy’s (1955) on assembly-line manufacture; and
others are comparative, like Konrad Jarausch’s (1990) on teaching, law, and engi-
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neering in Germany and Daniel Calhoun’s (1965) on law, the clergy, and medicine
in the United States. Harold Wilensky’s (1964) comparison of eighteen occupations
(including six established professions) and Judith Blau’s (1984) study of architec-
ture are quantitative.

This chapter follows tradition and treats several occupations comparatively, but
with a focus on teaching, in line with Charles Bidwell’s contributions to un-
derstanding the work and organizational circumstances of teachers. Aside from
that, teaching has been a stepchild among occupational studies, receiving little
systematic attention from sociologists, Dan Lortie’s (1975) Schoolteacher being a
conspicuous exception. Teaching does not fall among the hotshot professions,
even though its organizational leaders and members are preoccupied with profes-
sionalizing it, and while often scorned by public criticism, it lacks the cachet of the
low-life taxi dancers, hoboes, and jack rollers whose callings have long entertained
sociologists.

THE IDEA OF OCCUPATIONAL COMPETENCE

The history of work is replete with examples of the development of means to ac-
complish the ends in view (Adams 1996). Pre-twentieth-century medicine pro-
vides an informative example of a kind of work whose search for effective means
toward ends brought contumely upon it. Respect for the occupation began to
emerge late in the nineteenth century with the decline of skirmishing among al-
lopaths, botanics, and homeopaths over patently ineffective and often lethal treat-
ments; the growing awareness that a general theory of disease frustrated the de-
velopment of sound diagnosis and treatment; the joining of surgical and medical
practice; the declining animosity between practitioners and those doing labora-
tory research; and the replacement of the home by the hospital as a place to get
well rather than to die. Most medical practice before 1900 was a showcase of in-
competence; significant developments had indeed occurred, but their coalescence
into competent practice would wait (Rothstein 1972; Shryock 1947; Vogel 1980).

It is easy to find evidence of competence in occupations whose practice has roots
in science, medicine and engineering being the most obvious. But scientific knowl-
edge forms the basis of practice in few occupations, and in few professions (Halli-
day 1987, 29–30). Among law, architecture, accounting, teaching, journalism, and
many disciplines in academia, none is based primarily on science. Consider the
clergy as an example. While an ability to provide evidence of salvation might be an
unattainable standard for judging occupational competence, being able to attract
communicants and providing enriching spiritual experiences are defensible and
knowable criteria. One finds rich variation in theology, styles of sermonizing,
church architecture, proselytizing, and pastoral activity directed toward keeping
current members of religious congregations and attracting new ones. None of
these practices, however, is based on science. Competence pertains to the adequacy
of the means applied in occupational practice; it allows us to classify together the
minister of an obscure sect with the pastor of a prestigious church, even though
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the former would not necessarily be considered professional based on learned
knowledge.

OCCUPATIONAL COMPETENCE ILLUSTRATED

While the foregoing examples are drawn from the conventionally recognized pro-
fessions, the argument applies to a wider range of occupations. Julian Orr (1996,
1), in his study of technicians who repair photocopy machines, notes the paucity of
occupational studies that describe the actual practice of work—that is, “what is ac-
tually done in accomplishing a given job.” In his treatment of the subjective as-
pects of professionalism, Abbott (1988, 40) argues that diagnosis, inference, and
treatment are theoretically “the three acts of professional practice.” But at a lower
level of generalization, what particular activities constitute diagnosis, inference,
and treatment? Orr’s work addresses this question directly.

Teachers and Technicians

Copier repair is based on relations among technicians, customers, and machines
(Orr 1996, 66). The knowledge of photocopy machine repair derives from techni-
cal training, repair manuals, and the pool of experience that accumulates among
teams of technicians who work repeatedly on the machines. Of comparable im-
portance are the stable informal relationships among team members who meet to
discuss problems of diagnosis and repair based on their shared experience. In ad-
dition to a modicum of manual dexterity, competence depends on a storehouse of
knowledge about diagnosis: ruling in and ruling out possibilities depending on
machine-generated error logs, repair histories kept by technicians, current break-
down symptoms, and attempts to translate the users’ lay language into informa-
tion that fits the technician’s mode of thinking (Orr 1996, 117). Orr states that
“there is an assumption on the part of all participants in the service world that the
technicians can solve any machine problem. The failure of this assumption in a
problem which defies repeated attempts at solution is thus a serious challenge to the
competence of the community and so engages their attention” (71, emphasis added).

There is also a customer relations component of the job that technicians call “fix-
ing the customer” (Orr 1996, 82). This refers to educating customers about the
proper use of the machines and getting them to understand the machines from the
technician’s mind-set and describe problems accordingly. This social component
of the work is rife with problems because many customers do not believe there is
anything to know or to report beyond saying that the machine is broken. Where
the work entails changing the thinking and conduct of people (customers in this
case), occupational competence is more vexed than with the mechanical side of
practice. This is a vulnerability in the occupation’s competence because the repair
process will be impeded if the repairer cannot get appropriate diagnostic informa-
tion from the user.
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Several characteristics of this occupation are related to its competence. First,
most of its members received their preparation for work in technical training
schools and from the company that employs them, not in academic institutions.
This preparation, while not academic or learned, enables them to perform both the
manual and intellectual components of their work with proficiency. Second, the
social organization of workers, even though jobs are located at separate sites,
brings them together, usually at meals, to discuss the concrete problems of work;
benefits from others’ knowledge and experience are the draw. Third, the work re-
quires detailed record-keeping in a commonly understood technical language.
Fourth, aspects of the work that entail changing the beliefs and conduct of others
are beset by difficulties. Finally, repair technicians want to be regarded as “profes-
sional,” that is, recognized for their skill and for being businesslike (Orr 1996, 79).
This view of professionalism, however, refers to specific job competence, not to the
public status, power considerations, and occupational market share that motivate
professionalizing projects.

Although copier repair work shows little outward resemblance to teaching, it pos-
sesses characteristics germane to occupational competence that make a comparison
with teaching informative. First, although the technicians do their jobs at spatially
dispersed sites, they use natural breaks in the workday to exchange experiences and
knowledge over common repair problems; these problems activate the motivation
to sustain a rich collegial life. Teachers in a school work at the same site, but their ac-
tivities in separate classrooms restrict opportunities for collegiality. While they con-
front difficulties of the same general type, many of those arising in classrooms and
pressing for answers tend to be particular and immediate and are seldom experi-
enced by colleagues, directly and in common, or with reference to collectively un-
derstood documentary evidence. That is, what teachers tell each other about their
work in collegial situations is mediated through their own formulation and inter-
pretation of it, but the colleague is not a direct witness. Moreover, there is no objec-
tive record of classroom events. And unlike repair work, the day has few natural
breaks that provide a spatial and temporal basis for daily collegiality.

Second, the training, technical language of manuals, error messages, and local
argot arising from frequent interaction reflect the limited range of problems in
copier repair compared to the wide range in teaching. The language conveys not
only direct information relevant to machine and client problems but social mean-
ing on which long-term interaction is maintained. Teaching possesses a more neb-
ulous language with which to analyze the work and discuss it among colleagues
on a technical basis; it carries information observed only by the practitioner of the
activities it describes, not by colleagues or other interested parties. The language
lacks standard expressions for pedagogy, significant events, practices, student
conduct, conditions of classroom composition, and classroom history.

Third, teaching and copier repair both take place in organizational settings.
While copier technicians are employed by a large corporation that defines their
jobs, the corporation is dependent on them both to keep machines running and to
protect its image. The occupation of copier repair technician, in short, holds a po-
sition of strength with both employers and customers by virtue of its competence,
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even though public recognition of its occupational status may not be high. Despite
this, copier repair work does not seem to be an occupation that follows a path to-
ward professionalization, presumably because it is secure based on its efficacy.
Teachers, as I noted earlier, concern themselves with professional status because
their efficacy has been challenged publicly and steadily. This has been the case at
least since the common-school reforms of the early nineteenth century—the Mas-
sachusetts normal schools in 1837 were founded to deal with teacher incompe-
tence (Herbst 1989a)—and later, at the end of the nineteenth century, in the large
urban school systems in which teachers became vulnerable to administrative pa-
tronizing and arbitrariness (Murphy 1990). Concern with professionalism in teach-
ing is a response to chronic assaults on its competence (for an account of a similar
situation in England, see Reader 1966, 106).

Teaching and the Law

A comparison with law casts a different light on teaching. Law is customarily rec-
ognized as a profession and, along with medicine and architecture, is usually por-
trayed by the public as an occupation of autonomous practitioners. The reality for
lawyers is actually more one of heteronomy: they work more like teachers than as
the independent professional conveyed by their image. Lawyers, especially those
in the most prestigious sectors of the occupation, tend to be members of large firms
and to be hired as employees in the legal departments of corporations, govern-
ment agencies, and other organizations (Carlin 1962, 1964; Freidson 1986; Heinz
and Laumann 1994; Johnstone and Hopson 1967). Organizational employment
characterizes both law and teaching. Professionalism in law, as in medicine, aca-
demia, accounting, and engineering, is by no means inconsistent with bureau-
cratic organization, as Parsons (1939, 466) observed more than sixty years ago, al-
though certain differences in organizational structure are critical.

Bureaucracies vary in structure, and some variations are more consistent with
professional practice than others. Bureaucracy, in other words, does not per se pre-
vent teaching or any other occupation from engaging in professionalized work.
Medical practice, for example, did not professionalize until it became attached to
hospitals and universities (Vogel 1980), both being bureaucratized organizations.
Electrical engineering, an occupation carried out in large bureaucratized firms,
provides another apposite illustration (Ritti 1971). The projects that engineering
firms pursue, as well as their internal structures and methods of operation, are
governed by their business aims, not by the creative interests of research scientists.
Firms hire personnel according to what their business is and whether it requires,
for example, highly trained independent research scientists, more modestly
trained technicians, or combinations of both. If, as Ritti (1971, 43) claims, engineers
are less interested in self-generated original research than in advancement in the
firm and a voice in business decisions, they still engage in work that requires
imagination and initiative even if the goals are already set by the firm.

The key issue is whether an occupation can use its competence to establish its
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position in bureaucratized organizations so that the definition of its work is either
not overwhelmed by the interests of the employing organization or is consistent
with them. In law, medicine, and engineering, occupational competence exists and
can flourish in bureaucratic settings. In teaching, there is reason to believe that the
same reality can hold. But questions must be raised about the level of competence.

Consider law. Legal practice is highly varied: giving advice, negotiating, draft-
ing (contracts, wills, trusts, court motions), litigating, and lobbying are but a sam-
ple of the many things lawyers do (Johnstone and Hopson 1967, 77–130). Pride of
place, however, goes to research and analysis as “tasks peculiarly within the com-
petence of lawyers. The law schools and bar exams heavily stress the development
of competence at these tasks, and at least to some extent every lawyer must do
legal research and analysis as part of his work” (102). The key diagnostic element
of legal practice, formulating what a client’s legal (and often practical or moral)
problems are (Freund 1979), whether or not the client has already defined them,
not done so, or done so inadequately, depends on the lawyer’s capacity to do
analysis, whose components Quintin Johnstone and Dan Hopson (1967, 102–3)
have described as follows:

Legal research and analysis encompass search for authoritative statements of legal
doctrine, adaptation of legal doctrine to particular factual situations, prediction of
how courts and other formal decision makers would decide particular cases if sub-
mitted to them, and factors that would influence these decisions. . . . [I]n part it is a
creative process of seeking new relationships, developing new classifications, and
originating rationales to justify them.

Erwin Smigel’s (1964, 162) respondents in his study of Wall Street firms referred
“to the fact that they were working in grey areas of the law—those portions of it
which no one really knows and where what is done may help define the law.” This
is a kind of work that requires substantial intellectual independence in the exercise
of judgment (344).

Central to legal practice, as well as to preparation to enter the occupation, are
the written records of legal proceedings (briefs, trial transcripts, legal forms and
instruments, contracts, statutes, codes, court decisions) and commentaries on them
and on legal practice itself (law review articles, reports by bar associations, and the
like). As do medicine, accounting, and engineering, law voluminously records its
own practice, not just as statements of precedent but as records of the practice it-
self, expressed in a language common among lawyers, from which new problems
can be defined and approached. The contrast with teaching, whose day-to-day ac-
tivities leave little trace, is striking. Teaching activities, which consist of oral ex-
pressions and unrecorded and rarely observed actions, remain largely out of ana-
lytical reach and unavailable for the preparation of new recruits. Academics study
teaching, but from numerous perspectives and without common categories or lan-
guage; their findings are then written for an audience primarily of other academ-
ics, not of teachers. Moreover, teaching’s organizations, both national and local,
have not undertaken the task of observing, conceptualizing, analyzing, and pub-
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lishing the activities entailed in the occupation. This undermines the generation,
accumulation, and codification of knowledge about teaching as work and stands
in contrast to the case of law, for which the written record of legal activity and
commentary forms the raw material for training.

The comparison between law and teaching highlights another consideration re-
lated to occupational competence: the presence of a clientele faced privately, one at
a time, and for the duration of the case, distinguished from a clientele faced col-
lectively, publicly, and continuously. Lawyers and other individual practitioners
apply their knowledge and procedures to the particulars of separate cases. The
cases themselves are not intermingled, and lawyers need not pay much attention
to how their actions in one case reverberate among the other cases they are han-
dling. A legal case has an end to it, and the result can be assessed in light of what
was done. Teaching, by contrast, poses a different set of contingencies because teach-
ers have responsibility not just for the instruction of a diverse aggregate of indi-
vidual students but for the long-term conduct of a class as a collectivity. The work
ends not with a result tied to preceding efforts, but with an arbitrary date on the
calendar—the end of the school year. The connection between efforts and results is
hard to establish.

The knowledge for carrying out this sort of activity, with due regard for how de-
cisions made at a given moment will play out hours, days, weeks, and months
down the road, is simply not available in well-established form, though teachers
act in such circumstances and, by necessity, devise their own solutions, some of
them highly effective, others inept. As noted earlier, the evidence about teaching
that could form the basis of such knowledge largely evaporates, unobserved, un-
recorded, uncodified, and unconceptualized. The situation of teachers in working
with collectivities in public over time is duplicated in a small number of other oc-
cupations that share the same predicament of lacking effective procedures: correc-
tions is the most obvious case (Conover 2000; Jacobs 1977; Sykes 1958), and group
social work is another. In all these cases, occupational competence itself is prob-
lematic because the connections between activities and outcomes—consisting of
diagnoses, inferences, and treatments—are difficult to specify. Indeed, all occupa-
tions that entail the management of people to achieve individual and organiza-
tional goals—for example, in business, in the military, in athletics—experience un-
certainties in attaching the selection of means to the achievement of goals.

TEACHING PRACTICE

Teaching activities that challenge occupational competence arise through the tasks
of organizing classrooms, establishing routines, imparting information and skills,
explaining new material, changing activities, and coping with the patterns of so-
ciability among students, especially when they upset the flow of events (McFar-
land 1999, 2004, this volume). Their nature and difficulty depend on school level
and the composition of the student population. In some elementary schools whose
students come from troubled families, lack adequate language facility, or attend
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sporadically, difficult teaching conditions arise. The same is true with similarly
composed secondary schools. Academic high schools pose less difficulty because
the conduct of classes is based on the assumption that students not only possess
reading skills that allow them to apply knowledge in all subjects but also recog-
nize how academic subjects connect to college attendance and subsequent career
advantages. Such schools aim to hire teachers with specialized command of aca-
demic subject matter that is integrated with that of the university system (Clark
1983).

No one claims that academic high schools are problem-free. But there are con-
ventional ways to teach an academic curriculum in high schools premised on stu-
dents’ motivation and ability to read well and on teachers’ ability to elicit and test
students’ knowledge and prepare them for college entrance exams—perhaps even
for college. If teachers in academic high schools have mastered their subjects and
can control their classrooms, they can still prepare students for college using tra-
ditional, unimaginative, or dull methods of instruction. The occupational challenge
is manageable because viable means are at hand. Lortie (1975) has famously com-
mented that teachers teach the way they were taught; in academic high schools, it
may be how they were taught in college.

In high schools with students who enter two or more years behind in reading
and mathematics, whose elementary and middle school experiences have been
negative, whose attendance has been uneven, whose social and family circum-
stances have been unsupportive, or who have found little positive in their past
schooling, carrying out instruction and keeping order are notoriously difficult,
even for experienced teachers (McFarland 2004). The largely unacknowledged rea-
son for this difficulty is that the knowledge and skills for dealing with hard cases
are not broadly available in technically viable ways when the assumptions of aca-
demic schooling do not hold. This is not to deny that some teachers do very well
under difficult circumstances, but they are effective because they have figured out
how to deal with particular problems, not because the principles and techniques
underlying their practice have been formulated or built into the preparation of
teachers or become part of teaching’s state of the art. Occupational competence for
tough circumstances is limited. This situation, of course, is not peculiar to teach-
ing, as Charles Bosk (1979, 1992) and Renée Fox (1959) have shown for the medical
treatment of extreme cases. But it is particularly acute in occupations that deal
with hard cases on a continuous basis—prison guards maintaining order on a cell
block, for instance, or police reducing gang violence.

Teaching, with virtually no occupational tradition of practitioners collectively
designing practices to deal with hard problems, has remained remarkably un-
changed in its technological repertoire, despite variations associated with a dizzy-
ing array of fads and reforms. Indigenous research and development addressing
the work of teaching has not been part of the occupational culture (though an ex-
ception to this generalization may be found in the practice of “lesson teaching” in
some Japanese school districts [Yoshida 1999]). The discourse on teaching practice
tends to be abstract, ignoring the day-to-day realities of classroom life. It fastens
mostly on the “treatment” side of things to the exclusion of the “diagnostic” and
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“inferential.” For example, there is little in teaching that speaks directly to the di-
agnosis of problematic classroom situations and is comparable, say, to physical di-
agnosis in medicine, the repair technician’s questioning of copy machine users to
identify what went wrong, or the lawyer’s initial interview with a prospective
client. When diagnosis is primitive, unsystematic, or not expressible in known cat-
egories or within agreed-upon parameters, there is not much need for inference to
link it to treatment.

The tasks entailed in the running of classrooms—the foundation for identifying
the dimensions of the work and its competent performance—have scarcely been
categorized. For at least a half-century, teaching has proceeded on the assumption
that poor student achievement is the central problem facing the occupation. Al-
though it is certainly the case that many students do not perform well, it is not en-
tirely clear whether poor achievement represents a proper diagnosis or a cluster of
symptoms of more underlying difficulties. This is an open question that is chroni-
cally viewed as closed, or at least not worthy of much examination. Teaching is a
prime example of Orr’s (1996, 1) observation about the limits of our knowledge of
“what is actually done in accomplishing a given job.”

Like other lines of work, teaching requires command over a technology that in-
cludes, for example, starting and ending a class, carrying out lessons in classrooms
diverse in student talents, coping with disruptions, deciding when and how to
proceed to the next activity, assisting students with problems while minding the
rest of the class, deciding what classroom formats to use for different curricular
purposes, managing the ebb and flow of students’ social activities in classrooms as
well as the academic ones—all elements of the daily round. Identifying activities
of this nature suggests areas for diagnostic attention. Treating correctly diagnosed
situations may then lead to remedies for poor achievement, especially since poor
achievement may be the product of prior causes that are more appropriate targets
of direct treatment than poor achievement itself.

The absence of serious attention devoted to the problems of classroom diagno-
sis has left the door open to an endless array of educational “treatments” (or “re-
forms”) rooted more in doctrine, “theory,” and “philosophy” than in analysis of
classroom events. (But as I noted earlier, teaching, unlike other occupations, pays
little attention to the systematic observation, conceptualization, and codification of
those events.) The discourse of teaching has vacillated over time between the ab-
stractions of “traditionalism” and “progressivism,” whose relevance to the activi-
ties of teaching is minimal. But knowing how to engage in appropriate instruction
and classroom management does not derive directly from general precepts and
ideological postures because they do not connect to the contingencies that arise
from the particularities of classroom events.

The brevity of initial training—and accordingly the brevity of practice teach-
ing—the difficulty of carrying out both student instruction and the training of new
teachers in the same place at the same time, the difficulty of identifying the mid-
and long-term classroom consequences of actions taken in a moment of time, the
lack of records documenting work, and the lack of a standard language to report it
are all conditions that have taxed the occupation in defining the nature of its work
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and its competence. Compared to other occupations, teaching is also less em-
bedded in collegial life. Workshops and in-service activities to improve practice
(generally referred to in question-begging fashion as “professional development”)
are common, although they tend to be short and sporadic and are often faddish.
Knowledge about work circulates among teachers in local networks organized
around secondary school departments and those formed around friendship and
grade taught (Bidwell and Yasumoto 1999; Siskin 1994). Teachers, however, are
characteristically left to assess their own situations and develop individual solu-
tions to classroom quandaries, with the alternatives constrained by the con-
ventional constants of classroom existence: an enclosed space, a textbook, a class
period, the school year, and the variability of classroom composition. In fact, the
implications of these combined conditions for the definition of teachers’ work
have yet to receive serious analysis. The occupational state of the art gives teach-
ers less to go on than workers in many other occupations.

HISTORICAL CONTRASTS OF 
TEACHING AND ENGINEERING

All occupations experience some course of development that influences their com-
petence, shaped by changes in knowledge, technology, societal opportunities and
constraints, and programmatic efforts. The historical development of occupational
competence, like professionalization, can be examined comparatively. Two markedly
different occupations, teaching and engineering, possess certain similarities that
highlight their differences. They began to develop as occupations at about the
same time—in the decades surrounding the turn of the nineteenth century—and
they have in common the fact that they both originated in organizational settings.
However, this contrast, as I have just presented it, is too simple. Engineering is not
a single occupation; it is a collection of them, four of which—civil, mechanical,
mining, and electrical—out of a large number, gained prominence through their
organizations. It is civil engineering that originated in organizational settings, not
mechanical, but both serve as informative contrasts to teaching.

The Development of Occupational 
Competence in Engineering

Mechanical engineering developed out of small, independent machine shops de-
voted to innovative methods of working metals to build machines, tools, and ma-
chine parts. The shops did not produce primarily for retail commerce but rather to
supply factories (for example, in the railroad and textile industries) and the mili-
tary. There was an important intellectual component to this work, and its advo-
cates were intent on developing it as well as distinguishing it from occupations
that depended largely on physical strength and practical knowledge, the main tal-
ents required, say, for stationary engineers and locomotive drivers, who were con-
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sidered machine tenders rather than engineers. The interests of mechanical engi-
neers, according to Monte Calvert (1967, 8), were supported by an upper-class
social elite who held an interest in “creating and preserving engineering as a
gentlemanly profession” through the agency of small machine shops. The oper-
ation of these shops was stimulated by the profit motive, yet “transcended the
non-professional, competitive business world” (13) and provided both intellec-
tual challenge and respectability.

As with other occupations, controversy brewed over the appropriate way to
train engineers. Early in the history of the occupation, the importance of funda-
mental knowledge underlying practice was accepted (a key difference from the
case of teaching). Contributions from European research into thermodynamics
and metal fatigue were known, and the importance of calculus was well recog-
nized. Contention, however, developed between those who believed that engi-
neering education was best carried out in university laboratories, where scientific
principles could be applied to practice, and those who believed that practical shop
experience was the preferable route to gaining fundamental knowledge. By the
end of the nineteenth century, the “educators” had largely won out over the shop
advocates. This victory came with the emergence of the large electrical equipment
companies, General Electric and Westinghouse, which provided the graduates of
engineering schools with shop experience in their laboratories (Calvert 1967,
74–76, 216). The victory took various forms in which academic, scientific engineer-
ing education was combined with practical shop experience.1

Civil engineering differs from mechanical engineering in that it did not arise out
of small-shop entrepreneurship. The occupation grew out of the employment of
men who gained construction “experience and practical skill” (Calhoun 1960, 35)
on public works projects, like dams, canals, roads, and drainage projects. As a base
of knowledge underlying these efforts developed experientially, and the similarity
between the projects undertaken in the civil and military sectors of society became
recognized, the U.S. Military Academy at West Point became the site for training in
engineering skills. In the mid-1830s, training also became available at such engi-
neering schools as Rensselaer, Partridge’s School, and Stevens Institute (Calhoun
1960, 47–52). The dominant pattern, however, was that “engineering projects . . .
served as schools of engineering. . . . Th[e] civil engineer was the creature of the or-
ganizations in which he worked” (51, 53). That much could be said of teaching. In
teaching, however, the school was scarcely the training ground for new teachers.

At the heart of engineering activities is judging the practicability of a project, a
task that requires advance planning, bringing relevant evidence to bear, and as-
sessing cost (Calhoun 1960, 55–57). Determining elevations, slopes, and soil com-
position and planning the routes of canals, roads, and railroad track (58–60) were
the kinds of activities whose performance benefited from both practical experience
and mastery of scientific principles and whose performance and results could be
assessed with considerable reliability. The increasing size of projects led to the hir-
ing of full-time specialized experts by large engineering firms. This development
opened up paths of career mobility in which the mastery and accumulation of
skills allowed for advancement toward the grade of chief engineer (Merritt 1969,
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10). These characteristics of civil engineering as an occupation—cumulative skill
acquisition, objective assessment of work activity, and the mobility provided by a
hierarchical organization—have been notably absent from teaching.

As projects and organizations that employed engineers increased in size, they
also expanded in their implications for economic, political, and social policy be-
yond the scope of the practical goals tied immediately to the projects themselves
(Calhoun 1960, 162–63). In effect, civil engineering became an occupation that at-
tempted to define its place in and contribution to society through what it consid-
ered to be valuable public projects. By the late nineteenth century, engineering
tended to gravitate toward large organizational forms, with the result that the
technical and managerial components of engineering became closely interwoven.
It moved beyond a narrow preoccupation with technical mechanics to include the
institutional concerns that large corporate enterprises confront in tying their activ-
ities not just to corporate management but to matters pertaining to the public wel-
fare as well (Merritt 1969, 87).2

Despite a long history of jurisdictional disputes among different branches of en-
gineering and disagreements about the appropriate forms of training and the rela-
tive importance of scientific, practical, business, and managerial knowledge, engi-
neering, in most of its manifestations, has consistently concerned itself with the
efficient performance of goal-directed practical activity. Although the chronic dis-
putes may have frustrated the attempts by some engineers to succeed in a profes-
sionalizing project on the model of medicine—the close connection with business
activity being one of the main obstacles—professional values related to science,
mathematics, and a larger world of ideas have nevertheless remained present, if
insufficient to guarantee professional recognition of the occupation as a whole.3
Teaching, by contrast, has never succeeded in rooting its practice in some larger in-
tellectual scheme of thought, scientific or otherwise, nor has it succeeded as an oc-
cupation with strong claims to efficiently performed, goal-directed practices.

Challenges to the Occupational Competence of Teaching

The case of teaching reveals significant historical similarities to as well as differ-
ences from engineering. Private venture schooling existed in the American
colonies, first as household-centered dame schools and later as entrepreneurial ef-
forts to offer instruction, often in evening schools, in a variety of skills and areas of
knowledge: arithmetic, surveying, embroidery, navigation, playing musical in-
struments (Cremin 1970; Seybolt 1925, 1935). But in the early nineteenth century,
with the increasingly successful efforts to establish local and state systems of
common public schooling, these independent efforts dried up. Unlike the case of
mechanical engineering, where the shop was a unit of production and the “shop
culture” that accompanied it remained a significant influence in defining the occu-
pation, teaching as a pursuit undertaken in small entrepreneurial settings gave
way to one whose existence and character were defined by an organizational en-
tity: a local school, and eventually a school system. But even when schools were
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based in households or organized as small entrepreneurial units, the tasks of
teaching were those of conveying existing knowledge and skills. They did not en-
tail heavy societal responsibilities beyond the fulfillment of basic community ex-
pectations (like literacy and morality) and the provision of the specialized skills
students wanted to acquire. Although early school settings were far from bureau-
cratic, teaching nevertheless arose as an occupation dedicated to meeting obliga-
tions set by external agencies: families, local communities, interest groups, coun-
ties and municipalities, states, and the federal government. And while school
systems are more bureaucratized now than at the beginning, the conditions and
daily tasks of teaching predate bureaucracy.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the qualification to teach appeared
to depend on the level of education attained by the teacher. Initially, women did
not teach Latin or advanced English, because preparation in Latin and writing was
closed to them. They were relegated to teaching young children until educational
opportunities opened up for them, a transition that occurred from the late eigh-
teenth to the early nineteenth century (Perlmann and Margo 2001). The source ma-
terials on the history of teaching, however, do not describe the particulars of what
teaching at any level entailed, at least as far as instruction is concerned.4

The situation is different from what prevailed in engineering at about the same
time. It has been possible to identify the activities entailed in that line of work and
whether they were effective. In teaching, however, a teacher’s qualification was
signaled by being able to control a class and having been exposed to the curricu-
lum in question as a student—or at least having learned to read. “It should be re-
called that teaching the New England summer sessions of 1820 did not require ed-
ucational adornments much loftier than literacy” (Perlmann and Margo 2001, 66).
As educational opportunities for girls increased in the early nineteenth century,
the ideology of domesticity turned nurturance into a justification for women to
teach—even to teach older boys—thus transforming adherence to values about
family life into a standard of teaching competence (30–31).5

Horace Mann was acquainted with Victor Cousin’s report and envisioned a
scheme in this country that would offer full-time teacher training, similar to the
practice in Prussia. But Massachusetts normal schools, beginning in 1837, were es-
tablished for a different purpose: a remedial one designed for temporary, mostly
female teachers of modest talents who by the 1830s were teaching both summer
and winter, while males taught in the winter. Normal school enrollments were
lower than expected, and many of the women who attended never entered teach-
ing (a pattern that continues to occur to the present day [National Center for Edu-
cational Statistics 1983]), because a normal school education opened up other pur-
suits besides teaching (Herbst 1989a, 219–20, 1989b; Theobald 1995). Nothing in
the American experience would support a training system like the Prussian one,
which was favored by Whigs like Mann and aimed at solid preparation for men
who expected to follow lifetime careers in teaching. A prevailing view in Massa-
chusetts at the time was that anyone could teach, would do so for little pay, and
would leave teaching when better opportunities arose (Messerli 1971, 253–54). In-
deed, many of the men who taught did so part-time to support themselves while
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preparing for other pursuits. A common notion was the idea of the citizen teacher:
anyone who acquired some education could teach, at least for some time in a life
of work (Herbst 1989b, 83). Even as late as the 1910s in Iowa, country school teach-
ers, the largest component of the occupation, went unrecognized by the Iowa State
Teachers Association and were otherwise treated with disrespect. “Part of the rea-
son for this was that teaching in the country schools did not require any formal
training” (Reynolds 1999, 63), and the state provided no incentives for country
teachers to acquire normal school training when it became available in 1911.

The occupational competence of teaching resolved itself into an issue of train-
ing. Training took different forms related to region of the country, state, sex of the
teacher, and the power of different groups dedicated variously to the presumed in-
terests of rural elementary teachers, high school teachers, school administrators,
academics in the business of teacher training, and institutions such as colleges,
academies, normal schools, and universities vying to establish their own positions
of dominance and reap the benefits of tuition monies (Herbst 1989a, 222–29). The
battles were over whether the state or localities (towns, counties) should take re-
sponsibility for training young rural women to teach in grade schools, men to
teach in high schools, instructors in normal schools, town and county administra-
tors, and so on; there was also conflict over which training institutions should be
responsible or not responsible for which kind of teachers. For example, was it ap-
propriate for a university to train grade school teachers? If so, did it matter
whether the teacher would be working in the city or in the countryside? And while
the competence question emerged as a matter of training, training turned into a
problem of politics, of who should control what. The situation with teaching was
far different from the case of engineering, in which a consensus prevailed over the
fundamental significance of the knowledge informing the work; the only area of
disagreement was over how best to transmit that knowledge.

Competence is not simply a matter of training. Identifying it requires a descrip-
tion of the activities entailed in the work. Visible activities, such as those found in
architecture, engineering, medicine, copier repair, and the skilled trades, can be
identified and also conceptualized in light of the thought processes associated
with them (for example, Abbott’s idea of “inference”). The identification of the ac-
tivities associated with teaching, however, has remained notoriously difficult. It is
no mean task to describe what teachers do in the course of their work, let alone to
conceptualize it. A partial exception to this claim can be found in James Leloudis’s
(1996, 16) portrait of schooling in North Carolina in the late nineteenth to early
twentieth centuries. He notes that:

memory drills dominated reading lessons just as they did ciphering lessons. Com-
mon school students learned to read by learning to spell. “Over and over again” was
the rule of the day in most classrooms, as children labored to conquer lists of words
without definitions. Textbook authors assumed that their young audiences would
communicate through speech more than writing and that patterns of local usage
would supply meaning. In most communities, reading was an oral, often collective
activity, not the private and silent one it is today.
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This description indicates what students did; from it one can only infer the class-
room conduct of teachers—and then only for those fragments of the school day de-
voted to reading and spelling. Leloudis (1996, 11–13) also identifies the conditions
of teaching: teachers’ subservience to the preferences of parents and local school
officials; the school calendar that kept schools open seasonally and for long hours
during the day so that students could come and go according to their household
obligations; and the curriculum that permitted the use of family-owned books
combined sometimes with more standard textbook fare.

In contrast, the work of engineers from the beginning was defined by a project,
whether a sizable public works undertaking or the design and fabrication of a ma-
chine in a small shop. There were palpable ways to determine whether the pro-
duction succeeded and whether it could be done more quickly, less expensively, or
in an alternative manner that would reduce effort and waste and perhaps lay the
groundwork for a better design. Public works projects and machine shops were hi-
erarchical, the former more so than the latter, and both provided experiences for
the supervision and training of new recruits simultaneously with the activities of
production—in fact, as part of them. Teaching is starkly different, even though in
both engineering and teaching what is to be done is defined by others, specifically
so in the case of engineering, generally so in the case of teaching. No one expressed
precisely what teachers were supposed to do, but whatever it was, they were ex-
pected to be better at it if they had had more rather than less education. The train-
ing element present in engineering was absent in teaching. It still is. Rather than
being built on projects (as in engineering and architecture) or cases (as in medicine
or law) or discrete problems (as in repair occupations), teaching is premised on the
performance of work for a period of time (months, terms, years) and without a
clear-cut indication of task completion. Teachers are also subject not to the direct
authority of more experienced workers, as is true among engineers, but indirectly
to public officials and others in the community who know as little if not less about
the work than the teachers themselves.

From the outset, the working situation of teachers has not been one that stim-
ulates the analysis of work. Rather, its circumstances have been those of subor-
dination and exposure to the sometimes arbitrary expectations of community
members, official and otherwise, unaided by a work technology that would allow
teachers to demonstrate their effectiveness. Despite the professionalizing cam-
paigns of the National Education Association (NEA)—expressed through a rheto-
ric of professionalism that dates from the time of Mann—and the migration of
teacher training from the high schools and academies to the normal schools, and
then to the universities, the basic working situation has remained much the same
for a century, as Willard Waller’s (1932) portrayal of rural teachers testifies—and
even to the present day.

Notwithstanding these changes in the location of and responsibility for teacher
training, the comparison of teaching to mechanical engineering reveals a signifi-
cant reality for the occupational development of teaching. In both cases, the oc-
cupation began in the early nineteenth century with the practice taking place in
small, independent work units: machine shops and local schools. Despite this sim-
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ilarity, the major difference was that in machine shops, work transpired in open,
collective settings in which neophytes participated as apprentices, visible to their
more highly skilled colleagues. They learned their trade through this experience.
Teachers, however, taught alone and unobserved and learned their trade through
that experience. Even though formal pre-service training has become a larger com-
ponent in the worklife of teachers, the inability of the classroom to integrate both
work and training activities simultaneously has remained a stable occupational
property of teaching to the present time, no technical solution to the problem hav-
ing emerged. One is reminded here of Arthur Stinchcombe’s (1965, 143) proposi-
tion about the founding of organizations, namely, there is a “correlation between
the time in history that a particular type of organization was invented and the so-
cial structure of organizations of that type which exist at the present time.” Absent
technological innovations that alter the nature of the work and perforce the rela-
tion between training and work performance, organizational structure endures,
and this proposition, I suggest, may hold for occupations and their work activities
in the same way it does for structure.

PROFESSIONALISM AND COMPETENCE

The history of occupations over a span of centuries shows the multiplicity of
courses they have followed. A small but disputed number of them, through their
efforts to change the nature of their work—to distinguish themselves from other
occupations, to claim work jurisdiction, or to mobilize themselves socially, politi-
cally, and economically—have sought and gained status as professions. The sym-
bolism of professionalism is potent, and occupations have been drawn to the il-
lusion that there is a conventional main road to becoming a profession. A small
number of occupations have gained uncontroversial recognition as professions,
but why this list of cases has received so much scholarly attention is not entirely
clear. In addition, there have been numerous—and sterile—attempts to identify
criteria that distinguish professions from nonprofessions. The developmental his-
tories of other occupations, however, raise questions equally as interesting.

As I noted earlier, teachers and their organizations have long used the rhetoric
of professionalism to characterize their work and its status. Since the 1830s and the
advent of normal schools, the public status of the occupation has been a source of
concern to its members. The professional rhetoric has referred to public prestige,
autonomy, and high remuneration, characteristics that spokespeople for teachers
conventionally attribute to medicine and law, based on a presumption that profes-
sional status will be achieved by seeking these indications of professionalism
through collective action. It is noteworthy that historically the NEA has been
adamantly opposed to unionism, regarding it as a threat to professionalism, which
it defined in status terms, but over the last thirty or so years it has emulated the
bread and butter unionism of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT). Both
consider themselves to be following a professionalizing agenda through political
lobbying and collective bargaining; neither, however, attends much to the compo-
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nents of teaching practice and the activities it comprises. They assert the profes-
sionalism of teaching yet bemoan the fact that the occupation does not command
the prestige and emoluments of other professions, nor the power to define what
education means for society in the same way that medicine defines health, law de-
fines justice, the clergy defines faith, journalism defines news—in Everett Hughes’s
(1958, 79) words, by claiming a mandate “to tell society what is good and right for
the individual and for society at large in some aspect of life.”

The central occupational problem of teaching, I argue, is not professionalism or
the lack of it: it is the issue of competence in dealing with hard situations. Teach-
ers, collectively organized, or in school systems or schools, have not addressed this
question. Educational reforms of one sort or another have been proposed to im-
prove the efficacy of teaching—new curricula, new forms of school organization,
new methods of management, new pedagogy, new testing programs, new stan-
dards—but these almost invariably originate outside the occupation, from acade-
mia mostly, but also from the programs, nostrums, and ideologies of interest
groups. They have no hold on teachers; they represent the advocacy positions of
others intended to make teachers change the nature of their “treatment.” As efforts
to raise the level of competence on an occupational basis, they go nowhere.

What would be entailed if teaching were to raise its level of occupational com-
petence? What changes in work activities and school organization would con-
tribute to this goal? These are not easy questions to answer. The conventional ap-
proach to them—to the extent they have even been asked—has been to search for
solutions in the realms of public policy and research. Efforts to address the com-
petence problems of teaching—leave the matter of the effectiveness of such efforts
aside—tend to originate outside the occupation. They tend to define what is prob-
lematic in terms of failures in student achievement—the overwhelming focus of
public policy and academic research attention—as if remedies addressed to that
end would simultaneously improve the state of the art in teaching.

Over the past half-century at least, the educational terrain has become littered
with the debris of attempts to change curricula, pedagogy, classroom design, man-
agement principles and techniques, testing, and other aspects of educational prac-
tice. Some of this debris has been dusted off, renamed, and tried again, as if the
first failure was not sufficient to demonstrate lack of viability. In some cases, like
the post-Sputnik science curriculum reforms, academia was the breeding ground.
In other cases, reforms originated with prominent individuals (Conant, Rickover,
Bestor, Comer, Sizer, and others), some of whose designs for schooling became
briefly eponymous before fading away. And in still other cases, agencies of federal
and state government have been the prime movers. What is so conspicuous about
these efforts is their remoteness from the day-to-day work of school administra-
tion and teaching. In effect, they do not identify or provide the conditions for
teachers to define the major categories of their work, document the flow of it, de-
velop diagnostic procedures for classroom events, consider the alternative treat-
ments for those diagnoses, and develop a collegial life that supports both the
analysis of work and its practice. In other (but certainly not all) lines of work lo-
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cated at most levels of the socioeconomic hierarchy, such conditions do exist to
support occupational competence.

Although much of the impetus to raise the competence level of teaching origi-
nates in the realm of public policy, another source of such efforts is academia. This
is hardly surprising since the training of teachers represents a huge enterprise in
the world of higher education, and especially in the state-controlled schools and
colleges of education. Indeed, as part of their own status-raising efforts, schools
and colleges of education have invested heavily in programs of research and in
their attachments to the American Educational Research Association. This com-
mitment to research, however, is not simply part of a prestige-generating enter-
prise; it is also premised on the notion that educational practice will benefit from
research efforts located in schools and colleges of education. The research in ques-
tion is scientific, and those performing it assume that the intellectual base of
knowledge that supports teaching is scientific and accordingly is most appropri-
ately carried out by members of the academy. This is the model of medicine—the
lodestar profession—and to a lesser extent engineering. It would be erroneous to
believe, however, that medicine achieved its status strictly through scientific ad-
vances. It is also strange that teaching, like some other occupations, compares it-
self to medicine in the scramble for status since their respective histories have been
so conspicuously different. Indeed, medicine may not be the lodestar but a grand
exception, a distinctive case.

Teachers pay little attention to the research findings of academic scholars using
scientific methods. There is not much evidence that teachers read it or that the re-
search, if they did read it, would contribute much to their practice. To put it mildly,
skepticism about the value of scientific research for their work runs high among
teachers—and reasonably so. As I indicated earlier, many if not most occupa-
tions—including the professions defined broadly—are not based on scientific evi-
dence and do not depend in their practice on advancements in science. The law—
despite a (failed) late-nineteenth-century movement to establish a science of
law—and the clergy are obvious cases. Certain academic fields, especially the hu-
manities, are devoted to systematic inquiry but are hardly tied to science. And
fields in which occupational competence is high, like copier repair, journalism, ar-
chitecture, and the skilled trades, do not look to science, although they may bene-
fit indirectly from scientific developments.

It seems that the most serious obstacles to establishing a satisfactory level of
competence as an occupational property of teaching lie in shortcomings related to
an underdeveloped technical language for expressing the characteristics of the
work; the evanescent nature of the work activities of teaching and the failure to
capture, document, and classify them; the invisibility of teaching to collegial ob-
servation and scrutiny; and, given the highly decentralized nature of the American
educational system with regard to teacher training, curriculum, and the local po-
litical control of schools, the difficulty of diffusing knowledge about practice. How
to overcome these obstacles is no simple matter. In the Japanese scheme of lesson
teaching (Yoshida 1999), which is far from universal in Japan, teachers at given
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grade levels in local schools design curriculum and lessons, try them out while
being observed, document them, revise them over several iterations, enact them,
and publish the results. Although lesson teaching is an exceedingly time-consum-
ing and labor-intensive process, it is also tied directly and visibly to the experience
of teachers at work. It is systematic, analytical, and synthetic. Teachers’ unions in
the United States, ever protective of the hours and conditions of work, would
scarcely warm to such a process. Even though occupational competence requires
substantial investments of time and effort, first-level teacher training in the United
States requires only a minimal investment—a fact that no doubt works to the eco-
nomic advantage of teacher training institutions by virtue of the tuition monies
generated.

It is difficult to see where an incentive for teachers, not outside parties, to engage
in indigenous efforts at systematic inquiry into the nature of their work will origi-
nate, flourish, and become institutionalized. To understand why this systematic in-
quiry is not found in teaching but does occur in occupations that are more secure in
their competence, we might turn to one of Abbott’s (1988) arguments about pro-
fessionalizing as a historical process of jurisdictional conflict over domains of work.
Teaching has been free of jurisdictional conflict because no other occupational
group has sought to take over its line of work. The value of jurisdictional conflict is
that it forces the practitioners of an occupation to define the basic work activities
over which it claims control and defend the claim from invaders and schismatics.
Teaching has not had to do that; it has had critics, but it has not faced occupational
enemies or aggrandizers. Schools are a public utility. They must provide their ser-
vice, their “treatment,” every day, whatever the quality. The absence of jurisdic-
tional conflict in teaching has taken its toll in the lack of attention paid to the diag-
nostic and inferential components of the work, which are closely tied to treatment
in both professional and other occupations whose efficacy is their competence.

Finally, for reasons difficult to explain, teaching has never found a body of
ideas—pedagogical principles, in effect—under which to subsume its practices.
There has been nothing comparable to the aesthetics of design in architecture, the
principles of jurisprudence and precedent in law, or science in medicine and engi-
neering to provide an intellectual basis for practice. This circumstance, combined
with the reluctance of teachers themselves to pursue an ideational agenda derived
from their own work experience, undercuts the development of a distinctive com-
petence, in the first instance, and derivatively, to undertake a professionalizing
project, in the second. The agenda for identifying a distinctive competence, espe-
cially for dealing with hard cases, must overcome this historical impediment—
which still exists—as well as the prevailing conditions, enumerated here, that
stand in the way.

NOTES

1. What also underlay the conflict between the academic and shop cultures was the dif-
ference in the claims for status invoked by the advocates for each side: in one case, sta-
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tus was gained through the educational mastery of the scientific and mathematical
knowledge available through universities; in the other, status was based on elite family
origins and social networks, sometimes a classical education, and wealth gained from
successful entrepreneurship (Calvert 1967, 153–54). From the outset, mechanical engi-
neering was imbued with a sense of high social status conventionally construed: through
mastery of university-based knowledge and elite family lineage. In contrast, teaching in
small entrepreneurial schools could bring no such status resources to its occupational
position.

2. As a historical note, this development found expression in Frederick W. Taylor’s scien-
tific management movement and in the technocracy movement of the early twentieth
century (Layton 1971, 134–78; Smith 1984).

3. “Engineers,” according to Robert Zussman (1985, 222), “have never succeeded in a ‘col-
lective mobility project’ equivalent to that of doctors and lawyers. With occasional ex-
ceptions in civil engineering and among some executive officers of industrial corpora-
tions, practice is not restricted to certified engineers, and there is no restriction on the
use of ‘engineer’ as an occupational title.”

4. In 1831, Victor Cousin, a French professor of philosophy, made detailed observations of
Prussian schools and teacher training institutions for the French minister of public in-
struction. About this venture, Jurgen Herbst (1989a, 216) comments: “It seems strange 
. . . that in reviewing plans and curricula of the seminars [to train teachers], Cousin
found relatively little to report on instruction in pedagogy proper. . . . The first require-
ment for a candidate for a teaching position was a pure heart and an upright character.”

5. The North-South regional differences that Perlmann and Margo (2001) discuss are be-
yond the scope of this chapter.
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Chapter 4

The Prospects for Teaching as a Profession

Susan Moore Johnson

In the eyes of the public, teachers have long been regarded as second-rate pro-
fessionals. Twenty years ago Gary Sykes (1983, 98) observed that although
teaching “has enjoyed a measure of public esteem and gratitude through the

years . . . there is a long-standing taint associated with teaching and corresponding
doubts about those who chose this occupation.” Unlike medicine and law, the field
of education has struggled unsuccessfully to achieve a level of respect and recom-
pense for teachers that reflects the importance and demands of their work. Dan
Lortie (1969, 29), who examined the work of elementary school teachers, similarly
concluded that “the general status of teaching, the teacher’s role, and the condi-
tion and transmission arrangement of its subculture point to truncated rather than
fully realized professionalization.” Walter Metzger (1987, 10) observed that when
sociologists drew up a list of attributes that defined a profession, they intended to
“distinguish the genuine article from the unworthy pretentious rest.” Those lines
of work that did not measure up had been designated “the semi-professions, the
quasi-professions—where they could receive a silver medal until such time as they
earned the gold” (11). One of these was teaching.

There are various plausible explanations for why teaching had achieved little
more than a toehold of professional standing by the mid-1980s. Until the 1950s,
teaching was short-term, itinerant work taken up by men on their way to a “real”
profession—or at least a better-paying job—and by women who taught for a short
time before marrying or having children (Rury 1989; Tyack 1974). Teacher educa-
tion programs, where they existed, were brief and seldom regarded as substantive
or challenging (Lortie 1975). The ongoing need for over two million teachers to
staff classrooms across the country made it difficult to be selective in hiring and
thus elevate the public status of the work. This problem of status was further ex-
acerbated by the fact that, because teaching is akin to child care, it has long been
seen as women’s work (Hoffman 1981) and therefore not deserving of the status of
medicine or law. Also, because teaching was locally funded, teachers’ salaries, like
those of firefighters and police, remained subject to public scrutiny and control, a
factor that routinely limited pay (Johnson 1990). Further, because teachers were
publicly paid and thus publicly accountable, they were never granted the formal
autonomy in their work that is often said to be essential for true professionals (Lor-
tie 1975). Finally, while professionals are expected to possess “a body of complex
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knowledge” (Metzger 1987, 10), pedagogy had by the 1980s only a weak and con-
tested knowledge base (Good 1983). The only firm purchase on professionalism
that educators had by the 1980s was a claim to the “service ethic” (Metzger 1987,
10), and even that was subject to skepticism.

Following publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence
in Education 1983) and the failure of initial efforts to improve teaching with
greater top-down control, education reformers developed a plan to improve
schools by professionalizing teaching. Policy analysts, practitioners, politicians,
education school deans, and scholars combined their efforts to develop and prom-
ulgate a strategy linking the professionalization of teaching with school improve-
ment. Richard Ingersoll (1997, 1) elaborates on their rationale:

Proponents of this view hold, for example, that teachers are underpaid, have too lit-
tle say in the operation of schools, are afforded too few opportunities to improve their
teaching skills, suffer from a lack of support or assistance, and are not adequately re-
warded or recognized for their efforts. The key to improving the quality of schools,
these critics claim, lies in upgrading the status, training, and working conditions of
teaching, that is, in furthering the professionalization of teachers and teaching. The ra-
tionale underlying this view is that upgrading the teaching occupation will lead to
improvements in the motivation and commitment of teachers, which in turn will lead
to student learning.

Now, over twenty years after this concerted effort to professionalize teaching
began, it is time to take stock of this initiative and consider what the prospects are
for the future of teaching as a profession. It is particularly appropriate to assess the
standing of teaching as a profession at this time when public schools face a whole-
sale replacement of their teachers within the next decade. How close are teachers
to “earn[ing] the gold” medal of professionalism (Metzger 1987, 10)? Will the next
generation of teachers be the first to know teaching as a full-fledged profession?

In the following discussion, I first consider the characteristics of professions and
review the elements of professionalism that have proven to be problematic for
teachers over time, identifying for each how changing times and circumstances
might provide new opportunities for teaching to advance its standing as a profes-
sion. Next, I consider the reforms introduced since the mid-1980s to address these
shortcomings. Finally, I assess the prospects for education as a profession in light
of new evidence about the next generation of teachers and the current context of
public education.

THE PROFESSIONAL STANDING OF TEACHING

Sociologists have written extensively about the essential features of professions.
Although there is general agreement about some, there is no single list of charac-
teristics to which all subscribe. Eliot Freidson (1994, 128) observes that “profes-
sionals have been singled out as occupations that perform tasks of great social
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value because professionals possess both knowledge and skills that in some way
set them apart from other kinds of workers.” Scholars of education have also iden-
tified the primary conditions that “distinguish a profession from other occupa-
tions,” including: “a specialized knowledge base and shared standards of prac-
tice”; “a strong service ethic, or commitment to meeting clients’ needs”; “a strong
personal identity with, and commitment to, the occupation”; and “collegial versus
bureaucratic control over entry, performance evaluations, and retention in the pro-
fession” (128).

Andy Hargreaves and Ivor Goodson (1996, 1) observe that “teacher profession-
alization has been a historically precarious project: resisted by governments, bu-
reaucracies and business interests without, and undermined by ambiguities of loy-
alty, strategy and identity within.” Over time, a variety of factors have contributed
to teaching’s standing as a semiprofession. Some endure today, such as the per-
ception of teaching as women’s work, and therefore as an occupation that does not
warrant professional status. Other factors, such as teachers’ historically brief
tenure in the occupation, their lack of access to specialized knowledge, the absence
of an established credentialing process, and the absence of a staged career, have
undergone change.

Teaching as Itinerant Work

The sociologists who study professions do not include on their list of criteria the
expectation that professionals will make a long-term commitment to their occupa-
tion; that goes without saying. In teaching, however, such commitment has never
been a certainty. Although the cohort of teachers now approaching retirement has
made teaching a lifetime career, they are the first to do so (Evans 1996). To the ex-
tent that history shapes current beliefs, it is important to acknowledge that teach-
ing was itinerant work for close to a century. As Lortie (1969, 17) observes, during
the colonial period “those who taught did so for limited periods of time, for most
of them were on the way to something else—ministerial students preparing for a
pulpit, indentured servants accumulating the price of their bond. Incomes and
prestige were low.” With “urbanization, secularization, and school expansion” in
the late nineteenth century, “teaching became work performed by young women”
(12). Lortie explains that, “given the relative position of the young and the female
in the nineteenth century . . . [that fact] probably reduced rather than augmented
its social rank” (12). Those women, however, were not permitted to continue as
teachers once they married or became pregnant; the result was steady and in-
evitable teacher turnover.

In the 1950s school districts dealt with the teaching shortage following World
War II by eliminating restrictions on married and pregnant women so that they
could continue to teach (Spencer 2001). By the late 1960s, when access to other pro-
fessions was still restricted for women and people of color, teaching attracted
many able recruits seeking to do meaningful public service. Unlike those who pre-
ceded them, this cohort of new teachers has remained in teaching over time, grad-
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ually changing the public’s perception of teaching as temporary employment and
increasing the chance that teaching will be regarded as professional work.

Lack of Specialized Knowledge

Ingersoll (1997, 5) explains that professions are often said to be the “knowledge-
based” occupations: “The assumption is that professional work involves highly
complex sets of skills, intellectual functioning, and knowledge that are not easily
acquired and not widely held.” This standard presents several challenges for those
who would professionalize teaching. First, the public does not widely believe that
specialized knowledge is needed to succeed in teaching. Lortie (1969, 24) empha-
sizes that professional status requires that the “relevant publics (clients, political
agencies, and the like) believe that knowledge to be both essential and restricted to
members of the professional group. The possession of esoteric knowledge over a
period of time strengthens those within the profession vis-à-vis the public in
general terms.” However, as Linda Darling-Hammond (2001, 761) observes, “The
view of teaching as relatively simple, straightforward work, easily controlled by
prescriptions for practice, is reinforced by the ‘apprenticeship of experience’
adults have lived through during their years as students in schools.”

Second, as Lortie noted in 1969, it is pedagogy—not the subject matter taught—
that is the unique province of teachers. Scientists, not teachers of science, lay claim
to scientific knowledge. For elementary teachers, “the subjects teachers them-
selves believe useful in teaching (e.g., child psychology) are primarily the property
of others” (Lortie 1969, 24). Only recently has pedagogy begun to gain recognition
as a challenging and complex topic worthy of inquiry and mastery.

Third, systematic research on teaching was, until the 1980s, very scarce. Thomas
L. Good (1983, 42), reviewing research on classroom teaching in 1983, notes that
“we know considerably more about classroom teaching than we did a decade ago.
In 1970 the accumulated knowledge about the effects of classroom processes on
student achievement was weak and contradictory.” Yet, even as Good surveyed
the field in 1983, there were relatively few carefully conducted, well-regarded stud-
ies of teaching practice, and many important questions, such as how best to teach
reading or mathematics, remained largely unexplored. Therefore, by the mid-
1980s the teaching occupation did not have a substantial and specialized knowl-
edge base on which to rest its case for professional standing.

Uncredentialed Work

Colonial teachers had no special training: “No special arrangements existed to reg-
ulate entry, and the necessary credentials were limited to sufficient literacy to
teach reading, writing, and elementary arithmetic” (Lortie 1969, 16–17). There was
an understanding that a teacher “should have completed the level immediately
above that which she aspired to teach” (18). Between 1900 and 1950, states gradu-
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ally increased requirements for teaching licenses, although the required courses
were few, and the content standards loosely defined. In marked contrast with the
formal preparation, apprenticeships, and licensing required in law or medicine,
there were no formal examinations to ensure that aspiring teachers had mastered
the material. As Ingersoll (1997, 5) explains, “Nearly all professions require com-
pletion of an officially sanctioned or accredited training program and passage of
examinations in order to obtain certification or licensure to practice. Indeed, it is il-
legal to practice most professions without a license. These credentials serve as
screening devices.” However, throughout much of the twentieth century states
had inconsistent requirements for new teachers, there were no examinations to
screen or certify candidates, and many unlicensed teachers hired to meet a short-
age practiced under emergency certificates (Darling-Hammond 2001).

A Flat Career Structure

Since the mid-1900s, the professions of law and medicine have instituted mecha-
nisms for induction and advancement to ensure that new entrants are supervised
early in their practice and progressively assume more responsibility. However,
well into the 1980s teachers’ roles remained largely undifferentiated; the first day
of classroom teaching looked much like the last.

In part, this uniformity of role is driven by the “cellular” organization of schools
(Lortie 1975, 14), which isolates teachers in their classrooms and discourages col-
leagues from working in interdependent ways. Also, there is an assumption of “ra-
tionalized activities” and demand for a “uniform product” (Bidwell 1965, 974).
Thus, throughout the last century most schools treated teachers as replaceable
workers with generic but minimal skills rather than as specialists with advanced
training.

The problem of undifferentiated roles and unstaged careers, however, is ar-
guably self-imposed by teachers themselves. They are wary about administrative
favoritism and consequently prefer a kind of uniform treatment that discourages
superiors and the public from making distinctions among them (Johnson 1990). As
a result, teaching assignments and pay have long been regulated by standardized
rules and seniority-based criteria. This lockstep treatment, coupled with the lack
of systematic induction for novice teachers, has reinforced the view of teaching as
nonprofessional work.

Public Funding and Public Accountability

The fact that teachers’ pay depends on public funds also has implications for edu-
cation’s status as a profession. It is clear that the process of collective bargaining
has standardized pay for teachers (Odden and Kelley 1997). However, the fact that
local budgets restrict negotiated salary settlements and often require achieving eq-
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uity across other groups of public service employees makes it virtually impossible
for teachers to achieve financial standing and status comparable to that of inde-
pendent doctors and lawyers.

There is also considerable evidence that teachers are primarily focused on the
intrinsic, rather than extrinsic, rewards of their work (Lortie 1975). They do not
enter teaching expecting to earn high salaries, although they do expect pay that
will allow them to live comfortably (Johnson 1990). Although teachers have not
expected or aggressively pursued pay levels comparable to those of law or medi-
cine, achieving sufficient pay to make teaching affordable work has been a peren-
nial concern. The process of collective bargaining, which puts decisions about
salary in the hands of a few, tends to make this an institutional issue rather than
an individual one. As Lortie (1969, 23) has observed, “The established practi-
tioner in a well-established profession occupies a favored position in the market.
He can assert himself vis-à-vis a single client without serious economic risk. . . .
Elementary teachers receive their income from ‘one big client.’” In 1984 the aver-
age teacher’s salary was $21,974, substantially less than that of accountants
($28,721), attorneys ($44,743), and engineers ($34,443) (American Federation of
Teachers 2000, 27).

Because public schools depend on public funds, local communities and states
are entitled to hold teachers accountable for their performance. They typically
do so through senior school administrators who serve as the agents of publicly
elected school boards. It is often noted that teachers have considerable auton-
omy behind the closed doors of their classrooms. However, this independence is
inadvertent rather than deliberate, and teachers’ autonomy ultimately remains
constrained by policies that limit such things as textbook selection and equip-
ment purchases. In 1969, Lortie observed, “the current situation reflects the cen-
turies during which teachers were defined solely as employees. It is interesting
that teachers have not challenged their formal subordination; unlike most who
claim professional status, teachers have not contested the right of persons out-
side the occupation to govern their technical affairs” (19). By the mid-1980s,
teachers had begun to challenge “their formal subordination” through their unions,
but they were not actively asserting their right to be accountable to their col-
leagues and a set of professional standards rather than to higher-ups in the
school department.

Therefore, prior to 1985, many features of teaching and schools combined and
interacted to make it unlikely that education would approach, let alone meet, the
sociologists’ standards for a profession. The fact that, until the mid-1960s, most
teachers made only a short-term commitment to their work is consistent with a
scanty credentialing process, the absence of systematic induction, and the lack of
opportunities for advancement in teaching. The field’s failure to document teach-
ers’ skills and specialized knowledge about instruction further reinforced the uni-
formity of teachers’ roles. Finally, teachers’ dependence on the public dollar made
it unlikely that they could earn substantially more money or seize control of their
work and elevate it to that of a profession.
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EFFORTS TO PROFESSIONALIZE TEACHING,
1985 TO 2000

When A Nation at Risk was published in 1983, the basic outlines of teaching had re-
mained unchanged and largely unchallenged for decades. Teachers continued to
be isolated and autonomous within their classrooms, yet they lacked the authority
to control their work or workplace. When the alarm sounded in 1983 about school-
ing’s failures and “a rising tide of mediocrity,” states and districts instituted poli-
cies to control and closely inspect teachers’ work. However, within several years it
became apparent that external efforts to regulate teaching had done little to im-
prove students’ performance. Therefore, reformers abruptly turned to teachers as
the agents of school improvement.

Reformers who promoted teachers’ increased control of their work in the mid-
1980s held that teachers’ lack of autonomy was a major deterrent to improved
practice, and thus they devised an explicit exchange of autonomy for obligation.
At the time, Sykes (1983, 19) explained:

A profession agrees to develop and enforce standards of good practice in exchange
for the right to practice free of bureaucratic supervision and external regulation. At
the policy level, this contract applies to standards for licensure, certification, and pro-
gram accreditation. . . . At the practice level, this contract applies to the organization
and management of work. Collegial norms and peer evaluation direct work that is
amenable neither to administrative oversight nor to routinization.

In laying out the possibilities of professionalizing teaching, Sykes further ex-
plained that the work of professionals must be organized to “encourage collegial-
ity and norm enforcement together with continued growth in professional knowl-
edge and skill” (19). Given the history of teaching as subordinated, regulated
work, the proposed trade of autonomy for obligation was unprecedented and
promising.

In the broad coalition of those who were intent on elevating teaching to profes-
sional status, teacher educators and education scholars were joined—some would
say led—by prominent businesspeople, politicians, and union leaders. This al-
liance was most apparent in the membership of the Task Force on Teaching as a
Profession, sponsored in 1985 by the Carnegie Forum on Education and the Econ-
omy. Chaired by Lewis Branscomb of IBM, the task force included, among others,
former North Carolina governor James B. Hunt and New Jersey governor Thomas
H. Kean; the writer and consultant John W. Gardner; Fred M. Hechinger of the
New York Times; and Albert Shanker and Mary Futrell, presidents of the two major
teacher unions.

The influential report of this group, A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the Twenty-first
Century (Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy 1986, 3), called for teach-
ers to hold “a bachelor’s degree in the arts and sciences as a prerequisite for the pro-
fessional study of teaching” and the development of “a new professional curricu-
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lum in graduate schools of education leading to a Master in Teaching degree,
based on systematic knowledge of teaching and including internships and resi-
dencies in the schools.” The report emphasized the importance of professional
autonomy for teachers, citing it as “the first requirement. If the schools are to com-
pete successfully with medicine, architecture, and accounting for staff, then teach-
ers will have to have comparable authority in making the key decisions about the
services they render” (58). Calling for teachers to assume greater leadership in
their schools, the report noted that “in most professional organizations those who
are most experienced and highly skilled play the lead role in guiding the activity
of others” (58).

Within the next decade, an unprecedented coalition of reformers allied to ad-
vance a set of initiatives: shoring up the knowledge base of teaching, strengthen-
ing teacher preparation programs, increasing licensing requirements, creating an
advanced level of teacher certification, introducing local peer review and career
ladders, and decentralizing school governance to provide teachers with greater in-
fluence in matters of school policy and practice.

Strengthening the Knowledge Base of Teaching

Since 1985, education researchers have studied classroom teaching closely in an ef-
fort to demonstrate that effective instruction depends on specialized knowledge
and skills rather than on idiosyncratic characteristics such as being a “born teacher.”
In his landmark 1987 article “Knowledge and Teaching: Foundations of the New
Reform,” Lee Shulman observes that the reformers’ “rhetoric regarding the knowl-
edge base . . . rarely specifies the character of such knowledge. It does not say what
teachers should know, do, understand, or profess that will render teaching more
than a form of individual labor, let alone be considered among the learned profes-
sions” (4).

Shulman (1987, 8) then identifies the components of a proposed knowledge base
of teaching, including “content knowledge, general pedagogical knowledge, cur-
riculum knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, knowledge of learners,
knowledge of educational contexts, and knowledge of educational ends, purposes
and values.” He highlights the importance of pedagogical content knowledge,
“that special amalgam of content and pedagogy that is uniquely the province of
teachers, their own special form of professional understanding” (8). This defini-
tion of, and attention to, pedagogical content knowledge subsequently spawned
intensive studies of teaching in a wide range of subjects, including writing (Sper-
ling and Freedman 2001), reading (Barr 2001), literature (Grossman 2001), mathe-
matics (Ball 2001), science (White 2001), history (Wilson 2001), and social studies
(Sexias 2001). As a result of such research, it has gradually become apparent that
good teaching is not simply the product of good intuition. A teacher of reading, for
example, must be equipped with a range of diagnostic and pedagogical strategies
to meet the needs of different students, while a mathematician seeking to instill
mathematical competence must understand not only mathematical concepts but
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also students’ various strategies and approaches to mathematical reasoning. While
the knowledge base of teaching is far from complete, this ambitious scholarship
has established respectable groundwork for the long-term effort.

Improving Teacher Education

While researchers were building the knowledge base, reformers began to redesign
teacher preparation programs to ensure that such knowledge would be trans-
mitted and effectively enacted by aspiring teachers. The Holmes Group, a consor-
tium of deans of schools of education, was formed in 1986 “to enhance the quality of
schooling through research and development and the preparation of career profes-
sionals in teaching” (Holmes Group 1986, as quoted in Holmes Group 1990, vii,
emphasis added). The Holmes Group “wished to see nothing less than the trans-
formation of teaching from an occupation into a genuine profession that would
serve the educational needs of children. To this end, the deans sought to align
themselves with other organizations, agencies, and institutions that supported
their goals and general directions” (Holmes Group 1995, i).

In their publications Tomorrow’s Teachers (1986), Tomorrow’s Schools (1990), and To-
morrow’s Schools of Education (1995), the Holmes Group built a case for a new ap-
proach to teacher preparation that would require aspiring teachers to hold under-
graduate majors in substantive fields and graduate preparation in teaching. Key to
their strategy was the creation of professional development schools run by partner-
ships of university faculty, experienced teachers, and school administrators. Mod-
eled on teaching hospitals, these preparation sites for new teachers were meant to
provide clinical training. The most ambitious of these programs established full-
time, fifth-year internships for prospective teachers, engaging them in all aspects of
teachers’ work. “These schools will serve as settings for teaching professionals to
test different instructional arrangements, for novice teachers and researchers to
work under the guidance of gifted practitioners, for the exchange of professional
knowledge between university faculty and practitioners, and for the development
of new structures designed around the demand of a new profession” (Holmes
Group 1995, vi). Subsequently, universities and schools established several hundred
professional development schools across the nation (Darling-Hammond 2001).

Central to the reformers’ goals for teacher education was the replacement of a
list of required teacher education courses with a set of competencies. Rather than
relying on academic evidence (attendance, course credit, grades, or test scores), re-
formers sought to assess teachers’ knowledge and skill by observing their practice
or directly inspecting—in documents or via videotape—the process and products
of their practice. The National Commission on Teaching for America’s Future
(1996, 67) called such standards “the linchpin for transforming current systems of
preparation, licensing, certification, and ongoing development so that they better
support student learning.” They concluded: “Of greatest priority is reaching
agreement on what teachers should know and be able to do to teach to high stan-
dards” (67).
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Darling-Hammond (2001, 763) reports that the new standards

incorporate knowledge about teaching and learning that supports a view of teaching
as complex, contingent on students’ needs and instructional goals, and reciprocal,
that is, continually shaped and reshaped by students’ responses to learning events.
The new standards and assessments take into explicit account the teaching challenges
posed by a student body that is multicultural and multilingual, that possesses multi-
ple intelligences, and that includes diverse approaches to learning.

The shift toward performance-based rather than course-based standards, Darling-
Hammond notes,

could enable states to permit greater innovation and diversity in how teacher educa-
tion programs operate by assessing their outcomes rather than merely regulating
their inputs or procedures. Well-developed assessments of candidates, if they actu-
ally measured the important attributes of teaching knowledge and skill, could open
up a variety of pathways and types of preparation for entering teaching without low-
ering standards.

Knowledge-based standards were to be at the core of a new initiative by the Na-
tional Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) in 1987 to “ensure
that teacher education programs were grounded in knowledge about teaching and
learning” (Darling-Hammond 2001, 763). In 1994 NCATE revised its standards to
focus more on competencies. By 2000, fifteen states were using NCATE standards
as the basis for approving all of their teacher preparation programs, a “five-fold in-
crease over the previous three years” (768). Although it is by no means certain that
the number of states embracing the NCATE standards and review process will in-
crease steadily, it is clear that states and colleges have begun to systematically re-
view the quality of their teacher education programs.

Increasing Licensing Standards

Efforts to define education’s knowledge base and to create new structures for
teacher preparation were closely linked to various states’ initiatives to raise the
bar for entry into teaching. Wide variation existed in the breadth and depth of
the states’ requirements. Darling-Hammond, Arthur Wise, and Stephen Klein
(1999, 90, 189) describe Minnesota’s professional standards board, which “has
assumed full responsibility for conceiving and creating its own assessment sys-
tem,” a system that includes subject-specific knowledge and skills. A similar
approach was adopted by INTASC, an interstate teacher licensing consortium
of thirty-four states, twenty-four of which had “formally adopted or adapted
the INTASC standards for beginning teacher licensing” by 1997 (Darling-
Hammond 2001, 768). Many states that had not joined INTASC also increased
licensing requirements after 1985, specifying more explicitly the topics 
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that teachers had to study or extending the duration of required student 
teaching.

States also began to adopt licensure tests and to require minimum GPAs for
teaching candidates. Darling-Hammond (2001, 762) reports that

between 1980 and 1990, at least twenty-two states enacted some form of testing for
entry into teacher education and fifteen states set minimum GPAs for entry. Fifteen
states required both testing and minimum GPAs. On their own initiative or as a result
of state mandates, at least 70 percent of teacher education programs established min-
imum grade requirements that must be met before a student is admitted. More than
half also required that students pass a proficiency test before completing the pro-
gram. During this decade, more than forty states introduced tests for initial licensure.

Creating a System of Advanced Certification

A Nation Prepared called for the creation of a National Board for Professional Teach-
ing Standards, which would “establish high standards for what teachers need to
know and be able to do, and . . . certify teachers who meet that standard.” The task
force envisioned that teachers who achieved such advanced certification would
then serve as lead teachers in their schools, “guid[ing] and influenc[ing] the activ-
ity of others, ensuring that the skill and energy of their colleagues is drawn on as
the organization improves its performance” (Carnegie Forum on Education and
the Economy 1986, 58). Advanced certification for teachers was to be modeled on
medicine’s practice of board certification for doctors.

The successful establishment and funding of the board and its subsequent de-
velopment of performance-based assessments of teachers’ work in twenty-five in-
structional fields by 2002 is one of the most remarkable accomplishments of the
post-1985 professional reforms. A majority of the board’s members are classroom
teachers, in keeping with plans to create a self-regulated occupation. By 2002 the
board had certified over 16,000 “accomplished” teachers, with the goal of reaching
100,000 by 2006 (National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 2002, 1).

Although the board’s funding and assessments remain controversial (Wilcox
1999), there is considerable public recognition and reward for teachers who achieve
board certification. By March 2002, 48 states and approximately 411 local districts
had established financial incentives and recognition; 32 states supported individ-
uals’ assessment fees, and 33 provided salary supplements for those who suc-
ceeded. For example, North Carolina increased by 12 percent the portion of board-
certified teachers’ salaries paid by the state. California paid a onetime bonus of
$10,000 and an additional $20,000 for board-certified teachers who stayed in low-
performing schools for four years. In one of the most generous offers, Mississippi
paid board-certified teachers $6,000 per year for the ten-year life of the certificate
(National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 2002).

Central to the vision of creating a board that would certify accomplished teach-
ers was the expectation that these teachers would then assume roles as lead teach-
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ers in their districts. Although the potential for such roles exists, the relative num-
ber of certified teachers remains small. If the board achieves its goal of certifying
100,000 teachers by 2006, that would still be only 3 percent of the teaching force
(Johnson 2001, 394). As yet, few local districts have developed roles for board-
certified teachers that would institutionalize the ideal of collegial control of teaching.

Introducing Peer Review and Career Ladders

While national consortia and task forces were planning to improve schooling by
professionalizing teaching, local union leaders and school administrators were ex-
perimenting with ways to advance the premise that if teachers are to become true
professionals, they must be responsible for monitoring the performance of their
colleagues. Beginning in the mid-1980s, a small number of unionized districts
began to collaboratively create and negotiate policies and programs to increase
teachers’ roles in the induction and assessment of their peers (Kerchner and Kop-
pich 1993).

Toledo, Ohio, was the site of the first and longest-running peer review plan (Gal-
lagher, Lanier, and Kerchner 1993). Created jointly by labor and management, this
program selected and trained a group of experienced teachers who would leave
their classrooms for two years to mentor and evaluate novice teachers. After one
year of closely supervising new teachers’ work and modeling expert practice, the
peer reviewers recommended to a joint labor-management committee whether
these new teachers should be reemployed or terminated. The program proved to
be so successful that it soon became the model for comparable efforts in Cincinnati
(Johnson 1989; King 1993), Rochester, New York (Grant and Murray 1999; Koppich
1993), and Columbus, Ohio. Over time, peer reviewers assumed responsibility for
assessing not only new teachers but also experienced teachers judged by peers or
administrators to be in need of assistance.

Such programs won recognition because of both their effectiveness in providing
the support needed to retain effective teachers and the difficult judgments re-
quired to dismiss weak ones. Moreover, these efforts represented the first time that
teachers, led by their unions, had assumed responsibility for such decisions.
Teachers’ deeply rooted and enduring concerns about equity had long played out
in collective bargaining provisions that treated all teachers as a group and pro-
scribed efforts to distinguish among them on the basis of quality. Given that his-
tory, the institution of peer review was indeed noteworthy.

In establishing its peer review program, Rochester’s union president, Adam
Urbanski, and superintendent, Peter McWalters, also created a career ladder, which
included different steps for teachers with varying levels of experience and expertise
(Grant and Murray 1999). In doing so, they established the position of lead teacher
called for by the Task Force on Teaching as a Profession. Rochester’s lead teachers
were to serve as peer reviewers in a Peer Assistance and Review Program, modeled
on Toledo’s program. With the approval in 1987 of a pay scale that increased teach-
ers’ salaries by 40 percent and allowed lead teachers to make as much as $70,000 a
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year (Koppich 1993), Rochester made real the proposition that differentiating teach-
ers’ roles and responsibilities could lead to higher pay for teachers.

Notably, while a small number of “lighthouse” districts were adopting collabora-
tive approaches to collective bargaining and creating professional kinds of reforms,
other districts relied on conventional, adversarial bargaining to settle contract dis-
putes. As a result, collective bargaining agreements that narrowly define teachers’
responsibilities and carefully specify their rights and protections perpetuate the
image of teachers as laborers rather than professionals (Johnson and Kardos 2000).

Decentralizing School Governance

Meanwhile, local school reformers in Miami-Dade, Florida, were creating the pro-
totypes of school-based governance boards, composed of teachers, administrators,
and parents (Phillips 1993). Such shared-decision-making councils, or school-site
councils, were designed to decentralize decisionmaking about policy and practice,
which in some districts meant control of hiring and spending. Where such coun-
cils were established through collective bargaining, teachers typically held the ma-
jority of seats, although this did not necessarily mean that they had the final say. In
Boston, for example, principals continued to hold veto power in school-site coun-
cil decisions.

The idea of school-based management (SBM) was adopted by many districts in
the early 1990s. Notably, however, district offices seldom granted these councils
the authority and control over resources specified by such arrangements. Also,
councils often became embroiled in details of administration and school mainte-
nance, while finding it hard to address instructional issues. In the mid-1990s, Rod-
ney T. Ogawa and Paula A. White (1994, 54) concluded that there was “little evi-
dence that SBM has significantly enhanced conditions in schools and districts or
improved students’ academic performance.”

There is little to suggest that this changed over the next decade. Moreover, it is
not clear that decentralized governance resulted in greater empowerment for
teachers. Ingersoll (1997, 7) explained that “reformers have argued that teachers
cannot be expected to be highly committed to school decisions over which they
have had no say.” However, when he analyzed data from the 1990–91 Schools and
Staffing Survey, in which principals reported on the extent of teachers’ authority in
“decisions concerning curriculum, discipline, and hiring in schools,” he found that
“in comparison to principals, teachers appear to have had limited professional au-
thority over these school educational decisions” (21). Thus, there is no evidence
yet that teachers have widely attained significant influence in school governance.

Taking Stock

Some fifteen years after the institution of these reforms to professionalize teaching,
each endures, although some are far stronger than others. The National Board for
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Professional Teaching Standards, for example, has grown steadily and become
well established, while the prominence of school-based management has faded.
Most reforms vary tremendously in how they have been enacted in practice and,
therefore, what their implications are for the professional standing of teachers. For
example, there are vibrant professional development schools serving as exem-
plary sites for the clinical training of intern teachers, and there are so-called pro-
fessional development schools where little more than the name indicates a change
from business as usual. Similarly, there are sites, such as Toledo and Columbus,
where peer review is an established and respected process for teachers’ induction
and assessment, and others, such as the state of California, where peer review is
more a paper requirement than a day-to-day reality. There are districts where
labor-management relations are collaborative and professional, and others where
they are contentious and industrial in character.

Overall, the components of this comprehensive strategy to professionalize
teaching have not yet merged to create a system of preparation and practice for
teaching that will advance its standing as a profession. Teachers certified as “ac-
complished” by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards have not
assumed new roles as lead teachers in many schools. Competency-based stan-
dards for teachers’ work have been incorporated effectively into the board’s as-
sessments of experienced teachers, but far less so into pre-service preparation or
the states’ and districts’ evaluations of other teachers. To be effective levers in pro-
fessionalizing teaching, these components must be established both broadly and
truly, embodying the original purposes and principles of design and interacting to
support and enhance each other.

Elements Beyond the Control of Reformers

These concerted and comprehensive efforts to professionalize teaching differ
markedly both in scope and sponsorship from the piecemeal efforts that preceded
them. However, even if they are fully and robustly implemented, they cannot
guarantee that teaching will achieve professional status. Public education is not a
closed system, and thus the outcome will be influenced by other factors, including
pay limited by public budgets, demographic changes in the teaching force, and
other education policies.

Throughout this reform effort, the goal of achieving higher pay for teachers has
remained in the background. It was to be an important, but not explicit, conse-
quence of successfully enacting other elements, such as roles for lead teachers or
certification by the national board. Although this strategy has achieved some suc-
cess, particularly in the legislated bonuses to board-certified teachers, overall
salaries have risen little, despite early progress.

The National Center for Education Statistics (2001, 26) reports that teachers’
salaries rose 20 percent between 1980–81 and 2000–2001, although “virtually all of
this increase occurred during the mid-1980s. Since 1990–91, the average salary for
teachers fell slightly, after adjusting for inflation.” Average salary levels can be
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somewhat misleading, however, since they are influenced at any time by the de-
mographic profile of the teaching force. The fact that the age of the average teacher
increased during this period suggests that salary levels were even lower than these
figures suggest. The American Federation of Teachers’ Survey and Analysis of
Teacher Salary Trends, 2000 (2000, 15) reports that the average beginning salary for
a teacher with a bachelor’s degree in 1999–2000 was $27,989, while the average
salary of all teachers was $41,820. “After adjusting for inflation, the 1999–2000 av-
erage teacher salary of $41,820 is only $46 above what it was in 1993. It is just
$2,087 more than the average salary recorded in 1972—a real increase of only
about $75 per year.” Similarly, Education Week (2000) reports in Quality Counts 2000
that the earnings gap between teachers and nonteachers with bachelor’s degrees
increased between 1994 and 1998 from $12,068 to $18,006, while the gap between
teachers and nonteachers with master’s degrees increased from $12,918 to $30,229
(Boser 2000). Ingersoll (1997, 8) argues that “the gap between starting salaries and
end-of-career salaries provides some indication of the extent of opportunity for
promotion, and the range of monetary rewards available to employees as they ad-
vance through their careers. From this viewpoint, a professionalized teaching job
would offer salaries and benefits competitive with those in the established profes-
sions.” Analyzing data from the Schools and Staffing Survey, he found that the
mean starting salary in all public school districts in 1990–91 was $20,918, while the
mean maximum salary was only $39,348 (14). To the extent that opportunities to
earn high pay over the course of a career reflect professional standing, teaching
has made little progress in the last two decades.

CHANGES IN THE TEACHING FORCE

With the impending retirement of a large portion of the teachers who have staffed
the nation’s schools since the move to professionalize teaching began, we must ask
what the future holds. Will the goals and expectations of the next generation of
teachers be compatible with this strategy for professionalizing teaching? And how
might changes in the economy and job market for teachers affect their standing
and leverage as professionals?

Who Enters Teaching?

The cohort of teachers who are now approaching retirement were hired between
the mid-1960s and mid-1970s, when women entered the workforce in large num-
bers and were permitted to continue teaching after marriage and childbearing.
The full array of professional opportunities had not yet opened for women and
persons of color, and thus large numbers of well-schooled individuals entered
teaching and remained over the course of their careers. This phenomenon, some-
times called the “hidden subsidy” of teaching, began to evaporate in the 1980s as
other fields, such as engineering, law, and business, not only opened but also ac-
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tively recruited entrants. However, the effects of this change were not immediately
felt since enrollments stabilized in the 1980s and districts hired few teachers.

While reformers were designing more challenging standards for assessing
teachers’ work and creating structures that would make greater demands on their
knowledge and skills, the quality of entering teachers was in decline, a fact that
became apparent in the early 1990s. Using the U.S. Department of Education’s
study “Baccalaureate and Beyond,” Education Week tracked the top-scoring 1992–
93 college graduates, “defined as those who had scored in the top 25 percent of
everyone who took the SAT or ACT college-entrance exam,” and found that “col-
lege graduates who actually taught in public schools by 1996–97 were much less
likely to have scored in the top quarter on the tests (14 percent) than those who
chose other professions (24 percent)” (Boser 2000, 16–17).

Implicit in the logic of the professional reforms of the 1980s was the expectation
that teachers would continue to make a long-term commitment to the classroom.
Also, reformers’ efforts to extend and enhance teacher preparation programs as-
sumed that aspiring teachers would continue to prepare to teach in traditional,
pre-service programs. However, early evidence about the next generation of teach-
ers indicates that only some may approach teaching as a long-term commitment
and that many will seek to enter the classroom with minimal prior preparation.

Those who enter teaching today live in a time when serial careers are the norm
and short-term employment is evidence of versatility and vitality rather than irre-
sponsibility or failure. Interviews conducted with a purposive sample of new
teachers (Peske et al. 2001) suggest that a long-term commitment to classroom
teaching may soon become the exception rather than the norm. Out of fifty teach-
ers interviewed in 1999 by researchers at the Project on the Next Generation of
Teachers, only three said they plan to remain classroom teachers for their entire ca-
reers. Some had entered teaching to explore the possibility of staying longer, while
others were planning to make a contribution to public education before moving on
to other work. There were midcareer entrants who had significant experience in
other fields as well as “capstoners” (Peske et al. 2001, 308) who entered teaching
for a stint before retirement. Most respondents who said that they planned to re-
main in education for the rest of their careers but not in the classroom anticipated
taking on differentiated roles in curriculum development, mentoring, or profes-
sional development. In their plans and their tentative commitment to the class-
room, this entering cohort differs significantly from their retiring colleagues (John-
son and the Project on the Next Generation of Teachers 2004).

A surprising proportion of new teachers today are midcareer entrants. Emily
Feistritzer (1999) reports that more than half of the people admitted to teacher prepa-
ration programs in 1998 came from occupations outside of education. A 2001 ran-
dom sample survey of 110 first- and second-year teachers in New Jersey (Liu and
Kardos 2002) found that 46 percent of respondents were midcareer entrants. Inter-
views by the Project on the Next Generation of Teachers with twenty-four midcareer
entrants revealed that they entered teaching seeking meaningful work but were
quick to move to a new school or to leave teaching altogether if they found that
working conditions made good teaching impossible (Johnson and Birkeland 2003).
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Notably, an increasing proportion of new teachers—particularly those who
enter from another career—participate in alternative route programs, which may
reduce or even dispense with the state’s licensing requirements. Teach for Amer-
ica, which is designed to attract and accommodate young graduates who want to
make a two-year contribution to public education, provides new teachers with
seven weeks of summer training before they receive an emergency license and
full-time responsibility for a class in a low-income school. An increasing number
of alternative certification programs, such as the Massachusetts Institute for New
Teachers (MINT), recruit midcareer entrants and then rely on short-term summer
training before granting the recruits full-time employment and accelerated li-
censes. There is wide variety among alternative route programs: some are care-
fully conceived to provide job-embedded learning and ongoing support in the
classroom, while others adopt a sink-or-swim approach to entry. These programs
are driven in part by the teacher shortage and in part by opposition to traditional
teacher education. Their overall effect, however, is to challenge the merits of ped-
agogical training and the need for intensive pre-service education, such as that de-
veloped by reformers seeking to professionalize teaching.

Effects of the Economy and Job Market

During the first years of the teacher shortage (1999 to 2001), it appeared that the
move to professionalize teaching might get an extra boost from a projected teacher
shortage in which the demand for certified teachers would far exceed the supply.
Teachers reasonably expected to command higher salaries and demand better
working conditions, and in fact districts began to recruit teachers—sometimes
poaching them from nearby districts or states—and offer them signing bonuses or
forgiveness of their education loans. However, when it became clear that districts
could not staff their classrooms with certified teachers, states began to reduce or
waive the requirements for entry, many of which had been carefully developed
over the past fifteen years of reform.

Sudden and dramatic budget cuts incurred by districts and states following the
attacks of September 11 and subsequent economic failures revealed just how frag-
ile teachers’ newly elevated standing actually was. Urban districts, such as Detroit
and Buffalo, which had recruited teachers only six months before, began to issue
layoff notices. Teachers’ ultimate reliance on public funds made it impossible for
them to take full advantage of their scarcity, which otherwise might have helped
them command the pay and respectful treatment generally afforded professionals.

The Standards and Accountability Movement

Probably the single most important education policy initiative in the last decade is
the movement for high standards and accountability, geared to advance systemic,
demonstrable improvement in student learning, especially in low-performing,
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urban districts (Elmore 2000). This concerted effort is in part a response to the slow
pace and inadequate gains in students’ performance achieved by the movement to
professionalize teaching, particularly in low-income communities. Predictably,
however, there is great variety in what the states’ versions of standards and ac-
countability mean for teaching and student learning, ranging from repeated and
numbing test preparation to focused and challenging instruction.

The standards and accountability movement initially was fully consistent with
the model of a professionalized teaching force, with expert teachers assuming
roles as professional developers (Elmore and Consortium for Policy Research in
Education 1996). However, in many districts accountability has introduced a de-
cidedly top-down tenor, and standardized test scores are increasingly emphasized
as the single measure of student learning. Superintendents’ pay is frequently pegged
to students’ test scores, and local real estate agents tout communities where stu-
dents score well. In many urban districts the pressure to perform well on stan-
dardized tests drives like a piston down into the schools; an organization that was
once loosely coupled (Meyer and Rowan 1978) now tightly regulates time and
task, with principals insisting that teachers exact higher performance from their
students. Teachers, whose lesson plans now are regularly monitored, often find
that they have less autonomy than they once did to devise curriculum, choose
texts, and create interdisciplinary projects. Notably, teachers hold differing views
of this movement: some welcome the focus and resources that accountability has
delivered, and others feel oppressed by hierarchical control. Whether this situa-
tion is ultimately good or bad for teachers and students, it is certainly very differ-
ent from the teacher-run schools envisioned by the Task Force on Teaching as a
Profession.

THE PROSPECTS FOR TEACHING AS A PROFESSION

There are many ways in which teaching has made real progress toward profes-
sional standards since 1985. Research into teaching practice and its effects on stu-
dent learning has advanced steadily, as have understandings of pedagogical con-
tent knowledge. Arguably, the knowledge base of teaching is increasingly solid.
The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards’ success in developing
performance assessments grounded in that knowledge base augurs well for estab-
lishing a broadly recognized system of competency-based standards for teachers.
Although it is challenging to implement such standards in a state licensing system,
there is evidence that this can be done. Districts could also use these standards in
selecting lead teachers and developing differentiated staffing patterns and career
ladders that encourage individuals to learn new skills and assume greater respon-
sibility over time. Further, districts that have established effective peer review pro-
grams demonstrate the readiness and capacity of expert teachers to induct and su-
pervise their new colleagues. Overall, the movement to professionalize teaching
has been purposeful, continuous, and consequential.

Other factors, however, are beyond the reach and control of these reformers.
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Teacher pay levels continue to be subject to public scrutiny and budget constraints,
thus remaining far below those of doctors, lawyers, and engineers. Other careers,
many of which offer higher pay and better working conditions, now successfully
recruit and attract women and persons of color who once would have become
teachers by default. As a result, the quality of the teaching force, as defined by test
scores or GPAs, has diminished, and with it the likelihood that teachers will gar-
ner public respect as professionals. Increasing student enrollments, coupled with
greater numbers of teacher retirements, may have made well-prepared teachers a
scarce and valued commodity. Early evidence suggests that states and districts
have responded to the teacher shortage by granting emergency credentials and re-
ducing licensing requirements, thus increasing the supply of teachers and giving
credence to the belief that “anyone can teach.” Also, if the federal government’s
demand for standardized tests causes teachers to rely primarily on scripted cur-
ricula and to concentrate instruction on test preparation, the image of teaching as
mechanical, nonprofessional work will displace any picture of professional prac-
tice that reformers have been carefully framing. As Hargreaves and Goodson
(1996, 3) have observed, “Teacher professionalization appears to be advancing in
some respects; retreating in others.”

It seems unlikely that education will achieve the kind of professional character,
status, or pay that medicine and law have today. Considerable progress has been
made in professionalizing certain important aspects of teaching—establishing a
knowledge base, developing competency-based assessments, and creating the be-
ginnings of a differentiated career structure. However, because education is pub-
licly funded, teachers’ salaries will always fall behind those of the “real” profes-
sions. Because schools are publicly accountable, teachers’ autonomy will always
be constrained. Because the nation’s many classrooms must always be staffed,
standards for entry to teaching will fluctuate. Despite advances that improve the
prospects for students, teaching likely will remain a “silver medal” profession.
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Chapter 5

The Anomaly of Educational
Organizations and the Study of

Organizational Control

Richard M. Ingersoll

Those who study organizations have long considered elementary and sec-
ondary schools to be an interesting anomaly—an odd case. In the interdisci-
plinary field of organization theory and among social scientists who study

organizations, occupations, and work, schools have seemed unusual because,
while they appear to look like other large complex organizations, such as banks,
agencies, offices, and plants, they do not seem to act like them. In particular,
schools do not seem to have the degree of control and coordination that rational-
ized, centralized organizations are supposed to have. Schools have all the outward
characteristics of such organizations, including a formal hierarchy, a specialized
division of labor, and a formal structure of rules and regulations. However, ac-
cording to many organizational analysts, schools exert very little control over their
employees and work processes. Because of this seemingly contradictory behavior,
organization theorists have adopted a colorful vocabulary to identify such set-
tings. Educational organizations, they hold, are extreme examples of “loosely cou-
pled systems” and “organized anarchies.” In this view, schools are oddly debu-
reaucratized bureaucracies and, paradoxically, disorganized organizations. For
four decades this image of schools has been the conventional wisdom in the field
of organization theory and a dominant perspective in theory and research on school
organization. It has also had a large impact in the realm of school reform and edu-
cational policy.

This chapter evaluates this view of schools, which I refer to as the loose-coupling
perspective on schools. Although this perspective on schools has long been widely
accepted, there are good reasons to reexamine its arguments and claims about the
structure of school organizations. Loose-coupling is not the only perspective on the
organization of schools and on their degree of control and coordination. Indeed,
much evidence supports an antithetical view of schools that is also popular, though
held by a different group of education researchers, reformers, and policymakers.
Schools are not too loose, this opposing view holds, but are exactly the opposite—
the epitome of top-down, overly controlled, centralized bureaucracies.
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The loose-coupling perspective has insightfully illuminated the extent to which
schools are indeed an unusual kind of organization, with characteristics that have
posed challenges for both research and reform. Schools do not fit into tidy ra-
tional and efficiency models of organization and are not well explained by eco-
nomic-production models of industry, and these characteristics have large impli-
cations for their coordination and control. My argument, however, is that theory
and research influenced by the loose-coupling perspective have not gone far
enough and have not fully brought out the implications of these insights for un-
derstanding the organization of schools. Distinguishing the degree and character
of control in schools depends on where and how one looks. My contention is that
the loose-coupling perspective has underemphasized some of the institutional
functions of schools, neglected to look closely at the social organization of teach-
ers’ work, and, as a result, overlooked and underestimated organizational control
in schools.

In this chapter, I lay out the intellectual roots of the loose-coupling perspective.
I explain how the study of educational organizations has come to be an important
problem—an anomaly—in the interdisciplinary field of organization theory. I try
to build on this perspective by further elaborating the teaching occupation’s un-
usual combination of characteristics and the limits these place on the bureaucrati-
zation and rationalization of schools. I also turn to what I believe are several key
limitations underlying the loose-coupling perspective.

THE ANOMALY OF EDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

One of the first and most insightful accounts of the anomalous character of schools
came from educational sociologists based primarily at the University of Chicago,
particularly Charles Bidwell.1 Bidwell’s seminal contribution was to use the per-
spective of organization theory to bring to light a fundamental tension in organi-
zations charged with the task of educating the young: the inherent incompatibility
between the nature of formal organizations and the nature of the work of teaching.

The objective of the public school system is to provide a mandatory, publicly
funded service for a mass clientele. Hence, the job of those charged with adminis-
tering this system lies in seeing that large numbers of students are similarly edu-
cated as efficiently as possible. From a managerial and organizational perspective,
the obvious mechanism by which to undertake this kind of task was and is ration-
alized bureaucracy. The bureaucratic model of organizational administration em-
phasizes impersonal systems of selection and assignment, standardized operating
procedures, formalized routines, and written records and rules. Contrary to the
conventional stereotype, from a managerial and organizational perspective, bu-
reaucracy is among the most efficient and functional methods for those concerned
with the problem of coordinating and controlling large numbers of individuals
collected to accomplish complex, large-scale tasks.

Although the mass character of education suggests the use of the bureaucratic
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mode of organization, other aspects of education do not. The bureaucratic model
is preferable from an administrative viewpoint, but it is not, Bidwell argues,
from a teaching viewpoint. Like many other human services occupations, teach-
ing involves tasks, knowledge, and skills that are less tangible and more inde-
terminate than those of traditional production-oriented occupations. Teaching is
inherently fluid work; it requires flexibility, give-and-take, and the freedom to
make exceptions.

From this viewpoint, the unusual characteristics of teaching limit the bureau-
cratization and rationalization of teachers’ work. The task of teaching, which re-
quires a personal orientation and professional autonomy, clashes with bureau-
cratic rationalization, which requires an impersonal and hierarchical orientation.
In short, while the large-scale and mass character of schooling dictate bureaucracy,
the character of the work of teaching itself dictates the opposite. The result, Bid-
well concludes, is that schools have developed an unusual degree of “structural
looseness,” and the work of teachers, compared to other kinds of jobs, is subject to
few rules and regulations and little administrative surveillance; this structural
looseness gives teachers a lot of room to exercise personal discretion and make de-
cisions, particularly within the confines of the classroom. Bidwell argues that
structural looseness in schools, while perhaps dysfunctional in some ways, is an
inevitable and functional condition of these organizations. By granting an unusual
degree of discretion over classroom instructional matters to faculty, administrators
are able to harness the skills and expertise of teachers and generate their consent
to organizational arrangements. Schools, he concludes, while necessarily bureau-
cratized, are also necessarily debureaucratized.

Dan Lortie’s (1969, 1973, 1975, 1977) seminal research on teaching has provided
the most prominent empirical support for this view of schools. Teaching, he holds,
is “least controlled by specific and literally enforced rules and regulations” (1969,
14). Moreover, “compared to other systems of work, schools still provide consid-
erable occasion for the exercise of personal discretion by classroom teachers”
(1977, 30). As a result, Lortie concludes, “self-contained classrooms are small uni-
verses of control with the teacher in command; administrators refer, ambivalently,
to the ‘closed door,’ which the teacher can put between herself and administrative
surveillance” (1969, 9).

These characteristics, Bidwell, Lortie, and others in this tradition have persua-
sively argued, make schools a theoretically significant case of modern bureaucratic
organization. The apparent looseness of schools offers one of the clearest illustra-
tions of the limits to organizational rationalization. The tension between these con-
trary tendencies, in the loose-coupling perspective, is both inevitable and a source
of never-ending challenges to those entrusted with the management of schools.
The insights embedded in this theoretical framework have shaped thinking on
school organization for the past four decades. Indeed, it is precisely because of this
tension and these characteristics that educational organizations have assumed an
interesting and important place in the larger study of organizations, occupations,
and work.
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The Loose-Coupling Perspective

Since the translation of Max Weber’s (1946, 196–244; 1947, 324–41) famous studies
of bureaucracy, research traditions both celebrating and debunking the theoretical
and practical usefulness of bureaucratic rationality have dominated thought on
organizations. The study of complex organizations has been characterized since its
inception by debate over both the explanatory power and the practical applicabil-
ity of the classic Weberian “machine” model of organizational administration.
Numerous empirical studies have sought to apply Weber’s narrow model of orga-
nizational administration to a wide range of aspects of a wide variety of organiza-
tions. Much of the theory and empirical research in the field has been an extended
argument over to what extent, and with what consequences, different kinds of or-
ganizations are bureaucratic. Likewise, work in this field has been marked by the
development of numerous parallel analytic dichotomies and tensions—organic-
mechanical, open-closed, informal-formal, natural-bureaucratic, institutional-
organizational, bureaucratic-professional—all of which seek to capture, in one
way or another, variations of this tension within and between organizations. At
the heart of the debate are two questions: To what extent are modern complex or-
ganizations the controlled and coordinated entities described by the bureaucratic
model? And to what extent should they be so? (see, for example, Pfeffer 1982; Zey-
Ferrell and Aiken 1981).2

From the standpoint of understanding research on the organization of school-
ing, the most significant event in this long tradition was the ascendancy of a group
of organization theories beginning in the 1970s. These theories offered a new and
colorful vocabulary to describe work and organizations that are difficult to ration-
alize because of this tension: “loosely coupled systems,” “organized anarchies,”
and “decoupled organizations.” The theme common to this group of theories was
the insightful emphasis on the degree to which organizations that appear to be ra-
tional—that is, the coordinated, controlled entities described by the bureaucratic
model—are not so, and in fact cannot be so.3 This tradition focused on illuminat-
ing types of organizations that are necessarily far more complex, less stable, less
coherent, and, especially, less controlled than what is described by the bureau-
cratic model.

The ideas of this perspective have generated a great deal of interest in the
sources, forms, and variations of organizational looseness and tightness. The re-
sult is a body of writing and research that is highly varied, depending on the units
and levels of analysis chosen and the definition of loose coupling utilized. Some
analysts, for example, focus on the connections between individuals within orga-
nizations; others focus on the degree of coupling between organizations; still oth-
ers focus on linkages between sectors or populations of organizations. Moreover, a
great deal of ambiguity holds in this theory and research when it comes to the
question of whether organizational tightness or looseness is necessary or unneces-
sary, functional or dysfunctional, efficient or inefficient, effective or ineffective.

Despite the wide range of uses to which the ideas of loose coupling have been

The Social Organization of Schooling

94 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000095 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

put, there is nevertheless common ground. Specifically, loosely coupled organiza-
tions are those that have undefined, unclear, diverse, or ambiguous organizational
means and goals and as a result have low levels of organizational control and coor-
dination of employees’ productive activities. At the root of looseness is the balance
of power in the organization. As Howard Aldrich (1978, 52) notes, “The major de-
terminant of coupling [is] the degree of hierarchical control by a central authority.”

The tension—between bureaucratic and nonbureaucratic modes of organiza-
tion—is more acute in some kinds of work and occupations and less acute in oth-
ers. Most agree that such tensions are especially exacerbated in human-service,
client-serving, and people-intensive jobs, particularly in white-collar occupations
in complex organizations. Work in such settings often requires increasing amounts
of both employee autonomy and cooperation and is less amenable to formal defi-
nition, assessment, and evaluation. In short, these kinds of jobs seem to intensify
these fundamental tensions and, as a result, are primary sites of loose coupling. In
particular, elementary and secondary schools assume a central place in this per-
spective. Schools, these analysts have concluded, are the archetypal loosely cou-
pled systems.

Schools have long been unexplained Kuhnian anomalies for the rational para-
digm. William Ouchi (Ouchi and Wilkins 1985, 467), in his review of organizational
culture analysis, goes so far as to claim that “it was the resistance of school systems
to bureaucratic interpretation that brought to an end the study of formal organiza-
tion structure.” Drawing from the research of individuals like Bidwell and Lortie,
organization theorists over the past few decades have ascribed to the conventional
wisdom that schools are an example of an extreme case of decoupling and debu-
reaucratization (Tyler 1985, 1988). Karl Weick (1976, 11) concludes, for instance,
“that in the case of educational organizations there is loose control of the work—the
work is intrinsically uninspected and unevaluated or if it is evaluated it is done in-
frequently and in a perfunctory manner.” As John Meyer and W. Richard Scott
(1983, 48) put it: “The standard social science portrait of schools depicts weak and
ineffective organizations with little internal rationalization of work, and little ca-
pacity to produce useful effects as measured by student performance.”

Notably, researchers have not been the only group to give credence to the view
of schools as loosely structured, relatively undercoordinated, and undercon-
trolled. This has also been a recurrent and popular theme in the realm of school re-
form and educational policy. Although organizational researchers generally have
come to mixed conclusions concerning the positive and negative consequences of
loose structuring and whether change is necessary, beneficial, or even possible,
those involved with educational reform have been less ambivalent. Indeed, if
schools lack control and coordination, then one obvious conclusion is to “tighten
the ship.” This desire to increase the control of what goes on in schools and what
teachers do in their classrooms regularly resurfaces as a central tenet underlying
education reform (see, for example, Hannaway and Carnoy 1993; Elmore 2000).
Both loosely controlled and poorly performing schools in general and loosely con-
trolled and poorly performing teachers in particular have been blamed for the de-
cline of American economic competitiveness and productivity, the decline in stu-
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dent academic achievement, increases in teenage pregnancy and juvenile delin-
quency and crime, the coarsening of our everyday discourse and culture, a decline
in morals, gender and racial discrimination, and on and on.

In sum, the loose-coupling perspective has insightfully brought to light some of
the unusual characteristics of schools and their implications for the organization of
schooling. My argument, however, is that this perspective has not gone far enough
and has not fully brought out the implications of these insights for understanding
the kinds of coordination and control that exist in schools. In the next section, I
elaborate on the implications of these insights.

The Unusual Characteristics of Schools as 
Organizations and of Teaching as an Occupation

Who are the “clients” and what are the “products” and “technologies” of schools
and teaching? And what are the implications of these for the organization and con-
trol of this work? The clients of teachers are an odd mix—they are at once obliga-
tory, mandatory, multiple, diverse, and many. Schooling is a mass public-service
“industry.” All school-age members of the public have the right to a publicly
funded education. Schools and teachers are obligated to educate all youngsters, re-
gardless of how cooperative, motivated, prepared, or deserving they are. Those of
legal school age, however, are not only entitled to a tax-paid education but obli-
gated to receive it. Elementary and secondary schooling are mandatory, whether
the student wishes to be in school or not. In short, the relationship between teacher
and student is what Lortie (1977) calls “dual captivity”—teachers are public ser-
vants who are obligated to serve their clients, and their clients are recipients of a
public service who are obligated to be served.

Parents and their children are not the only clients of teachers and schools. In a
broad sense, the entire society is the client of the public servants who have been
delegated the task of preparing future citizens. Regardless of whether they have
school-age children or not, every member of the public is financially responsible,
through taxes, for the moral, civic, and academic training of the young. The fidu-
ciary responsibility of the general public even extends to some extent to students
enrolled in private schools. Certain private school expenses, such as textbooks,
transportation, and special education, are funded through state and federal taxes.
As a result, a wide variety of groups, representing a wide diversity of interests, see
themselves as the fee-paying clients of the services provided by schools. This un-
usual mix of client characteristics in turn has implications for the services pro-
vided and the expected “products” of schooling.

Perhaps the most obvious and straightforward goal of schooling is teaching the
young essential academic skills and knowledge, and the most obvious and
straightforward product is student academic achievement as measured by test
scores. But teachers do not simply teach academic subjects. Schools and teachers
are also responsible for socializing children and teaching societal values, behavior,
attitudes, mores, and norms—that is, for teaching proper behavior. Both implicit
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and explicit socialization is, of course, an important part of all jobs, occupations,
and organizations. All employees and clients are shaped by their organizations,
but in schools socialization is not simply a by-product or even a means to an end—
it is one of the major “products.”

Such outcomes, analysts such as Bidwell and Lortie have noted, are indetermi-
nate and intangible. This is true not only for teaching, they point out, but for most
human services work. For example, a central tension in hospital administration is
the difficulty in assessing the quality of nursing, where the major “product” that
nurses “make” is patient care. The job and major outcomes of teaching are not sim-
ply indeterminate and intangible but also a source of conflict. Teaching involves a
value-laden social task—the “production” of socialized adults from unsocialized
children—and there is much disagreement over exactly what the end product
ought to be.

This unusual combination of clients and products sets schools apart from many
other organizations, and teaching apart from many other occupations. But there is
an additional and related aspect that makes teaching an unusual occupation. Not
only are the tasks of schooling important, multiple, contradictory, ambiguous, and
contentious, but the process of undertaking and achieving them—the “technol-
ogy” of teaching—is both complex and uncertain. In the auto industry, a well-
developed technology results in the production of automobiles. In teaching, how-
ever, there is very little consensus as to what the end products ought to be, very
little consensus as to the best process, method, or means of reaching these ends,
and very little consensus as to how to go about measuring whether these ends
have been achieved.

Teaching is an interactional type of work: in the production process employees
work not with raw materials or objects but with other individuals. In such settings
cooperative relations are not only conducive to productivity but in many cases are
productivity. Moreover, the individuals with whom teachers work are neither ma-
ture, socialized adults nor voluntary participants; indeed, as Willard Waller (1932,
10) aptly puts it in his classic book on the sociology of teachers, they are “at once
the most tractable and the most unstable members of the community.” For all these
reasons, teaching is an inherently ambiguous, unpredictable, and fluid craft.
Teaching requires flexibility, give-and-take, and an ability to make exceptions, and
it can present formidable and unusual challenges.

Finally, teachers themselves are an unusual group. Their motives, values, and
aspirations upon entering teaching differ dramatically from those of entrants to
many other occupations. Research on occupational choice and values has shown
that an unusually large proportion of those entering teaching are motivated by
what is called an altruistic or public-service ethic. Such individuals place less im-
portance on extrinsic rewards (such as income and prestige), less emphasis on in-
trinsic rewards (such as intellectual challenge or self-expression), and more im-
portance on the opportunity to contribute to the betterment of society, to work
with people, to serve their community, to help others—in short, to “do good.”
Those with a public-service orientation prefer careers and jobs with a high “social”
content, such as medicine, social work, and especially teaching. Numerous studies
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over the past four decades have shown that those entering teaching are more likely
to value service and less likely to value pecuniary rewards than those entering
most other occupations, including law, engineering, natural or social science,
sales, advertising, business, architecture, journalism, or art (see, for example,
Davis 1965; Miech and Elder 1996; National Education Association 1972, 1982,
1987, 1992, 1996; Rosenberg 1957). This trend continues to hold. For instance, a poll
conducted in 2000 asked a national sample of recent college graduates their feel-
ings about the importance of particular job characteristics, including “that a job
contributes to society and helps others.” Only 39 percent of nonteachers felt that
this characteristic was “absolutely essential” in their job, while 72 percent of teach-
ers felt this way.4

Teaching’s unusual combination of qualities—important tasks, multiple and
often contradictory demands, mandatory, obligatory and non-adult clients, altru-
istic practitioners, ambiguous processes, and, finally, uncertain outcomes—poses
unusual difficulties for those who manage and work within schools. The work of
teachers brings the basic organizational tension surrounding the competing needs
for both control and autonomy to a peak. Because of the unusual characteristics of
schooling, organizational control is especially important and necessary, but for the
very same reasons teacher autonomy is especially important and necessary.

Owing to its democratic character and its public funding, the school system is
charged with providing a relatively standard and equal service to large numbers
of clients in as efficient a manner as possible and at as low a cost as possible. More-
over, because of teaching’s inherent importance and inherent uncertainties, the
public—and in turn, school administrators—have an understandable need to take
great pains to ensure substantial control and accountability over those doing the
work, teachers. Parents, for instance, typically want—and deserve—to know that
the quantity and quality of what their child is taught in one classroom or school is
no less than what their neighbors’ children are taught in other classrooms and
schools. As Bidwell points out, all these needs dictate the use of a formalized, stan-
dardized, and hierarchical—that is, bureaucratic—mode of organization for the
provision of these services. And indeed, beginning in the early twentieth century
the American school system quite consciously adopted the bureaucratic mode of
organization (Tyack 1974). The advantages of these kinds of mechanisms should
not be underestimated. They foster consistency and predictability and curb arbi-
trariness, favoritism, and inconsistency. All of these conditions are important and
necessary given the particular character of the clients, objectives, processes, and
products of schooling. However, bureaucratic mechanisms also have distinct dis-
advantages for this kind of work and for the very same reasons—because of the
particular character of the clients, objectives, processes, and products of schooling.

As both Lortie and Bidwell have noted, regulations often do not work well for
irregular work. Unlike automobile production, for example, much of what teach-
ers do is not routine—that is, it can be difficult to codify and “freeze” the work of
teachers into set routines, standard operating procedures, and measurable prod-
ucts (for a discussion of measurement issues in work, see Sørenson and Kalleberg
1981). Rules can never cover all the issues and contingencies that arise in work like
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teaching, where there is little consensus and much ambiguity surrounding means
and ends. For each issue governed by rules, there are equal numbers of issues for
which no rules exist. It is difficult to significantly reduce uncertainty and ambigu-
ity—the very point of bureaucracy—in work that is inherently uncertain and
ambiguous. As a result, rules and standardized procedures are rarely sufficient to
establish adequate control in settings such as schools. In short, opportunities and
allowances for discretion inevitably arise in teaching, despite the breadth and
depth of rules and procedures.

Moreover, rules can be a relatively costly and time-consuming method of em-
ployee control. Rules are vulnerable to circumvention, and they require continual
oversight and enforcement. Even if it were feasible and possible to achieve ade-
quate control through the use of rules, such a mode of organizational control can
be self-defeating. The advantage of rules—their consistency—can be a decided
disadvantage with work that requires give-and-take. Discretion is not simply in-
evitable but necessary in the work of teaching. The one-size-fits-all approach of
rules can deny teachers the flexibility necessary to do the job effectively. For just
these reasons, rules can generate resistance. Like all organizations, schools need
control, but they also need the consent, goodwill, commitment, and cooperation of
their employees. This is perhaps even more true in teaching because the work in-
volves unusual clients—children—and unusual practitioners—altruists. Precisely
because of teaching’s unusual combination of clients, products, and technologies,
schools are unusually dependent on the cooperation, motivation, and commit-
ment of those actually entrusted with the work of teaching. If the enforcement of
rules and other direct modes of control become coercive, teachers may become re-
sentful. “Sticks and carrots” may motivate low-performing employees, but that
approach may also demotivate high-performing employees, with detrimental ef-
fects for the organization.

For these kinds of reasons, analysts of organizations, occupations, and work
have long argued that bureaucratic and direct mechanisms, such as rules and sanc-
tions, are often not the most effective mechanisms for ensuring organizational con-
trol and accountability in settings such as schools (see, for example, Bidwell and
Quiroz 1991; Gaventa 1980; Ouchi 1977; Perrow 1986, 128–31). But in contrast to
the conclusions of those subscribing to the loose-coupling view, this does not
mean that schools are without control and coordination. 

THE LIMITATIONS OF THE LOOSE-COUPLING
PERSPECTIVE OF SCHOOLS

In this final section I turn to what I believe are several key limitations underlying
this perspective. Distinguishing the degree and character of control in organiza-
tions depends upon where and how one looks. Given the unusual characteristics
of schools as organizations and of teaching as an occupation, defining what teach-
ers do in their jobs and assessing the extent to which their work is subject to orga-
nizational control are not straightforward issues.
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Defining the Work of Teachers

Analysts of power and control in organizations have long stressed that it is impor-
tant to distinguish which issues and activities are central to the roles and work of
particular groups and which are not. The power held by particular groups or indi-
viduals in an organization is a function of the extent to which they influence deci-
sions surrounding the goals and activities that are most central to their jobs. Per-
haps most importantly, control of these issues is the most consequential for those
groups.5 Real power does not reside in responsibility for, and control over, less im-
portant or less central issues and decisions; indeed, the delegation of control over
marginal and non-essential issues is often used as a form of co-optation and a sub-
tle means of centralizing power. In such cases, employees can be led to falsely be-
lieve they have a voice in the management of their jobs and organization when in
fact they do not (Selznick 1949).

What are the key decisions, issues, and activities involved in the work of teach-
ers in schools? Most empirical research on the organization of schools assumes,
reasonably enough, that the core of what teachers do is academic instruction in
classrooms. But that is not the entire story.

As mentioned earlier, instructing youngsters in the “three Rs” and passing on
academic skills and knowledge are not the only goals of schooling or the sole sub-
stance of teachers’ work. Schools and teachers are also responsible for passing on
society’s way of life and culture. This social dimension of schooling has been a cen-
tral theme of educational thought since the beginning of the twentieth century.
Starting with the classic studies of education by John Dewey and Émile Durkheim
and continuing through midcentury mainstream educational theory and up to the
revisionist and critical educational analyses that dominated the last quarter of the
twentieth century, social science has held that a major purpose of educational
organizations lies in their social functions (see Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bourdieu
and Passeron 1977; Dewey 1902/1974, 1934; Dreeben 1968; Durkheim 1925/1961;
Grant 1988; Henry 1965; Kirst 1985; Parsons 1959; Schneider and Stevenson 1999;
Waller 1932). Both Dewey and Durkheim, for example, argued that schools have,
in essence, the same purpose as religion—to pass on moral order. Moreover, more
recent researchers, such as James Coleman and Thomas Hoffer (1987), have argued
that this social role is expanding as schools are being increasingly called upon to
accept responsibility for additional tasks once solely reserved for parents,
churches, and communities. In short, educational theory has long held that one of
the central goals of schooling is helping to rear the next generation.

This line of education theory draws attention to the fact that what students learn
in schools has as much to do with social relations as it does with the content of the
academic curriculum. Much of this social activity is implicit, informal, and unstated,
prompting observers to use the term “hidden curriculum” to refer to the norms, be-
haviors, and roles transmitted to students. Although often integrated with the “offi-
cial curriculum,” this social learning is distinct from academic learning.

Perhaps one of the clearest attempts to capture this academic and social distinc-
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tion is in the contrast between the concepts of “human capital” and “social capi-
tal,” popularized by Coleman and Hoffer (1987) in their research on schools. In the
context of education, the former refers to the skills and knowledge passed on to
students by schools, and the latter refers to the social relations that establish and
communicate norms and sanctions. Just as financial capital and human capital are
valuable assets to be acquired, social capital, while less tangible, is no less valuable
a resource and asset to be acquired.

Sociologists in particular have distinguished two overlapping types of activities
within this social dimension of schooling—socialization and stratification. The
first involves the inculcation of societal norms and rules, in short, the parenting of
children. The second involves the assessment, sorting, and channeling of students
into ranks, roles, and statuses according to their abilities and behavior, often re-
ferred to as the tracking of students.

Despite the widespread recognition of the theoretical importance of the broader
social goals and dimensions of schooling, these are often deemphasized in empir-
ical research on school organization. Many analysts begin with the assumption
that what teachers do in the educational and productive core of schools is primar-
ily classroom academic instruction. In turn, researchers often assume that the ulti-
mate and most important outcome of schooling is student academic performance.
Finally, many end up assuming that student scores on pencil-and-paper, mass-
produced, standardized tests are “the bottom line” and the be-all-and-end-all of
education.

Underlying this view is an economic production-oriented model that is drawn
from organization theory and research in industrial settings. In this framework,
the objective of schools, as with industrial and business organizations, is to pro-
duce outputs from inputs. The latter usually include teacher, school, and student
characteristics and resources; the former usually is student academic learning.
Even those who stress the importance of the social aspects of schooling, such as a
school’s “community,” “climate,” or “ethos,” often end up treating these as sub-
sidiary preconditions and as inputs necessary for academic learning to take place.

Again, Coleman and Hoffer’s (1987) research provides a prime example of this
tendency. The force of much of Coleman’s later work derived from his insightful
illustrations of the importance of “functional community” and social capital in
schooling, especially in his analysis of the differences between public and private
schools. But in his analyses, these concepts are largely treated as inputs into the
process of schooling, and he ultimately justifies them as important because of their
positive effects on the “real” output of schooling—student test scores.6 Others
have gone even further in this tendency to blur the distinction between academic
and social learning by assuming that student scores on academic achievement
tests are themselves accurate measures of behavioral maturity, character, moral
growth, and other key aspects of social learning (see, for example, Murray and
Herrnstein 1996).

My point is not that academic instruction and achievement or student scores are
unimportant. Nor am I arguing that they are not integrally related to the socializa-
tion and sorting processes in schools. Indeed, instructional and social objectives
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and processes are often inextricably mixed and merged within classrooms. My
point is that the academic goals and activities of schools are not the same things as
the social goals and activities of schools. The behavioral growth and learning of
students, the transmission of norms and roles, and the character of social relations
are all equally important aspects of the job of teachers and equally important out-
puts of schooling. Schools are formal organizations—in the sense that they are
tools engineered to do a job—and hence they are in some ways similar to economic
production-oriented industrial operations. But schools are also social institutions—
in the sense of being small societies infused with normative values and purposes.
In this latter sense, the purposes of schools overlap with those of another social-
ization institution—the family.7

Emphasis on the academic and instructional aspects of the job of teachers has
led to a deemphasis on the social dimension of teaching in empirical research on
school organization. When it comes to examining the organization and control of
the core educational activities in schools, researchers usually focus on the control
of decisions commonly associated with formal academic instruction, such as the
selection of instructional texts and the choice of teaching methods. In contrast, re-
searchers less often examine who controls decisions surrounding behavioral, so-
cial, and normative activities in schools.

For instance, tracking is one of the most important topics in sociological research
on education and the subject of voluminous research, much of it focused on the ex-
tent to which the sorting of students in schools is based on background factors,
such as their socioeconomic status, rather than their actual ability and achieve-
ment (Bidwell and Friedkin 1988). In essence, tracking is concerned with how stu-
dents are to be stratified into low, middle, and high ranks—one of the most crucial
teaching and educational activities transpiring within classrooms and schools. But
in research on school centralization and decentralization, there has been little ex-
amination of who controls these activities. There has been, for example, almost no
investigation of the extent to which teachers influence or control decisions sur-
rounding these gatekeeping processes and with what implications for the schools
and students.

Likewise, student discipline is one of the most important aspects of the social
side of schooling. In the first place, classroom order is fundamental—without the
maintenance of some degree of classroom order and student discipline, education
processes cannot proceed at all. Student discipline, however, is not simply a pre-
requisite for the successful transmission of instruction. Teaching discipline to chil-
dren—the ability to behave according to the social norm—is at the heart of school
socialization and ultimately societal survival. Durkheim makes a compelling case
that a necessary adherence on the part of students to social norms—what he refers
to as the “spirit of discipline”—is the basic element of the moral and social order
transmitted in schools (see, for example, Durkheim 1925/1961, chs. 2 and 3). More-
over, discipline is concerned with which and whose set of values are to dominate
school life—one of the most crucial educational decisions and activities transpir-
ing within classrooms and schools.

However, researchers often do not place great importance on student discipline
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in schools. For example, a national poll of professors of education, who represent
a large portion of those doing research on schools and also of those who teach
future teachers, found that most place student discipline, along with neatness,
punctuality, and manners, at the bottom of their list of priorities for schools. For
example, only about one-third of the education professors felt it was “absolutely
essential” to prepare or train teachers in maintaining classroom discipline. In con-
trast, an overwhelming majority placed academic learning and achievement at the
top of their list of priorities for schools (Farkas, Johnson, and Duffett 1997). A sim-
ilar deemphasis holds in empirical research on school organization. There has
been little interest in examining the extent to which teachers control or influence
key decisions surrounding behavioral codes and discipline policy and the impli-
cations for schools.

In contrast, teachers, administrators, and the public place great importance on
these issues. Numerous surveys have found that both teachers and principals feel
that promoting good work habits and self-discipline in students is as important a
part of schooling as building basic literacy and encouraging academic excellence.
Likewise, the well-known poll of the “Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public Schools,”
conducted annually by Phi Delta Kappa and Gallup, has shown that moral and so-
cial issues—such as student discipline, lack of respect for teachers, and improper
behavior in classrooms—have consistently been among the most important edu-
cational concerns of the public for decades (Elam 1995). The public overwhelm-
ingly feels that an important goal of elementary and secondary schools is and
should be to shape conduct, develop character, and impart values, and an impor-
tant output is, in plain terms, well-behaved children and youth. Teaching “good
behavior” is a large part of the job of elementary and secondary teachers, some-
thing new teachers quickly learn once employed at schools. The centrality of these
issues to their job is also probably something that sets elementary and secondary
teaching apart from college-level teaching.

Given its central importance to the public, the dimension of social learning in
schools is also, not surprisingly, a major source of conflict among competing
school reform movements. Conservative Christian groups, for instance, have at-
tacked the school system for a number of years, complaining that public schools
teach values and a “religion”—“secular humanism”—contrary to their own beliefs
(Crawford 1980; Kellman 1982). Conservative Christians, in insisting that the in-
culcation of values is fundamental to schooling, are ironically in agreement with
liberal-left reformers. The latter also criticize the values transmitted in schools, al-
though in their view the problem lies in the prevalence of class, gender, and racial
bias in the social dimension of schooling (see, for example, Giroux 1981).

In sum, organization theory suggests that assessments of the distribution of con-
trol in schools must focus on who controls the key decisions that affect the content
and terms of the work of teachers. In turn, educational theory tells us that the ed-
ucational work of teachers in schools includes two distinct dimensions—the aca-
demic and the social. Research on school organization has shed much light on who
controls the former, but it has shed much less light on who controls the latter. This
is an important limitation. The social side of the teaching job includes some of the
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most consequential activities going on in schools. A key but overlooked question
is, who controls these issues, and what effect do they have on life in schools?

In fact, a close look reveals that socializing and sorting work is one of the most
crucial and highly controlled aspects of schools. I have found both in analyses of
large-scale national survey data and in fieldwork in schools that teachers have far
less influence over—and autonomy in regard to—social and behavioral decisions
and issues in schools than they do in regard to academic instructional issues. In a
series of multivariate analyses, I have also found that just as the amount of auton-
omy and control held by teachers varies by the type of decision or issue involved,
so the effects of teacher autonomy and control of teachers and schools vary by the
type of issue involved. Although teachers have more control over instructional is-
sues (such as the selection of course textbooks, topics, materials, and teaching
techniques), this appears to count for little if they do not also hold substantial de-
cisionmaking control over social issues, such as school and classroom student dis-
cipline policies. For those activities that are most fundamentally social—where the
educational process involves the socialization and sorting of students—a lack of
teacher control shows the strongest impact on how well schools function. Schools
that allow more teacher control over social issues have fewer problems with stu-
dent misbehavior, more collegiality and cooperation among teachers and admin-
istrators, a more committed teaching staff, and lower teacher turnover (Ingersoll
1994, 1996, 2003). 

Measuring Organizational Control in Schools

In addition to where one looks and how one defines the issues and activities cen-
tral to the work of particular organizational groups, assessments of organizational
power and control also depend on how one examines and measures these phe-
nomena. Research on school organization has often focused on direct, visible, and
hence more obvious mechanisms and aspects of employee control, accountability,
and influence. Typical of this approach is the influential work of John Meyer and
Richard Scott. Using quantitative survey data primarily from elementary schools
in one state, they focus on three means by which school organizations control the
work of teachers: detailed school policies; administrative inspection of teachers at
work; and administrative use of students’ examination scores to evaluate teacher
performance. They find that “schools develop few policies in the areas of greatest
significance for their central goals and purposes” (Meyer and Scott 1983, 75).
Moreover, they find little follow-up for those policies that do exist: “Neither teach-
ing nor its output in student socialization is subject to serious organizational eval-
uation and inspection” (74). Finally, even if there are rules and even if they are
monitored for compliance, such control would not be possible, they conclude,
because school administrators’ “authority to carry out these activities is in fact
evanescent” (75).

Policies, inspections, and performance evaluations are all among the most im-
portant and most widely used mechanisms of employee control and accountabil-
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ity. Moreover, quantitative survey data on school rules or other aspects of organi-
zational accountability can provide a valuable and necessary overview of the
forms, distribution, and variations of control in educational organizations. Indeed,
one of the strengths of survey data is their ability to provide an accurate picture of
variations in organizational structure across many types of schools.

But policies, inspections, and performance evaluations are not the only mecha-
nisms and forms by which control may operate in workplaces. In recent decades a
variety of research on organizations and occupations has insightfully mapped out
a whole range of alternative forms by which organizations control their employees
(see, for example, Braverman 1974; Burawoy 1979; Edwards 1979; Gaventa 1980;
Simpson 1985). Moreover, some of the most effective of these forms of organiza-
tional constraint, accountability, and control are difficult to capture through sur-
vey questionnaires; they require close examination of the day-to-day organization
of employees’ work.

Charles Perrow (1986), for instance, has persuasively argued that far more effec-
tive than direct controls, such as rules, regulations, and sanctions in organizations,
are other types of structural controls that restrict the range of behavior and re-
sponsibility through the way production is organized and the way jobs and tasks
are subdivided. The hierarchical structure of organizations, by definition, delimits
the areas in which members have both responsibility and power and hence func-
tions as a less visible means of both organizational coordination and control.

Besides these structural kinds of controls, Perrow also suggests the crucial im-
portance of the even less visible organizational controls that are built into the cul-
ture of workplaces and organizations. In this case, behavior is circumscribed by
taken-for-granted norms, expectations, and precedents. In both of these less direct
forms of control, employees may seem to have autonomy and independence pre-
cisely because of the centralization of the power of employers. As a result, the ab-
sence of obvious controls may be an indicator not of looseness but of the efficacy
of these other mechanisms.

Further contributing to a limited understanding of power and control in organi-
zations are a series of misconceptions surrounding the concept of bureaucracy it-
self. A common mistake is to confuse bureaucracy with organizational control and
to assume that “bureaucracy” is synonymous with “centralization” and in turn
that a lack of bureaucracy is synonymous with decentralization. Bureaucracy,
however, is only one mode of many by which individuals may be hierarchically
organized in the pursuit of larger goals and tasks. Bureaucratic mechanisms are a
method of achieving centralized control in organizations, but they are not the only
mechanism for doing so. Weber (1946, 1947), for instance, described two other
modes of organizational authority: that based on personal loyalty to a leader, and
that based on taken-for-granted norms and traditions. An organization that does
not exhibit the characteristics of the bureaucratic model is not necessarily one that
lacks control and coordination. What distinguishes the bureaucratic mode of con-
trol is rationalization. Rather than control and coordinate individual members
through, for example, personal allegiance or obedience to individuals, bureau-
cracies emphasize control through formalization, standardization, and routines.
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Moreover, bureaucratization is variable: there is great variation both within and
between organizations in their degree of bureaucratization. Most organizations
are a mixture of both bureaucratization and debureaucratization and of both ra-
tionalization and nonrationalization.

Another related misconception is the assumption that bureaucratic modes of
control are applicable solely to subordinates and lower-level employees. For in-
stance, some of those subscribing to the loose-coupling perspective have argued
that the formal regulation of administrative prerogative in schools is an impedi-
ment to organizational control—almost as if constraints on managers were a
wrongful use of bureaucratic rationality. It is certainly true that superordinates are
often subject to fewer bureaucratic controls than subordinates. Organizational an-
alysts have long observed that the further one goes up the hierarchy in most orga-
nizations, the less rationalized controls there are (see, for example, Caplow 1954,
66; Kanter 1977, 73, 118; Kohn and Schooler 1983, ch. 2). While they are often the
first to prescribe routine for the rest of the organization, those at the top of organi-
zations often staunchly resist rules and regulations for themselves. But the point of
standardized regulations is to minimize such exceptions, that is, to try to ensure
that no one is above the law, not even the boss or the president. Standardization,
by definition, strives to be universalistic and to constrain everyone alike, both sub-
ordinates and superordinates.

Similarly, some assume that increased regulation of higher-level managers nec-
essarily results in decreased regulation of lower-level employees. For example,
Lortie (1969) has argued that the standardization of teachers’ salaries and promo-
tions lessens teachers’ dependency and thus undermines their loyalty and obedi-
ence to particular school administrators. This is certainly the case, but Lortie
misses what this kind of rationalization, so fundamental to bureaucracy in gen-
eral, does provide—the loyalty and obedience of employees to the organization.

As Weber pointed out, the point of formalized organizational regulations is not
simply to control employees but to foster their commitment and allegiance to the
organization. Regulations and procedures, for instance, that are designed to pro-
tect against the arbitrary dismissal of employees, foster fairness, and undermine
favoritism and cronyism promote the security of employees as well as organiza-
tional efficiency (see Kohn and Schooler 1983; Weber 1946, 202). In this sense, lim-
itations on superordinate prerogatives are not necessarily a form of decentraliza-
tion but can be a different—and in Weber’s view, innovative—form of centralized
control and coordination. In short, organizational control of school administrators
does not result in a lack of organizational control of teachers.

A final and related misconception is the assumption that the absence of bureau-
cracy in organizations is synonymous with organizational decentralization and
employee autonomy. For instance, some of those who subscribe to the loose-
coupling perspective associate debureaucratization solely with a paucity of rules
and regulations for teachers or teachers’ ability to bypass rules and regulations.
But pockets of nonrationalization and debureaucratization are not limited to sub-
ordinates in organizations. Administrators and superordinates may also be subject
to too few rules, be inadequately accountable, or enjoy wide autonomy. Or they

The Social Organization of Schooling

106 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000107 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

may also be able to evade, ignore, or resist the rules that do exist—with important
consequences for employee control. Indeed, a lack of standardized, authorized
regulations, or a disregard for them, can be a source of administrative power and
organizational centralization rather than the opposite.

The lesson for research on schools is that to more completely understand the
distribution and forms of control in schools we must examine more than only
the visible, direct, and obvious means of influence and employee control and
move beyond stereotypes of bureaucracy. The key question is, what can we dis-
cover about control in schools if we use a wide range of data to examine possi-
ble mechanisms, direct and indirect, bureaucratic and nonbureaucratic, formal
and informal?

In my own research, I have found that school administrators, like managers in
other organizations, do indeed have access to a host of alternative means by which
to supervise and sanction the behavior of teachers (Ingersoll 2003, chs. 4 and 5).
The data reveal that teachers in most schools are subject to a great deal of con-
straint through a variety of modes of workplace control. I found that in schools, as
in all bureaucratic organizations, there are many rules, policies, regulations, em-
ployee job descriptions, and standard operating procedures designed to direct and
control the work of teachers. I also found that school administrators have a great
number of means, both formal and informal, by which they can supervise, discern,
and evaluate whether teachers are complying with the rules and policies. In addi-
tion, I found that school administrators have numerous mechanisms to discipline
or sanction those teachers who have not complied with the rules or have not per-
formed adequately. A close look at schools reveals that administrators have a great
deal of control over key resources and decisions crucial to the work of teachers,
and these provide a range of direct and indirect levers—sticks and carrots—to
exert accountability.

I also found that rules, regulations, supervision, and sanctions are not the only,
nor perhaps the most effective, means of controlling the work of teachers. Teach-
ers are also controlled in less visible and less direct ways. Schools are an odd mix
of bureaucratic and nonbureaucratic characteristics. Some of these other methods
of control are built into the formal structure of schools and the way the work of
teachers is organized. Others are embedded in the workplace culture—the infor-
mal or social organization of schools. Although these mechanisms are less direct
and obvious than formal rules and regulations, they are no less real in their impact
on what employees actually do. Indeed, in some ways the pervasiveness of these
other kinds of controls makes it less necessary for school administrators to imple-
ment and require formal regulations and elaborate mechanisms of accountability.
In some cases, higher-order decisions, over which teachers have little influence, set
the parameters for the lower-order decisions delegated to teachers in their class-
rooms. In these cases, the use of relatively crude and direct levers is not necessary
because, by definition, little of consequence is actually delegated to teachers.

These less obvious controls are reflected in the role of teachers in schools. Teach-
ers are a good example of men or women in the middle. The inherent character
and tensions of “in between” roles were originally captured in the classic research
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on “men in the middle” by William Foote Whyte and Burleigh Gardner (1945).
Most work roles and occupations—except of course those at the very top and very
bottom—involve being in between two or more groups: most employees receive
as well as give orders and must deal with demands from both above and below.
Problems arise when those in the middle are subject to unreasonable or competing
or contradictory demands or are not provided with the necessary power and re-
sources to get the job done adequately. In the extreme case, those caught between
impossible demands and limited resources illustrate one of the classic problems of
management: holding employees accountable for things they do not control.

Teachers are not actually the “workers” themselves and do not do the “work” of
learning. Teachers supervise and direct those who do the work—the students. Nor
are teachers part of the management of schools; the role of teachers lies in between
that of “management” and “workers.” Teachers are delegated only limited input
into the management of schools and crucial decisions regarding their work, but
they are delegated a great deal of responsibility for the implementation of these
decisions. Like other middle men and women, teachers usually work alone and
may have much latitude in seeing that their students carry out assigned tasks. This
responsibility and latitude can easily be mistaken for discretion and control, espe-
cially in regard to tasks within classrooms. A close look at the organization of the
teaching job shows, however, that it involves little real power. Indeed, contrary to
some critics, a close look at the job of teaching reveals that teachers are pushed to
accept a remarkable degree of personal accountability in the face of remarkable
lack of collective accountability on the part of the schools that employ them. In
turn, while teachers have little input into the way schools are run, they are rou-
tinely held accountable and often blamed for the apparent failure of schools.

CONCLUSION

What can we conclude from this discussion of the loose-coupling perspective of
schools? Our understanding of the character of schools as organizations and of the
character of teaching as an occupation is indebted to the work of Bidwell, Lortie,
and others in this tradition. Teaching is indeed an unusual kind of occupation,
schools are an unusual kind of workplace, and education is an unusual kind of in-
dustry. Schools are not well explained by a rational economic-production model of
organization. School settings must cope with fundamental tensions that pose crit-
ical problems for their management and design, have large implications for con-
trol, and pose challenges for reform.

My argument, however, is that much of the theory and research influenced by
the loose-coupling perspective has not gone far enough and has not fully brought
out the implications of these insights for understanding the organization of
schools. Schools are indeed loose in important ways. Teachers do report high lev-
els of autonomy for some issues, and schools do have problems of cohesion, coop-
eration, communication, and coherence. But many of these problems appear to be
largely due not to a lack of organizational control but to precisely the opposite.
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When we look closely at the less technical and more institutional functions of
schools and at the social organization of teachers’ work, it appears that the class-
room is not a separate, inviolate zone of teacher autonomy. Rather, the work of
teachers is subject to a great deal of control and constraint.

This chapter draws material from Who Controls Teachers’ Work? Power and Accountabil-
ity in America’s Schools (Ingersoll 2003).

NOTES

1. My summary here draws from two classic pieces by Bidwell: his 1965 interpretive re-
view of the formal organization of schools, and his 1970 article on the unusual charac-
teristics of the work of teachers. The more recent work of Bidwell (see Bidwell, Frank,
and Quiroz 1997; Bidwell and Quiroz 1991) has further elaborated the sources and vari-
ations of looseness in schools. He and his associates developed a typology of different
mechanisms by which the work of teachers is organizationally controlled across differ-
ent kinds of schools. In their model, organizational control systems in schools vary from
top-down, highly bureaucratized, and highly centralized to loosely coupled, highly de-
bureaucratized, and highly decentralized, depending on the size of the schools and the
socioeconomic status of the school community. Their focus was on the different forms
of workplace control in schools and how these are embedded in the social organization
of school workplaces and affect a range of student outcomes.

2. My brief sketch of organization theory, the study of bureaucracy, and Weber’s concept of
rationality draws from Richard Scott’s (1987) standard text. It is important to recognize
that in the context of bureaucratic organizations, the term “rationality” is used here in
the narrow sense of formal or technical rationality. The latter refers to the rationality not
of the goals but of the means by which they are achieved. In contrast to formal rational-
ity, substantive rationality is concerned with how sensible and valuable the goals of the
entity are. It is of course possible to use rational means to obtain nonrational ends. Weber
(1947, 185, 215), for instance, pointed out that regardless of the degree of formal ration-
ality, whether observers find organizations to be characterized by substantive rationality
depends on the values and standards held by the observers themselves.

3. This body of work comprises several different streams of thought and research:
“garbage can” theory (see, for example, Cohen, March, and Olsen 1972; March and
Olsen 1976), the organizational social psychology of Karl Weick (1976, 1979, 1984), and
institutional theory (for example, Meyer and Rowan 1977, 1978; Meyer and Scott 1983).

Although it shares an emphasis on loose-coupling, institutional theory is a distinctly
different approach to organizational analysis from that of Weick and March. Moreover,
institutional theory is not one theory but rather several theories and approaches that are
not entirely consistent or cohesive. For reviews of this genre, see Zucker (1987) and
Scott (1988). My discussion of the loosely coupled organizations view refers to that
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branch of institutional theory associated with the work of Richard Scott, John Meyer,
and their associates. Its contribution has been to transcend traditional task-oriented ex-
planations of organizations and resurrect and reconstruct Philip Selznick’s (1949) no-
tion of institutionalization as the driving force shaping organizational order and disor-
der. Indeed, this variant of institutional theory is often credited (for example, Dreeben
1994) with providing an intriguing explanation of the anomaly of loosely coupled or-
ganizations: tight coupling at the interorganizational level leads to loose coupling at the
intraorganizational level. For a more detailed summary and critique of these streams of
theory and research on loosely coupled systems, see Ingersoll (1993).

4. These data are from a 2000 survey conducted by Public Agenda, an education-oriented
public opinion research group. The sample size was 664 K–12 public school teachers
and 802 nonteachers. For details on the data and survey, see Farkas, Johnson, and Foleno
(2000).

5. Eliot Freidson (1973), for example, distinguishes between control over the content of
work (the what and how of tasks) and control over the larger terms of work (the orga-
nizational and social context that defines and regulates the work). Groups that control
important parts of the larger terms of their work are in turn likely to have substantial
control over the content of their work. For a useful review of the sources of workplace
control, see Simpson (1985). For other work on organizational control, see, for example,
Crozier (1964), Perrow (1986), Kanter (1977), Selznick (1949), and Hinings and others
(1974).

6. It is necessary to recognize that although Coleman and others emphasize academic
scores, they do not totally ignore non-academic outcomes. Some, of course, do examine
student dropout, delinquency, alienation, and so forth, as valid outcomes of schooling.

7. Like the concept of “bureaucracy,” the concept of “institution” is also defined and used
in numerous ways. Some, for instance, use the term to refer to organizations, while oth-
ers are referring to a normative principle behind organized behavior. In organization
theory there is a long tradition of concern with the distinction between organizations
and institutions. Following Selznick (1957) and Scott (1987), by “institution” I mean an
entity that is infused with meaning and value beyond the technical requirements at
hand. A “formal organization” refers to a rational tool geared to specified goals, and an
“institution” is a more natural, more normative, less technically oriented collectivity.
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Chapter 6

Professional Community by Design:
Building Social Capital Through Teacher

Professional Development

Adam Gamoran, Ramona Gunter, and Tona Williams

The social organization of teachers in a school has long been of interest to
scholars (Bidwell 1965; Waller 1932). Many have noted that teachers work in
isolation from one another owing to the physical layout of schools and the

ways in which the tasks of teaching are organized (Bidwell 1965; Jackson 1968;
Johnson 1990; Lortie 1975). Consequently, most schools offer few opportunities for
teachers to collaborate on instructional matters. Cases of high levels of collabora-
tion are rare and until recently have not received much attention. As Charles Bid-
well (1965, 1008) has explained, “Within school systems the formation of strong
colleague ties depends chiefly on situational factors.” For most of the period since
Bidwell’s classic 1965 essay, the situational factors that promote strong colleague
ties have not been explored.

In the past decade, researchers have turned greater attention to understand-
ing the conditions that promote collegiality and collaboration among teachers
in a school system (see, for example, Bidwell, Frank, and Quiroz 1997; Johnson
1990). A major impetus for this line of work has been recognition of the crucial
role played by the teacher colleague group, often referred to as a “professional
community,” in the success or failure of reform efforts. Studies of school reform
claim that establishing a professional community is crucial for supporting
change in teachers’ work because it provides a context in which reforms can be
disseminated and norms supporting the reform can emerge (see, for example,
Newmann and Associates 1996). How do professional communities of teachers
form and develop? This chapter examines a case of professional community by
design in which professional development was used in an explicit attempt to
create “strong colleague ties” focused on teaching and learning. Analysis of
workshop observations, teacher interviews, and survey data show how teach-
ers drew on their social relationships within the community to support new
teaching practices.
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PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY AND 
TEACHER CHANGE

What do we mean by “professional community”? A useful definition comes from
Fred Newmann and Associates (1996), who view professional community as a
group of educators who:

• exhibit shared values;

• focus collectively on student learning; collaborate;

• engage in reflective conversations about student learning; and

• share their practices with one another.

The claim that a professional community is necessary to support teacher
change carries an implicit critique of several earlier notions. First, it challenges
the view that “resource allocation” is the primary mechanism of organizational
control over teaching (Gamoran and Dreeben 1986). The idea that administra-
tors can use resources to leverage teacher action falls short because teachers
have so much autonomy after the classroom door is closed that they can use
many of their resources as they wish. A professional community, however, pro-
vides both technical expertise and normative pressure so that resources allo-
cated by districts and schools may be used in ways that are consistent with the
goals of the community, thus supporting the process of change (Gamoran et al.
2003).

Second, the emphasis on professional communities of educators addresses
shortcomings in common approaches to “restructuring” schools. In the restruc-
turing notion, school systems can induce changes in teaching and learning by
pressing on the right “levers” of change—detracking, shared governance, site-
based management, and so on (Lewis 1989). Yet structural changes typically
have weak effects, and studies of school restructuring have concluded that
teacher change is primarily a response to teacher learning rather than to struc-
tural shifts (Elmore, Peterson, and McCarthey 1996; Newmann and Associates
1996). Teacher learning in turn may be enhanced and supported by the presence
of like-minded colleagues engaged in a common enterprise (Gamoran et al.
2003).

Third, the idea that communities of educators are necessary to support
change raises questions for today’s prevailing trends in educational reform,
which emphasize accountability measures tied to district or state testing sys-
tems as the means to change what teachers do in classrooms. According to the
critique, teachers need enhanced professional knowledge to respond to ac-
countability demands, and this knowledge will be supported by treating teach-
ers as professionals and by creating contexts in which communities can emerge
(McNeil 2000).
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Professional Community and Teaching for Understanding

While Bidwell (1965) notes that colleague ties are situational, the salience of col-
league ties in supporting change is also a matter of context. That is, the importance
of collegial relations for teacher change may depend on the content of the change
that is being attempted. If the desired outcome is maximizing student perfor-
mance on a narrow range of skills, then providing strict instructional guidelines
may be the best lever for change, and a community of teachers may not help and
could even impair the change process (for instance, if teachers banded together to
resist).

By contrast, an effort to promote instruction that emphasizes deep understand-
ing of powerful ideas may be especially sensitive to the presence or absence of a
community of teachers. This approach is sometimes called “teaching for under-
standing,” and it emphasizes three principles (for a review, see Gamoran et al.
2003): a focus on student thinking, powerful content, and an equitable classroom
community.1 The emphasis on student thinking forces teachers to confront uncer-
tainties that they might otherwise avoid. While teaching is always an uncertain
technology, teachers can typically circumvent uncertainty by following pre-
dictable patterns of practice.2 In teaching for understanding, however, teachers
cannot follow routine scripts because they attend to students’ ideas and may need
to modify their approach in response to student thinking. A professional commu-
nity of educators offers a different sort of resource to draw upon for resolving un-
certainties. It provides teachers with colleagues who have similar commitments
and can provide feedback, collaborate on solutions, and reinforce norms about
teaching for understanding. For these reasons, teachers working toward teaching
for understanding may be especially likely to benefit from a strong professional
community.

Professional Community, Professional Development, and
Social Capital

A professional community, as we have defined it, is vibrant with social capital. It
embodies four hallmarks of social capital in a community: trust, reciprocity, infor-
mation flows, and emerging norms. Conceiving of a professional community of
educators in terms of social capital emphasizes that the community has value as a
resource that teachers can draw upon to improve their teaching. Social relation-
ships embodied in a community serve as a resource by providing new ideas and
feedback on the technical tasks of teaching and by generating and supporting
norms consistent with the new practices.

According to Adam Gamoran and his colleagues (2003), professional develop-
ment that is coherent, sustained, and focused on collaboration and inquiry can
generate social capital within a professional community. In this context, social cap-
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ital emerges as teachers work together to focus on student learning. Social capital
in this conception is part of a larger framework that examines resources of three
types: material resources, such as equipment, curricular materials, and time for
meetings; human resources, that is, the knowledge, skills, and commitments of
teaching; and social resources (which are forms of social capital), the relations of
trust and expectations that teachers draw upon to ask questions and try out new
ideas. Following Gamoran, Walter Secada, and Cora Marrett (2000), we view
material, human, and social resources as both affecting and affected by teacher
professional development. Thus, we may expect professional development to
strengthen social ties, just as strong social ties among teachers may encourage fur-
ther collaboration and professional development.

Critics of research on social capital point out that the concept has often been de-
fined by its functions and that this makes it difficult to assess its effects (Durlauf
2002; Portes 1998). For example, if the presence of a norm is evidence of social cap-
ital, how can we say that social capital helped bring about the norm? We aim to
move beyond this quandary by asking whether collaborative professional devel-
opment is associated with collegial ties, and whether collegial ties that reflect so-
cial capital can serve as resources to support teaching for understanding. We do
not envision this as a one-way process from social connections to teaching for un-
derstanding, but rather conceive of a dynamic process in which teachers’ profes-
sional relations with one another and their classroom experiences of teaching for
understanding have continuous mutual effects (Gamoran et al. 2000). Do teachers’
beliefs and practices in teaching for understanding reflect their relationships as
colleagues? When do teachers draw on collegial ties for help with their concerns
about teaching? To address these questions, we turn to a study of teacher devel-
opment in one school district.

A CASE OF PROFESSIONAL COMMUNITY BY DESIGN

Science and Mathematics Modeling (SAMM) is a professional development pro-
gram for elementary teachers in Europa, Wisconsin, a small district that draws stu-
dents from both a midsized city and a nearby suburb.3 The district serves about
four thousand students, a number that represents substantial growth over the past
decade. The population growth has been accompanied by increasing diversity. For
example, the portion of the district’s students who receive free or reduced-price
lunch grew from about 4 percent of students in 1990 to over 10 percent in 2000. The
district averages mask important differences between schools: two of the four ele-
mentary schools contain almost no children living in poverty, while the other two
schools average almost 25 percent of students receiving free or reduced-price
lunch.

The professional development program began in 1992 with a pilot project that
involved a group of university researchers and ten teachers who collaborated in
seventy-five hours of workshops during that school year and a weeklong summer
seminar. In 1995 a new version of the project emerged through additional support
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from the district and outside grants. At this point, the participants named the
group “SAMM.” During this phase of formal teacher-researcher collaboration,
teacher participation grew from twenty-five (in 1995 to 1996) to thirty-four (in 1997
to 1998). At the end of this three-year collaboration, the team of researchers ended
their active participation in the group, while over twenty teachers continued to
organize monthly full-day workshops, with the district’s financial support. These
teacher-led activities continued beyond the researchers’ involvement for at least
two years.

Data Sources

As part of a larger study of the organizational context of teaching reforms, we col-
lected data about SAMM during the last two years of the teacher-researcher col-
laboration (1996 to 1997 and 1997 to 1998) and during one additional year (1998 to
1999) when the program was led solely by teachers. Our evidence comes from four
sources: observations of twenty-six professional development workshops; inter-
views with teachers who participated in SAMM (twenty-two teachers in 1997,
twenty-one in 1998, and eighteen in 1999); interviews with four or five district and
school administrators each year; and surveys of all classroom teachers of mathe-
matics and science in the four elementary schools in 1997, 1998, and 1999. Surveys
were obtained from seventy-three, seventy-five, and sixty-nine teachers, respec-
tively, reflecting response rates of about 80 percent in each year.

Professional Development Activities

The SAMM group developed a dual focus: collaborative planning among the
teachers and examination of student work. This encouraged the emergence of
group norms, reciprocity in their relationships, trust, and information-sharing
among the teachers—all elements of social capital. The group’s primary profes-
sional development activity was examining student work in order to understand
student thinking. Nearly all of the monthly professional development seminars
featured student work in some way, often as a session’s core focus. Generally the
work examined came from students in different classes, and often different grade
levels. By examining student work collaboratively, the teachers gained insight into
what students were thinking and how student thinking changed over time and in
response to classroom activities. A typical instance is related in field notes from a
three-hour whole-group professional development meeting that took place after
school in the library of one of the elementary schools:

In this section of the meeting, the teachers broke into small groups to examine sam-
ples of children’s work. The discussion in one group focused on whether and how
children came up with a format for classifying. The group I was with looked at two
types of classification systems. One was a system for classifying self-portraits of
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young children and another was a system for classifying drawings of houses made by
young children. . . . The teachers in the small group I observed were very enthusias-
tic and engaged. . . . All of them were trying to figure out what the kids’ classification
systems were. . . . Their comments suggested that they were trying to understand
children’s thinking that was underlying their classification systems. . . . After this dis-
cussion, participants got up to look at the actual pictures that had been used by the
children in their classification systems to see if they could match the actual pictures to
the classification systems. . . . Next the whole group came together for a discussion
and a report on the small groups. The main question was: How did progression in the
classification system occur?

This example, one of many that could have been selected, illustrates several
points about the work of the SAMM group. First is members’ unwavering atten-
tion to what students were learning. What did students know? How did they rep-
resent their knowledge? Addressing these questions constituted the central subject
matter of SAMM meetings. Second is the collaborative nature of the teachers’
work. Teachers collaborated to implement classroom activities whose results fur-
nished the subject matter of the workshop, and they also collaborated to analyze
and discuss the evidence of student thinking. The collaborative nature of this dis-
cussion is essential; it was through ongoing dialogue that teachers reflected on
what they were learning, tried out their ideas with colleagues and university re-
searchers, received feedback, and considered how to incorporate what they had
learned into subsequent teaching. Moreover, working new ideas into instruction
typically occurred in collaboration with colleagues, university researchers, or both.

Third, one can observe the teachers’ reliance on a shared technical vocabulary. In
this case, the teachers used the term “classification system” to refer to a systematic
way of organizing data. Teachers in this group employed a wide range of shared
terms, such as “coordinate system,” “skip counting,” “clustering,” “scaffolding,”
“jigsaw,” and “division notation.” A shared vocabulary is an indicator of profes-
sional knowledge that is often lacking among groups of teachers. Typically,
teacher talk relies on lay terminology and does not focus on student learning (Jack-
son 1968). In the SAMM group, much of the teacher talk focused on student learn-
ing, and a technical vocabulary had been adopted to enable the conversation.
Many of the terms are common within the field of mathematics education, and
their use among elementary teachers suggests a point of contact with a larger pro-
fessional field, presumably a result of contacts with university-based mathematics
educators through the SAMM project.

Fourth, this example illustrates how the seminars provided a forum for teachers
to make their work public. Conventionally, teachers work in isolation from their
colleagues. They shut their classroom doors and their teaching is shielded from in-
spection from any outsiders, including their peers (Lortie 1975). By contrast,
SAMM teachers frequently displayed their work for examination by colleagues.
Occasionally this occurred through peer visits or videotaped class sessions, but
more often, as in this example, teachers described an activity they had carried out
in class and presented the materials they used for the activity and the student

The Social Organization of Schooling

116 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000117 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

products of the activity for deliberation by the group. The public display of teach-
ing was necessary for providing evidence of student thinking. It was also impor-
tant because it gave teachers a rare opportunity to explore questions and concerns
about their own teaching with colleagues and others they perceived as experts.

In addition to examining students’ work, SAMM meetings and workshops in-
cluded substantial time for teacher collaborative planning. On these occasions
teachers worked together to plan classroom activities. Planning teams often in-
volved teachers from different schools or different grade levels. During the three
years of teacher-researcher collaboration, planning teams also involved teachers
and researchers working together. The meetings and workshops provided an op-
portunity for these joint ventures. Activities such as the classification exercise de-
scribed here were the result of such collaborative planning.

Analysis of Social Relationships and Support for 
Teaching for Understanding

Did the SAMM project contribute to “strong colleague ties” that constitute a re-
source in the form of social capital that supports teaching for understanding? To
address this question, we drew on data from teacher interviews and surveys. In
the interviews, we asked teachers, “If you were to have any questions, concerns, or
ideas about teaching mathematics and science, to whom would you go to discuss
those issues?” We used teachers’ responses to this question to identify collegial
ties. From questionnaires, we drew information on teachers’ beliefs about teaching
for understanding and the extent to which their self-reported teaching practices
reflected teaching for understanding. We constructed scales for teaching-for-
understanding beliefs and practices; scale items and reliabilities are reported in the
appendix, as are means and standard deviations for these and other variables used
in the analyses.

If collegial ties support teaching for understanding, we might expect to find that
teachers who name one another as colleagues tend to express more similar teach-
ing beliefs and practices. To test this notion, we conducted a network analysis
(Frank 1996) in which the network tie (“other” is named as a colleague) is a func-
tion of characteristics of the interviewee, or “ego,” as well as characteristics of the
other and characteristics of the dyad, including the similarity of their teaching be-
liefs and practices. The surveys furnished additional data on teacher experience,
and we used district and professional development group records to indicate
school, grade level, and professional development group membership. We also in-
cluded two important network controls in the analysis: ego’s “gregariousness,” or
the number of others whom ego named in total, and other’s “popularity,” or the
total number of times other was named as a colleague.

This analysis has one important limitation: whereas all elementary teachers of
mathematics and science in the district were targeted as others, and the large ma-
jority are included in the analysis, only teachers who were members of SAMM
were potential egos because only they were interviewed. Thus, the analysis does
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not incorporate the full range of teachers in the district. This suggests a possible
modification to our main hypothesis about the association between approaches to
teaching and collegial ties. Although teachers deeply committed to teaching for
understanding may tend to seek out others with similar views, what about teach-
ers who are in the professional development program but have not grasped the
approach in full? These teachers may be more likely to speak with others whose
approach differs from their own, as a way of learning more about teaching for
understanding. Thus, the strength and direction of the association between ap-
proaches to teaching and collegial ties may depend on the nature of ego’s ap-
proach to teaching.

Another limitation of the analysis is that it cannot distinguish between influence
in the teacher network and selection. If teachers with similar approaches to teach-
ing are likely to speak with one another, is that because similar teachers seek out
one another, or because teachers who speak with one another become more alike
over time in their views of teaching? Although the network analysis does not ad-
dress this question, our three years of survey data and rich base of interview ma-
terial helped us gain some purchase on this issue.

SURVEY RESULTS Table 6.1 displays results of the logistic regression analyses.
The table displays three columns of results, one representing each year of the
study. The main finding in this analysis is the strong role of formal structure in or-
ganizing collegial relations. Teachers are much more likely to name others as col-
leagues they would go to with a question about their mathematics or science
teaching when they are: in the same school; in the same grade level; and members
of the same professional development group (that is, SAMM). These effects are
generally stable across the three years of data collection. The finding regarding
same-grade contacts is particularly interesting, because it suggests that the grade
level serves as an axis of organizational differentiation in elementary schools,
much as the department does in high schools.

In 1997 and 1998, neither beliefs nor practices related to teaching for under-
standing were associated with the likelihood of choosing a colleague for help. In
1999, however, the results are different. First, the absolute value of the difference
between ego’s and other’s teaching practices is positively associated with naming a
colleague, contrary to our prediction. At first glance, this result seems to indicate
that teachers were more likely to name colleagues whose teaching practices were
different from their own than they were to name colleagues whose practices were
similar. But this coefficient must be interpreted in light of the interaction term,
which is negative. The positive main effect coupled with the negative interaction
term indicates that teachers who were low on the scale of teaching for under-
standing practices were likely to name colleagues who differed in their teaching
practices, but teachers who were high on the scale tended to name colleagues
whose practices were similar. For example, a teacher who is one standard devia-
tion above the mean on the practices scale (11.3 + 3.1 = 14.4) would increase her
likelihood of choosing a colleague with the same score by 2.46 in the logit metric
((11.3 + 3.1)(.1708) + 0(.5795) + 0(-.043) = 2.46). By contrast, a teacher who scored
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one standard deviation below the mean (11.3 − 3.1 = 8.2) would increase her likeli-
hood of choosing a colleague with an identical score by only 1.4 ((11.3 − 3.1)(.1708)
+ 0(.5795) + 0(−.043) = 1.40). Figure 6.1 uses these and similar computations to com-
pare effects on the likelihood of naming a colleague for teachers who are high and
low on the practices scale and for others who are high and low on the same scale.
Each bar in figure 6.1 represents the change in the likelihood of one teacher nam-
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TABLE 6.1 / Association Between Teaching for Understanding and Colleague Ties

Predictor 1997 1998 1999

Ego’s background
Experience in this school −.04 (.04) −.02 (.02) −.14 (.08)
Grade level .06 (.12) .26* (.12) .09 (.15)
Year in SAMMa −.99 (.55) .29 (.43)

Other’s background
Experience in this school −.00 (.03) −.04 (.03) −.14* (.07)
Member of SAMM 5.65* (.83) 3.82* (.82) 2.44* (.65)
Year in SAMMa .38 (.42) .45 (.29)

Dyad context
Same grade 1.75* (.36) 2.49* (.37) 1.20* (.39)
Same school 2.30* (.37) 3.03* (.36) 2.18* (.39)

Teaching for understanding
Ego’s beliefs −.68 (1.30) 1.25 (1.41) −1.16 (1.55)
|Ego—other’s beliefs|b −6.86 (8.06) 6.93 (11.05) −2.71 (11.51)
Interaction (beliefs)c 2.06 (2.35) −2.30 (3.33) .77 (3.49)
Ego’s practices .12 (.11) .03 (.11) .17 (.10)
|Ego—other’s practices|d .12 (.23) .16 (.20) .58* (.23)
Interaction (practices)e −.02 (.02) −.01 (.02) −.04* (.02)

Network controls
Gregariousness .21* (.02) .19* (.02) .27* (.03)
Popularity .43* (.07) .35* (.09) .65* (.11)

Constant −11.76 −15.16 −9.52
Number of dyads 1,584 1,638 1,292
Model fit (cases predicted correctly) 96.8% 97.0% 96.5%

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Parameters are logistic regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. Depen-
dent variable: Other is named as colleague.
aAll egos were members of SAMM, but some joined after 1997. About one-third of others were
members of SAMM.
bAbsolute value of difference between ego’s and other’s beliefs.
cInteraction between ego’s beliefs and absolute value of difference between ego’s and other’s be-
liefs.
dAbsolute value of difference between ego’s and other’s practices.
eInteraction between ego’s practices and absolute value of difference between ego’s and other’s
practices.
*p < .05
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ing another depending on each teacher’s level of teaching-for-understanding
practices. The figure reveals that teachers who are low on teaching-for-under-
standing practices are much more likely to name a teacher who is high on the scale
than one who is equally low. By contrast, teachers who are high on teaching-for-
understanding practices are only slightly more likely to name a colleague who is
similar than they are to name one who is different.

The logit coefficients in figure 6.1 can be expressed as probabilities. Because the
logit function is nonlinear, a change in probability related to one variable depends
on what values are set for the other variables. For teachers in different schools and
grade levels, the overall probability of naming one another as colleagues is very
low (around 1 percent), so variation in teaching-for-understanding practices mat-
ters very little. Among teachers in the same school and grade, and where both
participated in SAMM, differences in self-reported teaching-for-understanding
practices are much more consequential. Teachers who are high in teaching-for-
understanding practices are a little more likely to name a colleague who is high on
the scale than one who is low (12 percent versus 10 percent, respectively). How-
ever, teachers whose own reported practices are low on the scale are especially
likely to name a colleague who is high on the scale (17 percent) and especially un-
likely to name a colleague who is low (5 percent).4

Interpretation of figure 6.1 along with the associated probabilities suggests that
teachers who are high on teaching for understanding are likely to identify col-
leagues they would talk to regardless of their location on the scale, while teachers
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FIGURE 6.1 / Logit Estimates for Change in Likelihood of Seeking Help from a
Colleague at Different Levels of Teaching for Understanding

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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who are low on teaching for understanding tend to select only those who are on
the opposite end of the scale. This pattern may reflect two separate phenomena.
First, it is consistent with our earlier claim that teachers engaged in teaching for
understanding tend to use their relationships with colleagues as a social resource,
or social capital, that they draw upon to work out the challenges of their practice.
Second, teachers who do not exhibit these practices but are involved in profes-
sional development aimed at teaching for understanding may seek out the leading
practitioners for advice. If all teachers in the district were available to serve as egos
in the analysis instead of only those in the SAMM program (that is, if a control
group were available), we might have found teachers who are low in teaching-for-
understanding practices and who have no interest in seeking out fellow teachers
with differing approaches to teaching. This question awaits further research with
a more inclusive sample.

Because the effects for teaching practices occur in only one of the three years of
data, it is hard to be confident in their validity. Note, however, that as the teach-
ers’ practices became more visible within the professional development group
over time, their likelihood of seeking out colleagues based on those teachers’
membership in the SAMM group diminished. This may mean that formal struc-
ture becomes less important, and what teachers are actually doing in their class-
rooms becomes more salient, as the collaboration progresses. Support for this no-
tion comes from the fact that teachers continually present their work and that of
their students in the SAMM workshops. By the third year of the study, it may be
very clear which teachers are the experts and are truly engaged in teaching for
understanding.

Do these patterns reflect selection or influence? That is, do teachers high in
teaching-for-understanding practices name others who are similar, or do teachers
become more similar by talking to the colleagues they have named? The negative
association between similarity of teaching practices and seeking help from a col-
league for those low in teaching-for-understanding practices seems most inter-
pretable as a matter of selection. We can use the interview data to help sort out
these issues and to address the broader question of what teachers talked about
when they exercised their collegial ties.

INTERVIEW FINDINGS Do teachers seem to be influenced by those they name,
or do they select others who are similar (for those high on teaching-for-under-
standing practices) or different (for those low on the scale)? To address this ques-
tion, we examined interview responses for teachers at different levels on the teaching-
for-understanding practices scale. We focused on the interview question noted
earlier and on a follow-up question: “Think back to an event where you discussed
something with one of the people you just named. Describe the incident, what you
talked about, how you tried to resolve the issue, and what the outcome was.”

The interview analysis shows that processes of influence and selection in the
teacher networks are deeply intertwined. Generally, it is impossible to disentangle
the two, because both are reflected in the same interactions. Teachers who reported
low levels of teaching-for-understanding practices clearly sought out colleagues
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they perceived as experts. Peter, a fourth-grade teacher, pointed to a colleague
who served in both formal and informal leadership roles in the group:

My first step would probably be to [go to] Lisa. She’s just been so involved. And she
really understands and she’s very enthusiastic about, basically, just helping out. But
she knows so much. She’s a great resource. Even though we’re in such different grade
levels. She has some really wonderful ideas. Has a great approach to how kids think.
And interpreting that. So when I have had questions, that’s who I’ve gone to first.

The same teacher’s interview also illustrates how teachers low in teaching-for-
understanding practices are reluctant to turn to others who are similarly low: “Un-
fortunately, there . . . [are] not a lot of people that are really involved right now in
this project. So it’s hard to go to them. The people who aren’t involved, it’s hard to
go to them because they don’t know. They’re taking a totally different approach.”
In conversation with teaching-for-understanding experts, Peter is clearly influ-
enced by what he learns:

Lisa and I spent a lot of time just talking about, “Well, you know, what tools can they
use within this activity,” and I think it was interesting because I thought, “Kids
should be able to use rulers if they understand,” and her ideas were, “No, they should
use nonstandard units and things like that to measure with.” So we had . . . a differ-
ence of opinion there. And we also . . . got into talking about what is height in a rec-
tangle and what is width and what is wideness and how do you know what is bigger,
comparing height and things like that. And she knocked my socks off because she
gets so particular and she pays such attention to details where . . . I don’t always see
those details and those things like that. So those are a big help.

It seems likely that as a result of these encounters, Peter’s practices would become
more reflective of teaching for understanding. Indeed, his score on the self-
reported scale of teaching-for-understanding practices rose from 1997 to 1999.

A similar example of both influence and selection comes from another teacher
who reported low levels of teaching-for-understanding practices and who sought
out a colleague with greater expertise:

Phil Cannon and I both did a unit about seeing silhouette solids, and we both did the
task at the end, the problem at the end, which was constructing a three-dimensional
toy representing it in two-dimensional space. And we talked with each other about
what kinds of materials you could provide with kids to help them do that because it
was a really difficult thing. And I know I gave him some stuff. And he showed me
something else. And we kind of shared materials about it. . . . The outcome was, we
both got some better stuff than we had before.

This teacher’s practices also became more reflective of teaching for understanding
over time, although the change was less extensive than with Peter.

Consistent with the survey results, we found that teachers who were high in
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teaching-for-understanding practices often spoke with colleagues who scored
very differently in teaching-for-understanding practices (though their predilection
was to speak with those whose scores were slightly greater). For example, Lisa, the
expert mentioned by Peter, referred to Peter as someone to whom she herself
would go with a question. Her examples of such interaction, however, referred to
teachers who were SAMM veterans like herself and close to her level or higher in
teaching-for-understanding practices. In these encounters, teachers were clearly
influencing one another by exploring student thinking and its relation to their
teaching. For example, here is the description provided in 1997 by Carol, the most
prominent teacher-leader in SAMM:

Lisa and I talk[ed] about way-finding [a mapping activity] with kids and tr[ied] to
make more sense of that. I did go to plan with her, and I watched video and saw some
of the work her kids did and looked . . . to see where her kids had been working . . .
and that was more to figure out how we were gonna share those ideas with teachers.
. . . So we weren’t co-planning for similar groups of kids at that time, but we were
sharing ideas and modifying things either way, things her kids had done that could
work with my third-graders and things my past second-graders had done that would
help her first- and second-graders now.

These analyses clarify questions that were raised by the survey analyses. They
demonstrate that network ties reflect both influence and selection. Moreover, they
show how teachers learn from their colleagues. Consistent with our conceptual-
ization, teachers who are highly engaged in teaching-for-understanding practices
tend to learn from a wide range of colleagues, while teachers whose practices re-
flect teaching for understanding to a lesser degree learn mainly from those more
involved in teaching for understanding than they are.

CONCLUSION

This chapter offers a case study of professional development as an engine of
change. The analyses show how sustained, coherent, collaborative professional
development can be used to create strong colleague ties in a professional commu-
nity. These ties constitute social capital—a resource teachers draw upon to address
issues and concerns in their teaching.

The network analysis shows the importance of formal structure in establishing
colleague ties: working at the same school, teaching the same grade level, and par-
ticipating in the same professional development program were the most salient
predictors of network relations. The network analysis also suggests that similari-
ties and differences in teaching practices may affect colleague ties, although the
impact may be different for teachers who take different approaches to teaching. By
analyzing interview responses, we confirmed that causality in the network models
runs in both directions: fellow teachers are chosen as colleagues in part owing to
their practices, but teaching practices are also affected by network connections. Se-
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lection and influence patterns both demonstrate the mechanisms through which
social relations among educators support teaching for understanding.

How much should we make of one case study? The case of Europa Elementary
is part of a larger set of six cases that reveal not only varying levels of professional
development’s influence on teachers’ reflections about their practice but also the
creation of professional communities that are rich in social capital (Gamoran et al.
2003). Europa is a case in which the capacity for professional community was es-
pecially high owing to long-standing relationships with outside researchers, a
supportive administration, and committed teachers. Thus, while Europa suggests
one route to professional community, it may not be the only one, and it may not be
replicable in all contexts. The case of Europa does confirm, however, that colleague
ties are indeed “situational” and that, as a form of social capital, they constitute a
valuable resource when activated.

APPENDIX: SCALE ITEMS AND RELIABILITIES

To rate teachers’ teaching-for-understanding beliefs, we asked them whether
they strongly disagreed, disagreed, agreed, or strongly agreed with the follow-
ing statements:

1. Teachers should plan instruction based upon their knowledge of their stu-
dents’ understanding.

2. Teachers should encourage children to find their own strategies to solve prob-
lems even if the strategies are inefficient.

3. Teachers should always know the answers to questions posed by their stu-
dents. (scoring is reversed)

4. Teachers should structure their instruction to follow the progression in the
textbook. (scoring is reversed)

5. Students must learn basic skills before they can be expected to analyze, com-
pare, or generalize. (scoring is reversed)

6. Instruction should include many open-ended tasks.

7. Instruction should provide step-by-step directions. (scoring is reversed)

8. Students should understand what they are learning before they attempt to dis-
cuss their thinking. (scoring is reversed)

9. Students should learn mathematics and science through regularly debating
their ideas with other students.

To rate teachers’ teaching-for-understanding practices, we asked them how
often they engaged in the following practices: rarely or never (0), one to three
times a month (2), one to two times a week (6), three to four times a week (14), or
every day (20).

The Social Organization of Schooling

124 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000125 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

1. Provide step-by-step directions for students to follow in solving problems
(scoring is reversed)

2. Allow students to devise their own strategies to solve problems

3. Have students explain their approach to solving problems

4. Engage students in drill and practice in basic facts, definitions, computations,
skills, or procedures (scoring is reversed)

5. Engage students in problem-solving or research that requires organizing and
integrating knowledge

6. Ask questions that have well-defined answers (scoring is reversed)
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TABLE 6A.1 / Means and Standard Deviations of Independent Variables

1997 1998 1999
Mean Mean Mean

(Standard (Standard (Standard
Predictor Deviation) Deviation) Deviation)

Ego’s background
Experience in this school 5.48 (5.38) 6.26 (5.30) 5.53 (3.05)
Grade level 2.86 (1.32) 2.86 (1.36) 2.37 (1.72)
Year in SAMMa 1 (0) 1.90 (.29) 2.58 (.75)

Other’s background
Experience in this school 5.87 (5.40) 5.97 (5.75) 6.47 (5.40)
Member of SAMM .39 (.49) .36 (.48) .31 (.46)
Year in SAMMa .39 (.49) .67 (.86) .96 (1.20)

Dyad context
Same grade .27 (.44) .25 (.43) .20 (.40)
Same school .23 (.42) .23 (.42) .21 (.41)

Teaching for understanding
Ego’s beliefs 3.40 (.27) 3.32 (.23) 3.34 (.25)
|Ego—other’s beliefs|b .41 (.31) .33 (.25) .38 (.28)
Ego’s practices 11.48 (3.13) 11.06 (3.08) 11.33 (3.11)
|Ego—other’s practices|c 4.12 (3.00) 4.04 (2.80) 4.38 (3.18)

Network controls
Gregariousness 8.27 (11.60) 9.33 (12.48) 8.58 (9.11)
Popularity 2.08 (3.12) 2.21 (2.86) 1.67 (2.63)

Number of dyads 1,584 1,638 1,292

Source: Authors’ calculations.
aAll egos were members of SAMM, but some joined after 1997. About one-third of others were
members of SAMM.
bAbsolute value of difference between ego’s and other’s beliefs.
cAbsolute value of difference between ego’s and other’s practices.
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7. Have students make conjectures in response to mathematical or scientific
questions

8. Feel challenged by a student’s question

9. Incorporate content based on students’ social, cultural, or ethnic backgrounds
into mathematics or science lessons

The following alpha reliabilities emerged from these results:

1997 1998 1999

Teaching for understanding beliefs .78 .59 .72
Teaching for understanding practices .75 .77 .76

This paper was presented at the Conference Honoring the Career of Charles E. Bid-
well at the University of Chicago, October 2001. The chapter was prepared at the Na-
tional Center for Improving Student Learning and Achievement in Mathematics and
Science, supported by funds from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Edu-
cational Research and Improvement (grant R305A60007). Findings and conclusions
are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the supporting
agencies.

NOTES

1. By “powerful content,” we mean content that reflects core scientific and mathematical
ideas and that draws connections between important areas of knowledge in science and
mathematics.

2. ”Technology” in this context refers to the materials and activities of the school’s central
organizational enterprise, that is, teaching and learning. To say that teaching is an un-
certain technology means that relations of cause and effect are ambiguous and that dif-
ferent approaches may work out differently with different participants.

3. All names of persons, places, and programs are pseudonyms.
4. For these comparisons, other’s membership and year in SAMM are set to one, as are

same grade and school membership; other variables are set to their means, while teach-
ing-for-understanding practices are set to low or high values as indicated.
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Chapter 7

The Normative Culture of a School and
Student Socialization

Maureen T. Hallinan

For several decades, American schools have concentrated efforts and re-
sources on improving students’ academic achievement. Recent events in the
United States, however, are leading schools to pay closer attention to the so-

cializing function of education. Ongoing media coverage of situations endanger-
ing American youth has raised public awareness of the problems they face. The
American public has been sobered by school crime and violence, the rising inci-
dence of adolescent suicide, and the destructive effects of drugs, alcohol, and sex-
ual abuse. Business and community leaders are alarmed by secondary school
dropout rates and the incidence of both unemployment and low-wage employ-
ment among youth. Society as a whole is wrestling with persistent racial and eth-
nic conflict.

In response to these situations, Americans are asking questions about how
young people are socialized in today’s society. In particular, attention is being fo-
cused on the school, which, along with the family, is a primary socializing agent of
children. Schools are being asked to reexamine the effectiveness of their efforts to
train students to live and work together in school and later in a complex and di-
verse society. In their attempts to respond to the challenge, schools are placing
greater emphasis on preparing students to counter the negative pressures they
face both in and outside of school. The goal of educators is to train students to con-
tribute to the social and moral order of their school and prepare them for their fu-
ture responsibility to maintain the moral order of society.

Despite the considerable goodwill evidenced by school personnel, their efforts
to socialize students may not be as successful as the times require. Existing pro-
grams, while adequate in the past, fall short of current demands on schools to pre-
pare students to live in a complex, diverse environment. As a microcosm of soci-
ety, the school reflects the stresses, strains, and dysfunctions of the adult world.
The task of socializing students in this kind of complex and challenging environ-
ment requires a better understanding of ways to influence students.

In a powerful heuristic essay in the Handbook of the Sociology of Education, Charles
Bidwell (2000) states that little is known about the processes through which
schools socialize students for adulthood. To address this need, he calls for a social
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psychology of schooling that would identify and explicate the socialization
processes that occur in school. A theory is needed that explains contextual effects
on individual behavior. The focus of the theory would be an individual’s thoughts
and sentiments. These states serve as crucial links between context and outcome.
Following Bidwell’s lead, this chapter examines the social psychological processes
that link school context to student socialization. It focuses on how the normative
culture of a school affects student cognitions and emotions and how these re-
sponses affect students’ academic achievement, social participation, and moral
development.

THE NORMATIVE CULTURE OF SCHOOLS:
DIMENSIONS AND VARIATIONS

Émile Durkheim (1973) states that the cultural norms and values of the dominant
members of society are embedded in the social practices and institutions of society.
This is particularly true of educational institutions, since they aim to prepare stu-
dents for adult life in society. The normative culture of a school typically reflects
the norms of the wider society. Durkheim points out that a normative culture is
comparable to a collective conscience and is part of the apparatus of social control.
Group conscience interacts with individual volition. By influencing individuals to
think and act in certain ways, a normative culture has significant social conse-
quences. One of these consequences may be social solidarity, though other less de-
sirable consequences also are possible.

The normative culture of a school is the set of norms, values, and meanings
that are endorsed by significant members of the school community. As a key di-
mension of the social context of a school, normative culture is a major socializ-
ing agent. Previous research shows that the normative culture of a school influ-
ences students’ attitudes and behaviors during their school years. Moreover, its
influence on a student’s civic participation and moral judgment continues into
adulthood.

How the normative climate of the school affects student outcomes is one of the
most vexing questions facing educators and researchers. If this process were better
understood, educators might be able to create a normative culture that fosters pos-
itive student cognitive and social development. A theory that focuses on the mech-
anisms that link the normative climate of a school to student behavior should shed
light on this complex and important process.

The Dimensions of the Normative Culture of a School

A school’s normative culture typically has three components: norms governing
students’ academic performance, social behavior, and moral behavior. Norms re-
lated to academic achievement are defined by standards of excellence and expec-
tations for performance. Norms governing social behavior encourage social par-
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ticipation and civic engagement. Norms regulating moral behavior ensure the
moral order of the school community.

The set of norms most readily recognized in a school are expressed in the
academic standards and performance expectations a faculty holds for student
achievement. Since student learning is a central purpose of schooling, nearly all
schools hold academic achievement high among their priorities. Schools encour-
age learning overtly through the curriculum, instruction, and a reward system.
The curriculum defines the knowledge that students must attain in order to earn a
diploma, and teachers convey that information through instruction. A reward
structure motivates students to strive for academic excellence.

Schools also encourage learning covertly. Teachers indirectly communicate the
value of learning and its impact on students’ future lives in several ways. For ex-
ample, faculty may have informal conversations with students about books they
enjoyed reading, about their love of teaching as a profession, or about the oppor-
tunities their education provided for them. These covert messages may influence
a student’s attitude toward learning. When teachers show intellectual curiosity
and enjoyment of learning, students may be drawn to appreciate the life of the
mind and the satisfaction of learning. This may lead them to increase their own ef-
forts to learn.

Norms related to student social and civic responsibility are seen in the rules and
standards governing student participation in the social life of the school. While in
school, students learn how to interact with adults and peers in various settings
and under different contextual conditions. They learn interpersonal skills, such as
negotiation, consensus-building, and strategizing. They are taught organizational
skills and are given opportunities to be leaders, team players, and followers.

Schools also set norms regarding appropriate engagement in the community.
Faculty teach students the value of pluralism, tolerance, diversity, and democracy.
They instruct students in how to balance individualism, self-determination, meri-
tocratic ideals, and personal rights with a concern for the common good. Schools
provide the opportunity for students to observe the unequal distribution of socie-
tal resources and to understand the effects of social class. Students learn about au-
thority and observe the ways in which adults use power. They discover what it
means to be loyal to peers, to experience solidarity with a group, and to make a
commitment to an institution. The lengthy social apprenticeship that occurs dur-
ing school prepares students to live as responsible adults in the diverse communi-
ties of which they will be members.

Moreover, the social climate of a school influences students’ attitudes toward so-
cial class, race, ethnicity, religion, sexuality, and politics. It is through social inter-
actions that students learn the importance of individual rights and freedoms as
well as community responsibilities. They also begin to understand that participa-
tion in the political process of a democracy is their right and duty. Ultimately, so-
cial participation in school is one of the mechanisms through which schools trans-
mit to students their cultural heritage.

A third set of norms contributing to the normative culture of a school pertains to
students’ moral judgment and behavior. Durkheim (1973, 59–60) claims that “to
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act morally is to act in terms of the collective interest. . . . The domain of the moral
begins where the domain of the social begins.” Most schools teach students moral
behavior based on a sense of justice and community responsibility. They also teach
the personal and social consequences of amoral or immoral behavior. Norms gov-
erning social interactions are meant to prepare students to assume their adult re-
sponsibilities for safeguarding the moral order of society.

Norms related to moral judgment also extend to students’ symbolic expression
of their attitudes and values. Adolescents typically adopt a style of dress and be-
havior that reflects a set of shared meanings and messages, mostly related to in-
dependence and autonomy. Many schools place boundaries on these and other
forms of student self-expression, establishing rules governing dress and behavior.
Other schools grant students considerable leeway in this regard in an effort to
teach them the value of political and social expression based on reason, discus-
sion, and negotiation.

The Normative Culture of Schools in Practice

Differences in normative cultures occur both between and within schools. Theo-
retically, all schools set high standards for students’ academic performance, social
participation, and moral behavior. In practice, schools place more or less emphasis
on each of these student outcomes. Differences in priorities create variation in nor-
mative environments across schools. As a result, not all students are socialized in
the same way for higher education, the work world, and adult society.

When a school is founded, the administration and faculty define its mission in
terms of general educational ideals and goals. A typical mission statement refers to
academic excellence, social responsibility, and moral behavior. Mission statements
usually prioritize these values, primarily in response to the characteristics and
needs of the community in which a school is located. The mission statement in
turn becomes a blueprint for the normative culture of the school.

The mission of a school tends to persist over time. Bidwell (2000) claims that the
structural characteristics of a school, especially departmentalization and special-
ization, support faculty commitment to a school’s norms and values. By giving
teachers the autonomy and independence they desire for their work, schools are
likely to reduce faculty disagreement and promote a sense of community. Of
course, in some schools faculty independence and autonomy foster conflict and
controversy rather than consensus. More typically, however, faculty view them-
selves as professionals and consider independence and autonomy to be requisites
for their work. When faculty are recognized as experts in their field, their morale
increases, as does their willingness to work together to achieve the school’s mis-
sion. Ongoing commitment to a mission produces a stable normative culture.
Given that schools differ in their missions, differences in normative culture persist
across schools.

Differences in the priority that schools assign to academic achievement are re-
lated to characteristics of the student body that the school serves. Schools founded
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to educate high-ability students tend to hold high expectations for the academic
achievement of all their students. Comprehensive high schools, established to ed-
ucate a more diverse student population, have different academic expectations for
various subsets of students, depending on their abilities and career goals. Schools
that specialize in the arts or in the sciences, such as academies and magnet schools,
tend to hold higher expectations for student performance in these subjects than in
other academic areas. Vocational schools expect students to learn a set of job-
related skills and may place less emphasis on outstanding performance in aca-
demic subjects.

A major part of schooling, especially at the middle and secondary levels, is the
extracurriculum. Not all schools attach the same importance to extracurricular ac-
tivities. Generally, faculty view participation in sports, music, drama, social ser-
vice, and school clubs as an important dimension of student social development.
In some settings, however, faculty perceive the extracurriculum as a threat to aca-
demic achievement and discourage students from too much involvement in these
activities. Typically, schools encourage students to do well in academics and to
participate in extracurricular activities, but they vary in the priority they give to
each.

Schools also differ in the norms they establish regarding student civic and social
participation. Some faculty place high priority on student involvement in the po-
litical life of the school and encourage participation in student government and
community activities. In other schools, faculty emphasize the importance of stu-
dent social behavior and stress the values of inclusiveness, tolerance, and respect
for other students. Many, but not all, schools stress multiculturalism and encour-
age positive interracial and interethnic interactions and friendships among stu-
dents with different demographic characteristics. Religiously oriented schools
tend to prioritize student involvement in issues of social justice and equity, civil
rights, and peace.

Finally, schools vary in how explicitly they teach moral values to students. Al-
though most schools recognize the importance of moral training, they differ in
how they present moral ideals. Some schools teach moral values directly—for ex-
ample, by discussing justice issues and communal responsibility. Others present
moral values indirectly, by establishing an honor code, by teaching conflict resolu-
tion techniques, or by acknowledging instances of courage, responsibility, and in-
tegrity. A more limited approach to moral education is found in schools that con-
centrate on appropriate behavior, such as deference, courtesy, punctuality, and
discipline.

The normative culture of a school plays a major role in the socialization of stu-
dents. Different normative cultures create different socializing experiences for
youth. In schools that attach high priority to academic achievement, students are
taught to be intellectually focused, studious, and competitive. Academic achieve-
ment is rewarded more readily than effort and self-mastery. Students learn to be
intellectually aggressive, independent, and goal-oriented. In schools that try to in-
tegrate academic and social learning, students learn to balance academic accom-
plishments with social participation and are rewarded for positive social behavior
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as well as high grades and test scores. In religious schools, students are taught the
primary value of faith and morality. They learn that they must assume responsi-
bility for maintaining moral order in their school and later in society.

The question arises as to how much latitude a school has in setting its own nor-
mative climate. The founders of a school establish its normative culture through
the school’s mission statement. Schools, like most large social institutions, em-
brace change slowly and often reluctantly. Hence, a catalyst is usually needed to
change a school’s norms and values. In many cases, a new principal will be able to
modify the climate of a school by exerting strong leadership. Another opportunity
for change occurs when faculty turnover is high and a critical mass of new faculty
introduce their ideas, norms, and values to the school. Vocal, involved students
also may be able to shape school policy and practice and, in so doing, modify
school norms. Typically, one or more of these catalysts is sufficient to produce
some change, although at times not even the involvement of principal, faculty, and
students can effect significant change in the normative climate of a school.

A social crisis also provides an opportunity for a school to change its normative
climate. The tragedy at Columbine High School led to the establishment of pro-
grams to promote social tolerance among students and establish sanctions for de-
structive behavior, such as bullying. Recent follow-ups on these efforts indicate
considerable success. Some schools have introduced curriculum units on civility,
respect, and other forms of positive social behavior in response to acts of violence
and incivility, and these too show positive results. The magnitude of crises such as
these seems sufficient to motivate and mobilize a school community to change
both adult and student norms.

Differences in norms and values may be found within as well as between
schools. Teachers hold different assumptions about student learning and have dif-
ferent expectations for student performance. Within the same school, one may find
teachers who believe that all students can learn and hold all pupils to a high stan-
dard of academic achievement; those who maintain high academic standards for
students who show intellectual promise but lower standards for lower-ability stu-
dents; and teachers who have low expectations for the achievement of those stu-
dents who show little interest in academic work, create disturbances, or per-
formed poorly in the past.

Similarly, teachers in the same school may differ in the emphasis they place on
social behavior. While some teachers encourage students to participate in school
activities in order to develop their leadership and organizational skills, others
stress positive interpersonal relations in order to create a congenial social atmo-
sphere in school and minimize interpersonal conflict. Politically oriented teachers
stress the importance of civic involvement to prepare students for their future
roles as citizens and community members. Other faculty attach low priority to
non-academic achievements and resent their intrusion on instructional time.

Teachers in the same school also may differ in the emphasis they place on moral
development. Even in religiously oriented schools, some teachers attach higher
priority to moral training than others and devote more instructional time to dis-
cussing moral issues. In many schools, moral training is considered the domain of
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the administration or the counseling department. Teachers concern themselves
with student moral development only to the extent that they sanction moral viola-
tions. Even teachers who are committed to moral education differ in the amount of
instructional or informal time they devote to the issue.

When faculty and students adhere to the same set of norms, within-school con-
flict tends to be minor and school spirit and morale high. When a school does not
have normative consensus, the likelihood of conflict is considerable. For example,
if students ignore or violate norms governing academic performance, they ob-
struct teachers’ efforts to promote learning. If students disagree among themselves
about their priorities, student subcultures emerge, each with its own normative
climate. As James Coleman (1961a) demonstrated, an adolescent subculture can
exert a powerful influence on student behavior and weaken if not eradicate the
positive influence of a school faculty. In general, schools with a dominant norma-
tive culture are most likely to channel the energies of students toward academic
achievement and social and moral development.

Empirical Examples of High School Normative Cultures

Similarities and differences in the normative culture of American schools can be seen
in several ethnographic studies. Empirical research by Bidwell (2000), Barbara
Schneider and David Stevenson (1999), Anthony Bryk, Valerie Lee, and Peter Hol-
land (1993), and John Devine (2000) is illustrative. In some of these schools, aca-
demic achievement is the single most important value that influences the formal and
informal organization of the school and the behavior of its students. In other schools,
faculty and students place considerable emphasis on co-curricular and extracurricu-
lar activities. Excellence in these activities provides an alternative to academic
achievement as a way to attain faculty and peer respect. In some schools, religious
values are stressed as the motivation for academic and non-academic efforts. Speci-
fying differences in normative cultures across schools provides the groundwork for
analyzing how normative culture influences students’ cognitions and emotions.

Bidwell (2000) describes the normative culture of two midwestern high schools:
Meriwether Lewis and St. Aloysius. Lewis High School was established in the
early 1930s to serve the children of highly educated parents who worked in the re-
search laboratory of a major company. The mission of the school was to prepare
these students for selective colleges in anticipation of high-level careers. An array
of extracurricular activities provided additional opportunities for excellence.
Given its mission, the normative culture of the school required teachers to offer
rigorous instruction, to be competent in their subject area, and to show concern
about students’ academic progress. Students were expected to strive for academic
excellence and to practice personal discipline and sociability.

St. Aloysius High School, a Roman Catholic diocesan school, was founded in the
early twentieth century to educate the children of Eastern European immigrants.
The mission of the school was to create opportunities for students to become up-
wardly mobile by preparing them for admission to competitive colleges and uni-
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versities. Like Lewis High, the school held strong norms of excellence for aca-
demic achievement and athletic performance. The reputation of the school en-
abled it to be selective and to enroll students who were academically capable and
serious about their education.

In the 1980s, economic and demographic change dramatically influenced the
normative cultures of these two high schools, weakening their strong orientation
toward academic excellence. In the Lewis High School community a severe reduc-
tion in employment opportunities for professionals led many well-educated fami-
lies to leave the area, leaving behind lower-middle- and working-class families.
The children of these families had weaker academic preparation for high school
and lower educational aspirations. This change in the student population directly
affected the ability of the faculty to fulfill its mission and to uphold their high
standards of academic excellence.

Despite the fact that they found the transition difficult, most teachers at Lewis
had too much invested in the school to transfer elsewhere. They reacted to the
change by faulting the students for failing to meet the high standards of the fac-
ulty. Students responded with disengagement and apathy. Their attitudes further
reinforced the faculty perception of their inadequacies. By holding rigidly to its
original mission, the faculty evoked student resistance that in turn had serious
negative consequences for student learning. The powerful academic culture that
had previously characterized the school disintegrated and was replaced by a more
diffuse normative culture that had less power to motivate students to strive for ac-
ademic excellence.

Demographic and labor market changes affected St. Aloysius in a similar man-
ner. When budget deficits forced significant increases in tuition, enrollment in 
St. Aloysius dropped. The community and school faced an influx of Hispanic stu-
dents who knew little English and were ill prepared for schooling. During this
transitional period, some older faculty resigned and a younger, more diverse
group of teachers was hired. The older faculty who remained in the school tried to
uphold its original mission. Like their counterparts at Lewis High, these teachers
accused students of a lack of discipline when student performance failed to meet
their expectations. The newer teachers realized, however, that many of the stu-
dents were ill prepared for the St. Aloysius curriculum and began offering new
courses geared toward expanding life experiences and readying students for com-
munity colleges rather than competitive four-year colleges. Two normative cul-
tures emerged in the school. In the first, academic achievement was of primary
importance, and students gained recognition for their academic successes. In the
other, life experiences were recognized and respected as building blocks for future
educational and vocational decisions. The students were exposed to both of these
somewhat conflicting sets of norms as they took classes from different teachers.
Over time, the normative culture of the school became less clear, and the school
began to have a more tenuous hold on student commitment and effort.

In an insightful analysis of the educational ambitions of high school students,
Schneider and Stevenson (1999) describe the normative culture of three contem-
porary high schools: Maple Wood, Middle Brook, and Del Vista. Although each of
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these schools encourages student achievement, they represent three distinct nor-
mative cultures. The schools differ dramatically in the emphasis they place on ac-
ademic excellence, college aspirations, and career preparation.

Maple Wood High School places heavy emphasis on students’ career goals. Its
clearly defined mission is to help students identify an occupational objective and
take the necessary educational steps to attain it. The normative culture of Maple
Wood High School includes the firm expectation that students and their families
will plan for the students’ future and make academic choices that further their
goals. The curriculum consists of a wide array of courses that expose students to
various career options. Counselors offer systematic and frequent advice about
course selection and choice of college. The value of career planning is the most
dominant component of the school’s normative culture.

Middle Brook High School has strong norms of academic excellence. Its aim is to
prepare students for admission to a highly prestigious college. The focus of the
school is on educational attainment and academic prestige rather than career
preparation. All students are encouraged to apply to at least one highly competi-
tive college. This “reach strategy” underscores the value the school places on aca-
demic achievement. The school offers honors and advanced placement courses.
Since extra credit is not awarded for these classes, some students select less rigor-
ous courses to ensure a high GPA for college admissions purposes. In contrast to
Maple Wood High, Middle Brook emphasizes strategies for admission to presti-
gious colleges rather than enrollment in courses that would advance a student’s
career goals.

Known as a “forgiving school,” the aim of Del Vista High School is to graduate
all of its students. The curriculum is designed to include courses that all students
are likely to pass. Faculty focus on ensuring that students do not drop out of
school, and both teachers and counselors direct their efforts to helping students
obtain a sufficient number of credits to earn a high school diploma. Del Vista en-
courages its students to enroll in college, but the emphasis is on two-year colleges
rather than four-year colleges. The faculty recognizes the flexibility provided by a
community college system as an advantage for their students. If students fail in
one community college, they can simply enroll in another to continue their career
training.

Each of these three high schools values academic achievement, but in different
ways and for different reasons. Maple Wood provides students with the best pos-
sible preparation for their specific career choices. Counselors and teachers guide
students toward the colleges that would best prepare them to meet their career ob-
jectives rather than those with the greatest academic prestige. Middle Brook em-
phasizes the importance of admission to the most prestigious colleges and devotes
little time to discussing specific career objectives with students. Del Vista’s aim is
to help all students attain a high school diploma and then to attend a career-
oriented community college.

Bryk, Lee, and Holland’s (1993) research on contemporary Catholic schools pro-
vides examples of secondary schools with strong academic norms supported by a
religious belief system that motivates student adherence to these norms. The seven
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high schools in their study varied by socioeconomic status, racial and ethnic com-
position, ability composition, and percent Catholic. The sample included urban,
suburban, and rural schools, of varying sizes and resources. Despite these consid-
erable differences, each of the schools emphasized academic achievement, as evi-
denced by the quality of the curriculum and the fact that virtually all students
were enrolled in college preparatory classes. The schools also exhibited strong so-
cial norms and a sense of community. Students were taught to respect each other,
to take responsibility for the common good, and to be loyal to their school. Sup-
ported by a set of religious beliefs, high academic standards, and a caring school
community, the schools motivated and sustained students’ efforts to learn and had
a positive influence on their social behavior and moral judgment.

Devine’s (2000) ethnographic research provides an example of a school with a
dramatically different normative culture. The 126 public high schools in New York
City are divided into a three-tiered hierarchy. At the top are four prestigious, spe-
cialized high schools that admit only those students who pass a competitive ex-
amination. The middle tier includes dozens of academic-comprehensive high
schools that offer a curriculum that prepares students for college or a specialized
career. Other middle-tier schools are regular high schools that offer a few college
preparatory courses. In the bottom tier are forty to fifty schools characterized by
low test scores, poor attendance, and, most significantly, high rates of violence.

Devine’s (2000) study focuses on students who began ninth grade in one of the
low-tier schools. He finds that new students are faced with peers who have bel-
ligerent attitudes, may carry weapons, and are fearful for their safety. On entering
school each day, students pass through security devices and are frisked. During
the school day disorder and violence reign in the form of alarms, gang activity,
gunfire, and threats. Frequently the violence is camouflaged or ignored by adults
and students. In general, the school may be characterized as having a culture of vi-
olence. Academic expectations are low, since the students are poorly prepared for
and uninterested in high school work and distracted by the school atmosphere.

The normative culture of this low-tier school is influenced by many factors. First,
the educational policy that created and continues the hierarchical structure of New
York City schools and assigns students to these schools is insensitive to the greater
needs of educationally disadvantaged students. Second, the faculty is demoralized
by the futility of their efforts to educate. Third, the students feel defeated and have
little hope for improvement of their life chances. Fourth, the students who enroll in
the school may begin high school with attitudes and behaviors that shape the neg-
ative environment of the school. The resulting normative culture perpetuates the
academic, social, and moral disorder of the school and its students.

These ethnographic studies are illustrative of the variety of normative cultures
that exist in U.S. schools today. Some schools have a single, pervasive normative
culture, typically one that stresses academic achievement. Other schools promote
both academic goals and extracurricular participation. Still other schools view re-
ligious or moral training as their primary mission. Finally, while some schools try
to promote academic achievement, they are forced to prioritize other values, such
as student safety and control of student deviance.
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Transmittal of School Norms to Students

Bidwell (1972) states that a normative culture is transmitted through channels to
which an individual attaches significance. When the normative culture of a school
is determined primarily by the faculty, it is transmitted to students in several
ways. In general, norms governing academic performance, social development,
and moral behavior are conveyed through school practices and policies.

Norms pertaining to the academic performance of students are communicated
through the curriculum, the organization of instruction, school admission policies,
written documents, verbal exchanges, rewards and punishments, and modeling.
A school with a rich and diverse curriculum that meets the needs of all students
underscores the high priority it attaches to academic achievement. The same is
true of a school that assigns students to instructional groups that facilitate their un-
derstanding of the curriculum. Similarly, a school that maximizes the amount of
time allocated to instruction while minimizing competing demands on students’
time conveys the school’s academic priorities.

The qualifications required for admission to a school are a clear statement of its
values. While public schools must admit all students who apply, private schools
can be more selective. Schools reveal their priorities, such as high achievement or
religious affiliation, in their admission policies. The mission statement or philoso-
phy of the school also provides a broad vision of the school’s aims and goals, as do
other written documents, such as the school paper, the yearbook, and the student
handbook. These documents convey social and behavioral norms and provide ex-
amples of acceptable moral behavior.

A school also communicates its norms and values through the emphasis it
places on non-academic activities. Schools convey the importance of social de-
velopment by establishing co-curricular and extracurricular programs and by en-
couraging students to participate in them. They promote civic participation by
establishing a student government and by allowing students to participate in de-
cisionmaking with respect to school issues. They communicate the value of social
service and community involvement by creating opportunities for students to par-
ticipate in these activities.

The normative culture of a school is also transmitted to students through the
school’s reward system. Schools reward students for outstanding performance in
different areas. The basis on which awards are made reveals the school’s priorities.
Most schools recognize academic excellence and award medals, trophies, and cer-
tificates for academic achievement. Schools also may recognize student effort even
when high achievement levels are not attained. In doing so, the school teaches
students the importance of working hard to reach their maximum potential.
Schools also reward exceptional performance in athletics, music, drama, and other
activities, indicating the value of social participation and teamwork. The impor-
tance of adhering to school norms is reinforced when a student violates a rule or
regulation and the school imposes a penalty.

Other ways in which a school transmits its normative culture to students are
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through verbal exchanges between teachers and students and through modeling.
Teachers communicate their expectations for student academic, social, and moral
behavior through their own exhortations, encouragement, and reprimands. Stu-
dents typically respond to teacher encouragement by increasing their motivation
and effort. Teachers also convey school norms by modeling appropriate behavior.
For example, when students see that teachers are serious about scholarship and
eager not only to teach but also to learn, they receive a powerful message about the
value the faculty attaches to education. Similarly, if teachers participate in social
and civic activities, become involved in issues of social justice, and themselves live
up to a moral code, students are given direct evidence of the norms and values that
the school endorses.

THE EFFECT OF NORMATIVE CULTURE ON
STUDENTS’ COGNITIONS AND EMOTIONS

The potential of a school’s normative culture to influence a student’s cognitive, so-
cial, and moral development highlights the importance of understanding how a
student responds to a school’s norms and values. In other words, how do students
hear a school’s messages about academic achievement, social participation, and
moral behavior, and why do students respond to these messages as they do?

Bidwell (2000) argues that the normative culture of a school acts on students by
affecting their intellectual and psychological states. That is, he sees students’
thoughts and feelings as the link between the normative culture of the school and
their responses to that culture. To predict whether students will internalize a
school’s normative culture, it is necessary to understand how the normative cul-
ture affects their cognitions, including their thoughts, judgments, evaluations, and
analyses, as well as their emotional responses, such as pride, guilt, anger, and
satisfaction.

Students vary in their intellectual and socioemotional needs, owing to their
widely disparate backgrounds, cultural influences, intellectual abilities, career as-
pirations, and life goals. As a result, compliance with the normative culture of a
school satisfies the needs of some students better than others. Similarly, since
schools differ in their normative cultures, one school may meet a student’s intel-
lectual and psychological needs better than another. Academically oriented stu-
dents are likely to comply easily with school norms of academic excellence be-
cause those norms satisfy these students’ intellectual needs. Schools that value
both extracurricular achievements and academic performance are likely to meet
the needs of a wider set of students for recognition and status. Neither of these
types of schools is likely to meet the intellectual and emotional needs of students
who find learning difficult or who are reluctant to participate in the extracurricu-
lum. Better correspondence between the normative culture of a school and the in-
tellectual and psychological needs of students results in a wider acceptance of the
school’s normative climate.

Social science theories provide insight into how the normative culture of a
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school affects a student’s intellectual and psychological states. Normative refer-
ence group theory (Bidwell 1972; Kelley 1947; Merton 1957a) states that a norma-
tive reference group is one that sets standards for an individual’s behavior. An in-
dividual may aspire to membership in a normative reference group or wish to
maintain existing membership. The group sets and enforces standards for that in-
dividual’s behavior.

A school performs the function of a normative reference group for students.
When they first enter a new school, students must learn how to navigate in a new
environment. They recognize the importance of engaging in normative behavior
in order to become integrated into the school. Further, to maintain the rewards of
recognition and status that accrue to membership in the school community, they
need to continue complying with school norms.

If students accept as legitimate the authority of the school to set norms of con-
duct, they are likely to internalize the school’s normative culture. Compliance
with school norms is greater when students recognize that it promotes their intel-
lectual and emotional growth. On the other hand, if the norms of a school do not
meet students’ intellectual and psychological needs, or if students feel that school
norms are ill conceived or outdated, they are likely to search for cognitive stimu-
lation and emotional satisfaction in some other group.

Student peer groups may or may not provide a powerful challenge to the au-
thority of the school in enforcing its norms. Members of a peer group are expected
to comply with the norms established by the group. Although many peer groups
have norms that are consistent with school norms and reinforce or complement
those norms, others endorse norms that conflict with the school’s normative cul-
ture. When school and peer group norms conflict, a student must choose between
the two. The norms that are most attractive to students are those that define be-
haviors that best meet their own intellectual and emotional needs. If a student peer
group is better able than a school to provide a student with respect, status, and a
sense of belonging, then students are more likely to comply with the norms of the
peer group than those of the school.

Coleman’s (1961a) landmark research on the adolescent subculture makes clear
that student norms can hinder academic achievement by supporting behaviors
that are guided by non-academic goals. Athletic skills and physical attractiveness
are among the most common bases for student popularity, and norms governing
student interactions and behaviors are influenced by these personal characteris-
tics. Seymour Spilerman (1971) and Coleman (1961a) recommend that schools cre-
ate a status system that is based on social as well as academic goals. In this way,
they argue, students may choose not to reject the normative culture of the school
while modeling their behavior on that of peer group members. Further, school ef-
forts to build students’ self-esteem by rewarding them for working toward social
and academic goals might lessen the attraction of deviant peer groups and weaken
their negative influence.

Organization theory sheds further light on how the normative culture of a
school influences a student’s cognitive and psychological states. Alvin Gouldner
(1960) claims that organizations increase employee cooperation and productivity
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through rewards. Peter Blau and Richard Schoenherr (1971) link rewards to loy-
alty to the organization; greater cooperation and loyalty increase productivity.
Similarly in schools, rewards have a direct influence on students’ thoughts and
feelings and their subsequent behavior. When a school rewards students for com-
pliance with school norms, they feel like valued members of the school commu-
nity. This increases their loyalty to the school and their willingness to comply
with school norms. Students whose efforts and achievements are not recognized
or appreciated will have unmet intellectual and emotional needs, resulting in re-
sistance to school norms and disengagement from the school’s academic and so-
cial activities.

One organizational characteristic of a school that conditions the impact of the
normative culture on students’ thoughts and feelings is the arrangement of stu-
dents for instruction. Most contemporary middle and secondary schools assign
students to instructional groups on the basis of their ability. Students experience
the normative culture of a school differently depending on the ability group level
to which they have been assigned. Students placed in the highest-ability groups
are most likely to have personal goals that are consistent with the school’s norms.
The challenging curriculum provided in high-ability groups and the affirmation
that students receive for their academic accomplishments increase their intellec-
tual and emotional satisfaction, thus reinforcing their compliance with the school’s
norms. Students in lower-ability groups may question whether they can meet the
school’s academic standards. If they are not offered a challenging curriculum or
fail to receive recognition for their efforts to learn, they are likely to reject the
school culture because it provides few channels for them to attain intellectual and
emotional satisfaction.

Teachers may meet the intellectual and emotional needs of students in different
ability groups by tailoring instructional materials, pedagogical practices, and stu-
dent rewards to the ability level of the group. In so doing, a distinct classroom sub-
culture may emerge with rules and regulations that fit the intellectual abilities and
maturation level of the students in the class. Teacher expectations and teacher-
student interactions during instruction have an impact on students’ thoughts and
feelings. This is particularly true in middle and secondary schools where students
are prone to embarrassment and feelings of inadequacy when they do not perform
well before their teacher and peers. Regardless of ability group level, a teacher
who presents a clear, organized lesson and encourages students’ efforts to learn
has a positive effect on students’ confidence and feelings of self-worth. Teachers
who are critical of student efforts or who communicate low expectations for stu-
dent performance are likely to instill feelings of failure in their students. In a class-
room in which positive learning experiences and rewarding social exchanges are
the norm, students’ intellectual and emotional needs are apt to be met.

Social psychological theories of interpersonal relations provide additional in-
sights into how normative culture affects an individual’s cognitive and emotional
states. Symbolic interactionism is concerned with how an individual’s self-image
is shaped in interaction with others. Symbolic interactionists claim that during so-
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cial interaction, individuals evaluate their own abilities and worth and form their
identity through the feedback they receive from others. Social interactions also
help them evaluate other people, events, and objects in their environment.

Applied to a school setting, symbolic interactionism suggests that students de-
velop an understanding of themselves as they interact with teachers and peers.
Students measure themselves against the norms established by the school and the
abilities of their peers. If teachers convince students that they are capable of at-
taining school goals, students are likely to form a positive self-image. Similarly, if
students meet academic challenges, they come to believe in their intellectual abili-
ties. Positive social experiences with teachers and friends give a student a sense of
being a valued member of the school community. Students who develop a feeling
of intellectual competence and social adequacy are likely to be satisfied with
school, while those who develop a weak self-image are apt to become alienated
from school.

Psychological theories of human development shed further light on how the
normative climate of a school affects a student’s psychological state. Abraham
Maslow (1943) proposed a hierarchy of psychological needs that individuals
strive to satisfy. He claimed that once an individual’s basic need for survival
(food, shelter, safety) is met, higher-level psychological needs are satisfied
through interpersonal interactions. According to Maslow, individuals first seek a
sense of affiliation with a group, then strive for self-esteem, and finally, endeavor
to attain self-actualization. Maslow’s theory suggests that if a school’s norms and
values lead students to engage in behaviors that satisfy their need for affiliation,
self-esteem, and self-fulfillment, they are likely to comply with the school’s rules
and regulations.

A social cognitive perspective (Connell and Wellborn 1991; Ryan 1995) on
human maturation suggests that social context influences whether the cognitive
and emotional needs of an individual are met. Applying this perspective to
schools, Gail Furman (1998) argues that schools need to meet a student’s need for
social acceptance, trust, and safety. By providing experiences in which students
learn to trust others and feel secure in a safe environment, and by supporting pos-
itive social relations and healthy interpersonal relations, a school helps students to
grow intellectually and emotionally. When students’ cognitive and social needs
are met, they are more likely to have a positive self-image and a positive attitude
toward school values.

These social science theories linking the normative climate of a school to stu-
dents’ cognitive and emotional development point to the importance of a good fit
between students’ intellectual and psychological needs and the norms and values
of their school. Students whose school environment supports their desire to know
and their need for self-fulfillment are likely to have a more positive attitude to-
ward the school than those whose cognitive and emotional needs remain unmet.
A normative culture that is characterized by a supportive learning and interper-
sonal environment is likely to produce satisfied and cooperative students engaged
in cognitive and social growth.
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STUDENT RESPONSES TO THE 
NORMATIVE CULTURE OF A SCHOOL

Students’ responses to the normative culture of a school depend on the extent to
which the school meets their cognitive and emotional needs. Students whose val-
ues are consistent with those reflected in the school’s normative culture are likely
to have a positive attitude toward the school and comply with its rules and regu-
lations. If their values differ from or are inconsistent with those promoted by the
school, then they are likely to resist the school’s socializing efforts.

Teachers and students benefit from student compliance. For teachers, instruc-
tion is easier when students are cooperative and engaged in learning. Teachers’
sense of efficacy increases when students are learning. Student academic progress
raises teacher morale and increases teachers’ commitment to the school. Teacher
turnover tends to be lower in a school where teachers are satisfied with their teach-
ing experience. Students also benefit from compliance with school norms. When
students obey the rules governing their academic work, their performance im-
proves. Students who participate in school activities are better integrated into the
school community and develop a sense of pride in their school. Students also ben-
efit from conformity to school norms by experiencing the orderliness and satisfac-
tion of adherence to a moral code that regulates ethical and social behavior.

When a school fails to meet the intellectual and psychological needs of students,
they become critical of the school’s normative culture. Students may judge that the
school’s academic standards are too high and not appropriate for them, that par-
ticipation in school and community activities is unimportant, or that the school’s
norms are irrelevant or outdated. The more detached or dissatisfied students be-
come, the greater their alienation from the school and the more likely they are to
disregard or defy school rules and regulations. If student resistance is widespread,
it weakens the spirit of community that faculty and students strive to develop in
their school.

When students resist the normative culture of the school, the faculty is faced
with the difficult task of changing students’ attitudes and behavior. They need to
convince students that they will benefit from compliance with the school’s code of
behavior. Several mechanisms may be useful, such as rewards for compliance, ne-
gotiation, joint student academic and social projects, student modeling, peer tu-
toring, cooperative learning methods, and training in conflict resolution. If these
efforts are unsuccessful, both teachers and students are less satisfied with the
schooling experience. Teachers are less efficacious in promoting student learning
and social development, and students are less successful academically and in
terms of social integration into the school community.

In most schools, even students who generally comply with school rules and reg-
ulations occasionally challenge school authority. Interestingly, limited deviation
from the norms of the school may be beneficial to students. Bidwell (2000) argues
that complete compliance with school norms and standards deprives students of
opportunities to make moral judgments and effect social change. Schools that are
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characterized by a certain amount of student resistance provide opportunities for
students to reflect on their own goals and objectives and determine how to attain
them. In the process, they are required to think about such issues as authority, eq-
uity, and democratic processes. Social conflict challenges students to make moral
judgments and participate in social and political processes.

In schools with more than one dominant normative culture, such as St. Aloysius
or Lewis High School, students may have to choose the norms and values they
find most appropriate for their own particular situations. Interaction with teachers
and peers whose views are similar to their own reduces normative conflict. The
opportunity to observe faculty and peers with different norms and values can be a
learning experience for students and help them better define their own values. In
multicultural schools in particular, where student background, culture, language,
home experience, and educational background differ widely and where the fac-
ulty endorse different values, students may come to respect other value systems
and understand why people think and act differently. If they learn to accept and
value diversity, they are better prepared to live in a diverse adult society.

CONCLUSION

The normative culture of a school plays a major role in socializing students for
adulthood. School norms aim to encourage students to develop their cognitive
abilities, engage in positive social interactions, develop a sense of responsibility
for their school and community, and follow a moral code. Students who comply
with the rules and regulations of their school are more likely to cooperate in the
learning process and to act as responsible members of their school community. In
the process, they become better prepared for future educational and occupational
opportunities and for the social and civic responsibilities they must assume as
adults.

The potential for the normative culture of a school to foster student intellectual,
social, and moral development makes it critical to understand how students re-
spond to the normative climate of their school and how it affects their attitudes
and behaviors. Building on Bidwell’s (2000) insights, this chapter has examined
the effects of the normative culture of a school on student behavior as mediated
through students’ cognitions and emotions. As Bidwell suggests, students have
basic cognitive and emotional needs that must be met before they will cooperate
with a school’s efforts to socialize them. On a cognitive level, students need intel-
lectual stimulation, a challenging curriculum, motivation to study, and a sense of
accomplishment. On an emotional level, they need to have a sense of self-worth, of
belonging to a group, and of trusting and being trusted by teachers and peers.

A school can meet these intellectual and psychological needs of students by es-
tablishing norms and standards that support students’ cognitive and emotional
growth. In a supportive learning and social climate, students develop a positive at-
titude toward school and are predisposed to obey its rules and regulations. If the
intellectual challenges and social relationships that students experience in school
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fail to meet their developmental needs, they are likely to resist school norms and
risk becoming alienated from their school.

Understanding that a school’s normative culture is linked to student outcomes
through the students’ cognitive and emotional needs should encourage school
personnel to examine whether their efforts to socialize students take this linkage
into account. A normative culture that promotes learning for all students and re-
wards participation in school activities should meet students’ cognitive and emo-
tional needs. When students are intellectually challenged and emotionally satis-
fied, they are more likely to comply with school policies. Student compliance in
turn makes classrooms and schools easier to manage, allowing teachers to further
promote student cognitive and social development. In the end, students grow in-
tellectually and socially and become better prepared to assume future responsibil-
ities in adult society.

This chapter was prepared for a conference in honor of Charles E. Bidwell at the
University of Chicago, October 6, 2001. The author is grateful to the Institute for Ed-
ucational Initiatives at the University of Notre Dame for research support and to
Warren Kubitschek, Stephanie Arnett, and Cheryl Pauley for research and editorial
assistance.
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Chapter 8

Why Work When You Can Play? 
Dynamics of Formal and Informal

Organization in Classrooms

Daniel A. McFarland

During the 1990s, Charles Bidwell began to focus on the nature of faculty
networks and how properties of these networks define instructional prac-
tice within schools (Bidwell, Frank, and Quiroz 1997; Bidwell and Ya-

sumoto 1999). While his current work furthers this effort, he has also started to
think about the student’s world of learning and how it is related to the teacher’s
world of instruction. In effect, he has begun to reconceptualize schools as organi-
zations to focus on explaining the actual work and interaction that occur within
the technical core of schools. His recent integration of social psychology and ac-
tors’ definitions of situations into his theoretical accounts of organizations is a sign
of this reconceptualization. This move can partly be seen in his use of particular
concepts and themes—formal and informal organization, social networks, school
and classroom regimes, participation and interaction. Most recently, Bidwell (2000,
2001) has called for research on classrooms and detailed study of individual
schools. Such research would catalog and describe various social processes, prac-
tices, and interactions that affect how the work of schools gets done.

This chapter follows Bidwell’s call and presents a study of high school class-
rooms that integrates elements of both organizational theory and social psychol-
ogy. In substantive terms, this chapter asks and answers a series of questions: Why
are some classrooms “madhouses” and others calm and work-focused? Why are
some individuals much more vocal than others in tasks and/or sociable forms of
participation? And what distinguishes task and sociable forms of participation?
What characteristics of classrooms and students matter for participation? What
types of relations among students and teachers facilitate or inhibit such actions or
inaction?

Empirically, these questions are concerned with educational settings and the be-
haviors within them. Theoretically, however, they are concerned with the determi-
nants of definitional claims or dominance within informal and formal dimensions
of organizational life. What leads certain classrooms and students to stake active
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definitional claims of a formal or informal nature? What are the levers of task
(work) and sociable (play) forms of conduct?

The interplay of the formal and informal dimensions of schools has long been
described in the sociology of education. Beginning with Willard Waller (1932), we
find early descriptions of how the world of youth is always beyond the reach and
comprehension of educators and all too often acts at odds with educational aims.
Later work by James Coleman (1961a) and Arthur Stinchcombe (1965) picks up on
this theme and describes how informal and formal dimensions of high schools be-
come oppositional, the former acting as the “under-life” of the latter (Eisenstadt
1956; Goffman 1961). Bidwell’s (1965) seminal chapter on the school as a formal or-
ganization summarizes this literature, contending that most arguments draw at-
tention to structural characteristics of schools and their environments. Remiss in
these accounts is a characterization of classroom life and how such oppositions
manifest within them. This chapter seeks to contribute to this body of literature by
describing how organizational features at multiple levels of analysis influence
classroom behavior.

This chapter argues that classroom participation is greatly influenced by various
structural characteristics of classroom settings and individuals’ status resources.
Particular characteristics of classrooms and individuals within them create rigid or
porous normative boundaries to formal and informal organizational conduct. On
the one hand, an intuitive finding emerges from this chapter: forms of conduct,
types of status, and classroom relational structures all have dimensional specificity
such that formal and informal organizational dimensions are recognized and
maintained. On the other hand, there is a subplot: the informal world of adoles-
cents is brought to bear on almost every classroom task, while the formal world of
academic work is often ignored and rejected in the sociable affairs of youth (Cole-
man 1961a). Thus, while boundaries of formal and informal organization are pres-
ent, the social world’s boundary is rigid and the academic world’s boundary is
porous, thereby creating a somewhat unidirectional flow of influence on class-
room participation. The sections that follow present a series of conceptualizations
and research efforts to describe and explain this story of classroom participation.

DIFFERING QUALITIES OF TASK AND 
SOCIAL PARTICIPATION

Traditional experimental work in sociology makes a distinction between task and
socioemotional behavior. Task behavior is value-neutral and concerns the instru-
mental goals of a collective activity, while socioemotional behavior expresses pos-
itive or negative emotions (Bales 1947, 1950/1970; Bales and Slater 1955; Burke
1967, 1971). Early organizational theorists rely a great deal on the distinction be-
tween task and socioemotional behavior as a basis for differentiating formal from
informal organization (Argyris 1957; Barnard 1938; Lawrence and Seiler 1965;
Sayles 1963).

Conversation analysis of workplace communication and sociolinguistic studies
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of schools, however, suggest a slightly different picture. Such analyses find that, at
work, discourse can be concerned with either the completion of formal tasks or in-
formal non-task-oriented situations (Edelsky 1981; James and Drakich 1993). In-
formal social discourse is seen to arise when subjects “talk about anything” or
“just get to know one another.” Similarly, sociolinguistic studies of school dis-
course make a similar claim and distinguish task and social interaction.

According to these analyses, what matters is the form and content of discourse
(Alton-Lee, Nuthall, and Patrick 1993; Mehan 1980; Sieber 1979; Streeck 1984), not
necessarily the presence of “socioemotions.” With respect to content, task dis-
course is described as teacher-centered and concerned with school topics. In con-
trast, social discourse is described as decentralized and concerned with movies,
TV, music, dating, gossip, parties, shopping, rock concerts, and sporting events
(Doyle 1986; Sieber 1979). With respect to form, informal social discourse is even
identified with certain activities that have interaction rules distinct from those
used in class tasks, such as gossip, collaborative storytelling, and ritual teasing
(Eder 1988, 1991, 1995; Eder and Enke 1991; Goodwin 1980).

The problem remains, then, of identifying the distinguishing characteristics of
informal social conduct. Recent work in status characteristics theory has already
revisited and attempted to revise the traditional distinction between task and so-
cioemotional behavior, and between formal and informal situations. Cecilia
Ridgeway and Cathryn Johnson (1990) argue that socioemotional behaviors often
arise as part and parcel of completing a task. Therefore, they classify certain agree-
ments and disagreements as task behaviors because the emotions observed are en-
tirely elicited by task concerns. This reconceptualization suggests that task behav-
iors entail emotional responses insofar as the behavior is motivated by tasks
and/or has work as its content. As such, it is the content or purpose of an act (that
is, if it concerns tasks) that makes it identifiable as a form of conduct, not the cor-
respondence with the action’s latent functions of goal attainment or integration.

In light of relatively new research in sociolinguistics, this chapter takes Ridge-
way and Johnson’s (1990) argument one step further. Within the activities of gos-
sip, teasing, and “getting to know one another,” persons interact with informal so-
ciable concerns in mind (Huizinga 1950; Simmel 1949), and they may or may not
express emotions in the process. In this chapter, formal task conduct is regarded as
turns of interaction that are concerned with the completion of tasks prescribed by
the organization and its agents. In contrast, informal social conduct is regarded as
turns of interaction that pertain not to the completion of prescribed tasks but
rather to personal or external topics and more sociable affairs of play (Garvey
1990). According to this conceptualization, socioemotional behavior can pertain to
tasks and/or social affairs, and actors express anger, frustration, joy, and criticism
in their efforts to control both work and play activities (Ridgeway and Johnson
1990). Thus, the “socioemotional” is not the criterion for categorizing as formal
versus informal. Granted, emotive behavior is more overt in sociable affairs since
action is given looser reign (see McLaren 1986). Nonetheless, task and sociable be-
haviors are regarded as distinct dimensions of organizational conduct with differ-
ent topics and styles of discourse.
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TWO LEVERS OF PARTICIPATION:
CONTEXTS AND STATUSES

What are the causal levers that make some classrooms and students more vocal in
task and/or sociable affairs? When actors enter organizational settings like class-
rooms, they make decisions about how to act, and these decisions are framed by
the definition of the classroom situation (Bidwell 2000, 2001; Thomas 1923). Such
definitions are partly characterized by the classroom context, or the social op-
portunities, political climate, and status resources that individuals have at their
discretion.

Contexts and Participation

Descriptions of formal and informal contexts, and particularly of relational channels,
have long been the forte of organizational studies of work settings. For the most
part, these studies describe how work gets accomplished through formally pre-
scribed role relations and emergent friendship relations (Blau 1963; DiMaggio
1992; Gouldner 1954; Ibarra 1992; Krackhardt 1992, 1993; Selznick 1949). A com-
mon finding is that work often gets accomplished outside the prescribed roles and
relations of tasks and that workers rely on their friends to achieve organizational
goals. Hence, studies of organizations suggest that there are distinct organiza-
tional contexts (of formal and informal relational channels) through which tasks
and social affairs are enacted.

Classroom contexts have sets of work routines that are prescribed by the teacher
and define students’ social opportunities, or access to public discourse in tasks. More-
over, repeated tasks establish a pattern of work relations that entail certain expecta-
tions and norms of conduct. In teacher-centered classes, the persistent use of lecture,
recitation, and other didactic forms of instruction renders students passive partici-
pants—or at most, co-participants following the teacher’s lead (Goffman 1981). In
student-centered classes, the persistent use of group work, collaborations, and dis-
cussions renders students active participants—or co-authors who direct their own
learning experiences (Bossert 1979; Doyle 1986; Metz 1978; Stodolsky 1988). Student-
centered tasks demand active task participation, while closed task structures focus
interactions on the teacher and particular students and therefore create very differ-
ent opportunities for task involvement and patterns of work relations.

Classrooms also entail friendship relations that define the political climate of the
setting. Some friendship structures are sparse and centered on certain individuals.
These contexts tend to be contentious and judgmental and to inhibit socializing ex-
cept between close friends (Fine 1987; Giordano 1995). Other networks have wide
reach and entail dense sets of interrelated friends. These contexts not only provide
students with interpersonal support but make interpersonal demands—that
friends socialize with one another and maintain that role relation in spite of the de-
mands of class tasks (DiMaggio 1992).

The Social Organization of Schooling

150 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000151 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

The structure of tasks and of friendships defines different role expectations and
relational channels through which work and play are enacted. Clearly, work rou-
tines establish expectations for task participation, and primary group relations es-
tablish expectations for sociable participation. As such, these routines and rela-
tionships act as structural anchors to different types of conduct and establish a
degree of dimensional specificity across structure and conduct. However, the organi-
zational literature suggests that informal relations can affect task behaviors and
that formal work routines can affect informal social conduct (Krackhardt 1993;
Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939). That is, there is translation across formal and in-
formal organizational boundaries—where formal relational channels become avenues
to play and informal relational channels become avenues to getting work done
(Bidwell 2000; Powell 1990). This makes sense if we assume that natural settings
entail multiple situations and that participants have multiple identities and role
relations with respect to one another (McFarland 2004).

If we construct a table that cross-classifies the types of conduct with the types of
relational channels, we acquire a property space with which to describe work and
play as they become enacted in different relational dimensions of the classroom. In
table 8.1, some cells identify channels and forms of conduct that are consistent
with traditional boundaries of formal and informal organization (for example, di-
mensional specificity is identified in the upper left and lower right cells), while
others identify interdimensional translations, where the structure of work routines
alters the affairs of play and where friendship networks mediate the conduct of
work. A central empirical question of this chapter is when and where dimensional
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TABLE 8.1 / Cross-Classification of Organizational Contexts with Types of Conduct

Organizational Contexts

Formal or Prescribed Informal or Emergent
Types of Conduct Relational Channels Relational Channels

Task or work Formal relations used Informal relations used
in work. in work.

Example: staying within Example: going outside
prescribed channels to prescribed channels to
get work done (for get work done (for
example, following example, using friends).
task rules).

Sociable or play Formal relations used Informal relations used in play.
in play. Example: going outside

Example: staying within prescribed channels to
prescribed channels to socialize about topics
socialize about topics unrelated to work.
unrelated to work.

Source: Author’s compilation.
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specificity and interdimensional translation occurs across structural contexts and
forms of conduct (work and play).

Status and Participation

While organizational research informs us about different contexts for action, status
characteristics research informs us about the resources that actors use to dominate
interactions (McFarland 2001). When actors have certain status characteristics,
such as a reputation for being smart or popular, they are given access to discourse.
When actors lack those status characteristics, they are perceived as illegitimate
participants. In the research on classrooms, two local status characteristics are re-
peatedly described as highly salient to dominance behaviors: local academic and
peer status (Cohen and Lotan 1997a).1 Local statuses are described as being quasi-
independent of the diffuse status characteristics of race, class, and gender, which
are found to be salient in controlled laboratory experiments (Berger, Cohen, and
Zelditch 1972).

Even though research on classrooms has identified academic and peer bases of
status, researchers almost always collapse them into a single status measure for
their statistical models (Cohen and Lotan 1997a). In her work on elementary
school classrooms, Cohen collapses these types of status because she finds aca-
demic and peer status to be highly aligned. However, recent work on middle
school classrooms has found that these types of status can be unrelated or even op-
posed to one another (Chiu 2000; Cohen and Lotan 1997b). Ming Ming Chiu (2000)
finds these status characteristics to be distinct from one another and also finds
them to have independent effects on student outcomes.

Nevertheless, research on expectation states has not expanded the scope condi-
tions beyond collaborative group activities. Moreover, it has repeatedly ignored
the sociable behaviors that arise within such activities. Even though peer and ac-
ademic status are viewed as quasi-independent, they are not hypothesized to
have different behavioral referents. This chapter argues that when status dimen-
sions diverge, dimensional specificity of status and conduct occurs. Students with
highly regarded academic reputations are considered more appropriate partici-
pants in tasks because they reputedly have high competence in schoolwork. In
contrast, students with a great deal of social rapport are considered more appro-
priate participants in social affairs because they are better liked and are consid-
ered social leaders by their peers. In either type of activity, there are distinct no-
tions of reputation, competence, and legitimacy that define active participants.
When academic and peer status oppose one another, participation in one type of
interaction undermines the actor’s legitimate participation in the other type of
interaction.

Table 8.2 cross-classifies the types of conduct with peer and academic status and
defines a property space with which to describe status effects on classroom partic-
ipation. In the table, some cells (for example, the top left and  bottom right cells)
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identify the expected relationship between types of status and types of conduct—
dimensionally specific correspondences between play and peer status and be-
tween work and academic status. Other cells identify more surprising relations be-
tween types of status and types of conduct—interdimensional translations, where
academic status can alter the affairs of play and where peer status can mediate the
conduct of work. Whether dimensional specificity or interdimensional translation
occurs between types of status and conduct is another question addressed in this
chapter.

I argue that participation in classroom tasks and sociable situations is partly dic-
tated by the structure of work activities and friendship relations, as well as by a
student’s academic and social status within the setting. Clearly, classrooms can be
composed of both dense networks and student-centered tasks, each having simi-
lar effects on student conduct. Likewise for status: peer status and academic status
may encourage task and/or sociable participation. By analytically distinguishing
these types of contexts and statuses, I attempt to identify their independent effects
on task and sociable forms of participation in classrooms. By devising a statistical
model that includes separate variables for each of these contexts and statuses (and
controls for diffuse statuses), I can identify which types of organizational contexts
and statuses have additive, independent effects on participation in academic and
social affairs and thus determine why some classes and individuals are more aca-
demically and socially vocal than others.

Settings

The data analyzed were collected in a yearlong field study of task and sociable
participation in thirty-six classrooms (for details, see McFarland 1999, 2001). Two
schools serve as the settings for the analyses in this chapter: River High and Mag-
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TABLE 8.2 / Cross-Classification of Types of Status with Types of Conduct

Types of Status

Academic-Status Peer-Status
Types of Conduct Political Resources Political Resources

Task or work Academic status salient Peer status salient in work.
in work. Example: informal leader

Example: formal leader dominates work.
dominates work.

Sociable or play Academic status salient Peer status salient in play.
in play. Example: informal leader

Example: formal leader dominates play.
dominates play.

Source: Author’s compilation.
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net High. River High is a traditional, tracked high school located in “River Town,”
a small midwestern town with 17,500 residents, located approximately 100 miles
from a large metropolitan area. The high school has around 1,600 students and
serves a community population of approximately 25,000 residents. Most students
are from River Town, but one-third come from significantly smaller towns and
outlying rural areas. Almost all of the residents are white, and only 3 percent of the
population consists of racial minorities.

Many River Town students and faculty regard students from the outlying re-
gions and small towns as provincial and regard themselves as more cosmopolitan.
This status distinction is somewhat solidified by feeder patterns into the high
school. Within River Town, students attend the same large middle schools, while
other residents of the region are spread out across multiple smaller middle
schools. Upon entering River High, the rural residents are at a social disadvantage
in terms of familiar others (Schiller 1999). They begin the year with less extensive
social networks to buffer them from the “hick” status attributed to them by class-
mates and teachers.

Magnet High is very different from River High. It is located over 500 miles away
from River Town in a dilapidated neighborhood of a large city. Magnet High has
around 900 students enrolled in grades eight through twelve. The student body is
racially and economically heterogeneous and is bused in from all over the city. The
student population is 50 percent white, 35 percent African American, 10 percent
Latino, and 5 percent Asian American. Magnet High is, as the name implies, the
school district’s arts and sciences magnet school that admits students on the basis
of test scores. Hence, while its population may be economically and racially di-
verse, it is homogeneous in terms of ability. Students and faculty at Magnet distin-
guish one another according to race and wealth. Race is a salient characteristic at
Magnet primarily because of residential segregation. Whites often live on the out-
skirts of the city, while African Americans and Latinos live in the center.

Data

I use several sources of data for the study of student participation within class-
rooms: classroom observations, surveys, and school records. At each school, class-
room observations focused on tenth- and twelfth-grade core subjects (English,
math, history, and science). An effort was made to span the different course ability
levels in tenth and twelfth grade. Core subjects were selected for observation be-
cause they were more readily comparable across schools. Moreover, in a policy cli-
mate that stresses increasing standards in core subjects, it was thought important
to understand the learning process that takes place within the “canon” of Ameri-
can high schools. Tenth and twelfth grades were observed for more pragmatic rea-
sons as well. It was apparent that a single researcher could not observe the entire
population of students at these schools, and tenth- and twelfth-grade students had
been the focus of a prior study that took place at both sites (for a description of the
earlier study, see Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider 2000).
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In all, an average of twelve class periods for each of thirty-six classes were ob-
served over the course of the 1996 to 1997 school year. This focal set of thirty-six
classes entailed a sample of 751 students who were observed during the first se-
mester. Only twenty-five of these classes persisted into the second semester, pro-
viding a sample of 467 students for longitudinal surveys and observation. There
are thus two samples: one larger cross-sectional sample and a longitudinal
subsample.

CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS Each class’s use of different activities (Stodol-
sky 1988) was recorded, and exchanges among classroom participants were enu-
merated. Instead of videotapes, a shorthand method of coding interaction turns
was used with a great deal of accuracy in the more controlled classroom environ-
ments. In more open classrooms, several turns of interaction sometimes arose si-
multaneously and in a less sequential fashion. This made full enumeration diffi-
cult even though patterns of interaction were recorded accurately. To compensate
for this discrepancy the observer estimated the proportion of interaction ex-
changes recorded for that segment; later, the rate of interaction was adjusted ac-
cordingly. The observation data used in quantitative analyses rely on the coding
of student-initiated turns at interaction in either task or social activities. The
coding of student-initiated turns at interaction is preferable to initiate-reply se-
quences since replies are often implicit. Student-initiated turns are observable
claims.

SURVEYS Two different surveys were administered to students during the
school year, and one was administered to teachers. The first student survey was
classroom-specific and administered to students in the thirty-six focal classrooms
(95 percent response rate). The survey included a sociometric form that asked stu-
dents to nominate classmates whom they hung around with as friends (McFarland
1999). This classroom survey was administered in November and again in April.
The second survey, administered only once in April 1997, did not focus on the par-
ticular classroom setting but asked students about their lives in general. This form
asked students to describe their family and their parents’ occupations. In addition,
it included a sociometric form that asked students to list the friends whom they
hung around with outside of class and on weekends (Csikszentmihalyi and
Schneider 2000). It acquired information on the student’s social network outside of
the classroom, whereas the sociometric surveys asked about friendships specific to
the classroom setting.2

SCHOOL RECORDS School records provided an array of information. Course
schedules and transcripts list information on student courses, grades, and grade
levels. The names of guardians and addresses were used for identifying family
types and census block tracts (both were checked for reliability with survey infor-
mation). Yearbooks were used to obtain reliable information on students’ volun-
tary associations in clubs and sports. Yearbook pictures, coupled with observation,
and school records provided reliable information on race and gender.
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Academic and Social Participation

Multilevel regression models were used to predict the rate of task and sociable
participation and to distinguish the effects of classroom contexts from individuals’
status characteristics. Rates of participation were operationalized as ego-initiated
turns at interaction with other persons or groups within the classroom (out-degree
centrality by semester; see Freeman 1979). These acts were observable communi-
cations expressed by classroom participants. Rates of participation were com-
monly used in expectation-states theory as an indicator of the prestige and power
order of groups (Cohen and Lotan 1997a) and as an indicator of dominance (Edel-
sky 1981; James and Drakich 1993).

Two types of participation were analyzed: task (academic affairs) and social
(non-academic sociable affairs). Academic participation was defined as those turns
of interaction that pertain to the concerns of class tasks (Borgatta and Bales 1953a,
1953b). When teachers gave directions or information, made declarations, and
elicited comments during tasks, they were viewed as engaged in task-related in-
teractions; similarly, when students discussed, replied, and asked questions while
performing academic tasks, they were viewed as engaged in task-related behavior.
Of course, students and teachers could engage in other dyadic encounters as well,
such as when a teacher assisted an individual student or the student solicited the
help of a neighbor. As already mentioned, task behaviors can also take socioemo-
tional forms (Ridgeway and Johnson 1990). Examples of this would be a student
complaining about a task or a teacher praising appropriate behaviors.

When socializing, actors engage in a range of different loosely structured activ-
ities unrelated to tasks, such as “getting to know one another” (James and Drakich
1993), games or contests (Corsaro 1994; Corsaro and Rizzo 1988; Maynard 1985),
teasing (Sanford and Eder 1984; Eder 1991), collaborative storytelling (Eder 1988),
and gossip (Eder and Enke 1991; Goodwin 1980), to name but a few. The topics of
social interaction frequently refer to adolescents’ lives outside the class, such as
sports, dating, jobs, parties, fights, social occasions, TV and movies, music, and
generally “fun” or exceptional experiences they had during the day (Sieber 1979).
Like task interaction, social interaction can entail socioemotional forms of behav-
ior, such as personal insults and praise.

Rates of participation in tasks and social events were measured as the number of
outwardly directed interactions that a student performed in a classroom per hour
(as averaged for each semester).3 Note that the unit of analysis was a student
within a classroom, not the student’s behavior across classrooms. Also note that
rates of participation have a skewed distribution across students and classrooms.
Clearly, some classrooms and students are far more vocal than others. To predict
rates of participation, a log transformation was used in predictive models. The log
of the rate of participation made the dependent variable normally distributed so
that it acquired more reliable standard errors in statistical models.4 (A more de-
tailed description of variable construction and descriptive statistics for each vari-
able are available from the author.)
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Explanatory Variables

The substantive question addressed by this research is: which classroom and stu-
dent characteristics are associated with which types and rates of participation in
classrooms? Four sets of variables were hypothesized to influence classroom be-
haviors: status (resources), social opportunities (task structures), political climates
(networks), and habit.

Students have different status resources, or status characteristics, that enable
them to be accepted participants in classroom affairs. A large body of research de-
scribes how the status characteristics of actors bias perceptions such that unequal
levels of competence in tasks are attributed to persons holding such characteristics
(Berger, Rosenholtz, and Zelditch 1980; Cohen and Lotan 1997a). I defined status
at three levels of specificity: societal, school, and classroom. Diffuse status charac-
teristics are the most abstract characteristics of a student and have societal-level
referents. I argue that diffuse statuses like race, gender, and socioeconomic class are
translated into more specific statuses within social settings like classrooms. The
logic here is that students with higher status ranking (whether diffuse or specific)
are viewed as more legitimate participants and are afforded greater rights to dis-
course. Some of this work even suggests that physical attractiveness acts as a dif-
fuse status characteristic affecting the expectations attributed to actors in tasks
(Patzer 1985; Webster and Driskell 1983). In this analysis, certain measures refer to
diffuse statuses acquired in and across various domains of social life. Diffuse sta-
tus characteristics were measured by the student’s racial background (minority for
Magnet High), urban or rural residence (for River High), gender (female), matu-
rity level (grade level), type of family (traditional nuclear family or not; see Astone
and McLanahan 1991), the family’s occupational status, and the student’s physical
attractiveness.5

A more specific status characteristic pertains to the student’s standing within
the school. For example, a student’s academic standing in the school was defined by
grade point average (akin to class rankings). Students enter classes with cumula-
tive grade point averages and class rankings that define an academic biography
and rank-position in relation to their peers. Those with high G.P.A.s and rankings
are generally known as good students, and such characterizations may lead them
to perform well across all classes, regardless of the classroom context. This mea-
sure was developed as a relative G.P.A. rank within each school.

While academic status is one characteristic that might increase academic partic-
ipation, social status or popularity among peers may have a different effect alto-
gether (Bidwell 1965; Coleman 1961a; Cusick 1973; Gordon 1957). Certain students
enter classrooms as highly regarded in the school and are generally more sought
after as friends than other students. We can hypothesize that prominence in the
school gives students greater self-esteem and willingness to participate in every
class setting. The measure for popularity in the school is the number of selections
a student received as a friend outside of school.6

A third level of status specificity, local status in the classroom, is distinct from soci-
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etal and school levels (Cohen and Lotan 1997a). Status in the classroom setting de-
pends in part on the external statuses that students possess in society and the
school, but they are also highly defined by the composition of the class and events
that arise within the classroom itself. As status becomes more specific, its value is
more constructed by the local context and emergent processes therein.

At this level, local academic status is the relative academic rank a student pos-
sesses in a class. For example, when everyone in a class gets a D except for one stu-
dent who gets a C, then that student’s local academic status is relatively high, but
his or her academic status in the school is relatively low (assuming the student has
a C average). Similarly, local social status is the relative popularity rank a student
possesses in a class. Just because someone is highly regarded in school does not
mean he or she is well regarded in a particular classroom setting. A classroom may
be composed of twenty thespians and one externally popular cheerleader whom
the thespians intensely dislike. In such a setting, popularity in the school carries
little weight.

By differentiating classroom status from school status, it is possible to test
whether school or classroom standing brings the student the most legitimacy as a
dominant player in academic or social affairs. Moreover, including both levels of
status reveals the effect of being popular in school net of being popular in class.
Similarly, for academic status we can discern the effect of being a good student in
school net of being a good student in class.7 By distinguishing status characteris-
tics by such levels of specificity, we can determine which status characteristics are
salient and how they are used. The basic idea of status resources, whether diffuse
or locally specific, and whether translated or emergent, is that they enable actors
to take advantage of the classroom social context.

Even though they have different status resources at their discretion, students are
influenced by a definition of the classroom situation that may make those resources
more or less salient. In particular, the social opportunities of tasks and the political cli-
mate of student friendships create a context wherein greater or lesser amounts of
participation occur. These characteristics of the classroom setting have uniform ef-
fects on learning experiences and are therefore classroom-level phenomena.

Social opportunities to take the floor are partly determined by the instructional
format used (Doyle 1986). Centralized tasks like lectures and recitations limit ac-
cess to the floor. In contrast, decentralized tasks like group work allow greater ac-
cess at the expense of monitoring and control. These rules of access and levels of
monitoring are presented equally to all participants in a classroom activity. Re-
peated use of certain activities leads actors to expect certain social opportunities
and norms of appropriate behavior.

The availability of these social opportunities was defined by the proportion of
time that classes spend in more centralized formats of instruction (Bossert 1979;
Doyle 1986; Metz 1978; Stodolsky 1988). These controlled activities consist of lec-
tures, recitation, films, and exams. During such segments, access to peers and the
public stage is very constrained. Other activities also entail controlled behaviors
but are more loosely monitored, such as seatwork. There, student behavior is partly
contained but given some degree of freedom in most settings, such that neighbors
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can quietly talk with each other. Given that these types of instructional formats con-
strain interaction, I constructed a measure of teacher-controlled instruction,

Teacher-controlled = Lecture + Recitation + Films 
+ Exams + (.5) × (Seatwork), (8.1)

that was designed to capture task constraints on access to public discourse.
Unfortunately, giving students the social opportunity to interact does not al-

ways result in greater participation (Stein, Grover, and Henningsen 1996). A
teacher may use the same format all day, but each class reacts somewhat differ-
ently. Some classes will take advantage of social opportunities more readily than
others because of the political climate among peers. Within classrooms, the politi-
cal climate is defined by the pattern of friendship relations (Diani 1996). If friendships
become more densely interwoven and feelings of positive sentiment are evenly
distributed, then the climate is friendlier and allows more students to take advan-
tage of social opportunities without fear of reprimand or ridicule (Fischer 1977;
Giordano 1995). If friendships are sparse and centralized, then the climate seems
somewhat unfriendly and more uncertain to participants, thereby discouraging
the participation of all except select individuals. The mobilization potential, or the
participation capacity of a classroom, is thus partly a function of the overall shape
of the informal social network (DiMaggio 1992). A diffuse or centralized relational
structure can block collective participation, while a densely interwoven and egali-
tarian structure can facilitate it.

The mobilization potential of a classroom network was operationalized as the
linear combination of the density of classroom friendships and the spread of posi-
tive sentiments. The density of a network was measured by the total number of
friendship ties divided by the number possible. The spread of positive sentiments
was calculated as one minus the Gini coefficient for student centralities in a class-
room (that is, in-degree centrality; see Freeman 1979). The Gini coefficient was a
measure of status inequality ranging in value from zero to one (McFarland 1999;
Plank 2000a). Subtracting it from one provided a measure of status equality. These
two variables were combined (friendly classroom relations = density plus [one
minus Gini in-degree]),8 thereby capturing the extent to which an informal friend-
ship network was interconnected and equal.

Distinct from status but relevant to social standing is the density of friendships a
student experiences within the classroom (Borgatti, Everett, and Freeman 1999).
This notion of egocentric density is somewhat different from the friendliness of a
classroom setting as it pertains to the local relational set of a particular student. As
more of a student’s friends select each other as friends, the ego becomes more situ-
ated in a tight clique where norms and behaviors are reinforced. These closed local
networks can place demands on students to recognize and cater to his or her
friends. It is expected that dense egocentric networks will hinder task participation
and facilitate sociable participation, net of the classroom’s political climate.

A final social mechanism salient to participation concerns habit. The inertia or sta-
bility in presentations of self, or the tendency of prior action to reinforce similar future
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behavior, is often overlooked in current sociological research. However, George Her-
bert Mead (1934) and other pragmatists regarded habituation a central mechanism
guiding much of human behavior. This work suggests that past patterns of interac-
tion will become routine and that the actor will often behave on “autopilot.” To as-
certain the effect of past behaviors, a simple measure for first-semester rates of task
and sociable participation was used as a control in the longitudinal models.

Multilevel Framework

This chapter employs a multilevel framework to predict rates of student participa-
tion in task and sociable affairs (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992; Frank 1998). A multi-
level framework fits not only the substantive question but also the data structure,
and it overcomes biases that would occur in typical OLS analysis. Participation is
nested within students and classrooms, so a multilevel framework is appropriate.
Standard regression analysis is not an adequate method because it assumes that
coefficients are fixed between groups and that error terms are uncorrelated. To
achieve unbiased parameter estimates, I developed multilevel regression models
using SAS statistical software (see Littell et al. 1996; Singer 1998).9 A two-level
model overcomes aggregation bias and the mis-estimation of standard errors
common to traditional OLS analysis and helps to accurately discern group-level
(classroom-level) and individual-level (student- by classroom-level) effects on task
and social participation in classes. I report estimates of the effects of classroom
characteristics on the log-transformed rate of participation, controlling for a num-
ber of independent variables. For these estimates, I specified a two-level, random
intercept model where level two consists of classrooms and level one consists of
students in classrooms:

log (yij + 1) = β0j + β1xij1 + β2xij2 + … βkjxijk + εij (8.2)

β0j = γ00 + γ01(classroom characteristic) + … + δ01 (8.3)

Instead of treating β0j as representing a set of fixed constants, I assumed that each
β0j is a random variable with a specified probability distribution.

In sum, multilevel regression models predict whether characteristics of status
(be they diffuse or at the school or class level) and classroom organizational char-
acteristics (the social opportunities of prescribed tasks and political climates of in-
formal networks) are associated with heightened participation in task and social
affairs of classrooms.

RESULTS

The first set of analyses ascertains whether the variance in task and social partici-
pation can be explained by classroom characteristics as distinct from individual
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properties. By partitioning the variance within and between classrooms, it is pos-
sible to demonstrate the proportion of variance in participation attributable to in-
dividual or contextual characteristics (Sampson, Morenoff, and Earls 1999).

The variance decomposition is illustrated in table 8.3 for an unconditional
model of first- and second-semester participation. Intraclass correlations reveal
the proportion of total variance explained between classrooms.10 In every model,
the variance in rates of participation (first semester, second semester, and net in-
crease) is substantially attributed to classroom-level variation. Anywhere between
6 and 30 percent of the total variation in participation can be attributed to class-
room characteristics. In short, student participation is only partly influenced by
their characteristics and their particular situations.

Tables 8.4 through 8.7 present results of multilevel regression models. Tables 8.4
and 8.6 present cross-sectional results for the first semester, or the factors initially as-
sociated with higher rates of task and sociable forms of participation. Tables 8.5 and
8.7 present longitudinal results, or factors associated with increased rates of task and
sociable participation in classrooms.11 As such, the tables reveal initial associations
and then slopes for growth. Within each table, standardized coefficients are listed to
allow for comparison of the magnitude of effects across different variables.12

Background Effects

Several general findings emerge from the results in tables 8.4 through 8.7. The first
set concerns the effects of student background and diffuse status characteristics on
participation. In general, students’ diffuse status characteristics play a larger role
in sociable interactions than task interactions. In tables 8.4 and 8.5, background
variables fail to significantly improve the models of task participation. Surpris-
ingly, minority race at Magnet and family structure more generally have no signif-
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TABLE 8.3 / Decomposition of Variance for Task and Social Participation

First Second Second Semester
Variance Components Semester Semester Net of First

Task participation
Classroom-level variance τ00 .14 .14 .06
Individual-level variance σ2 .39 .42 .16
Intraclass correlation ρ .27 .25 .16

Social participation
Classroom-level variance τ00 .23 .30 .15
Individual-level variance σ2 .62 .61 .44
Intraclass correlation ρ .27 .33 .25

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: ρ indicates the proportion of total variance that occurs between classrooms:
ρ = τ00/(τ00 + σ2).



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000162 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

icant effect on classroom behaviors. However, there are significant effects of dif-
fuse status characteristics for place of residence, gender, occupational status, and
physical attractiveness.

River High students start the year less vocal in task and sociable affairs than
Magnet youth, but then their participation grows at a steeper rate over the course
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TABLE 8.4 / Cross-Sectional First-Semester Models: Multilevel Coefficients from the 
Regression of First-Semester Task Participation (Log) on Selected Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Explanatory Variables (N = 751) b* b* b* b*

Intercept —*** —*** —*** —**

Background variables
Magnet minoritya .04 .05 .05 .05
River towna −.23** −.23** −.24** −.18*
River rurala −.16* −.16* −.17** −.12
Female gender .02 .01 .00 .00
Lower grade level .02 .01 −.01 .00
Non-nuclear family −.02 −.01 .00 .00
Highest parent occupational status .04 .04 .03 .03
Missing occupational status .00 .04 .03 .03
Physical attractivenessb .12*** .11** .06 .06

Standing in schoolb

Academic standing in school .11** .08 .07
Social standing in school .03 −.04 −.04

Standing in classc

Academic standing in class .07* .07*
Social standing in class .20*** .20***
Density of ego’s network .03 .02

Classroom characteristicsd

Teacher-controlled instruction −.17*
Friendly classroom relations .14

Likelihood ratio χ2

Unconditional model
comparison (df) −8 (9)ns −9 (11)ns 16 (14)ns 23 (16)ns

Prior model comparison (df) −8 (9)ns −1 (2)ns 25  (3)*** 7 (2)*

Log likelihood 1,508.7 1,509.3 1,484.7 1,477.6

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: b* = β (sx/sy). Percentage change = exp (b*) −1. To get raw data, b = exp (b* (sx/sy)) −1.
aMagnet majority is the baseline comparison group for regional variables.
bThese variables are mean-centered within each school.
cThese variables are mean-centered within each classroom.
dClassroom characteristics are level-two variables with N = 36.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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TABLE 8.5 / Longitudinal Models: Multilevel Coefficients from the Regression of 
Second-Semester Task Participation (Log) on Selected Lagged Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Explanatory Variables (N = 467) b* b* b* b*

Intercept —*** —*** —*** —

Past participation
Task interaction (log) .47*** .43*** .42*** .40***
Social interaction (log) .01 .04 .02 .00

Background variables
Magnet minoritya .06 .08 .08 .07
River towna −.02 −.01 −.02 .10
River rurala .07 .07 .07 .14*
Female gender −.05 −.08* −.08* −.08*
Lower grade level .02 −.01 −.01 .04
Non-nuclear family .04 .05 .05 .05
Highest parent occupational status .07 .05 .06 .06
Missing occupational status −.16*** −.14*** −.13*** −.13***
Physical attractivenessb .10* .09* .07 .08*

Standing in schoolb

Academic standing in school .18*** .18*** .18***
Social standing in school .08* .06 .06

Standing in classc

Academic standing in class .01 .00
Social standing in class .10* .10*
Density of ego’s network −.07+ −.08*

Classroom characteristicsd

Teacher-controlled instruction −.30**
Friendly classroom relations .18+

Likelihood ratio χ2

Unconditional model
comparison (df) 5 (9)ns 17 (11)* 14 (14)ns 27 (16)*

Prior model comparison (df) 5 (9)ns 13 (2)** −4 (3)ns 13 (2)**

Log likelihood 864.1 851.5 855.1 842.4

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: b* = β (sx/sy). Percentage change = exp (b*) −1. To get raw data, b = exp (b* (sx/sy)) −1.
aMagnet majority is the baseline comparison group for regional variables.
bThese variables are mean-centered within each school.
cThese variables are mean-centered within each classroom.
dClassroom characteristics are level-two variables with N = 36.
+p < .10 (for classroom level only); *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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of the year than that of Magnet students. The rate of growth in River’s participa-
tion is not steep enough to catch up to the initial advantage that Magnet students
have, but it is worth asking why the schools differ in this way. Magnet High con-
tains smaller cohorts of students who take more of the same classes than do River
students. Hence, many Magnet students know each other at the start of the year,
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TABLE 8.6 / Cross-Sectional First-Semester Models: Multilevel Coefficients from the
Regression of First-Semester Social Participation (Log) on Selected 
Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Explanatory Variables (N = 751) b* b* b* b*

Intercept —*** —*** —*** —

Background variables
Magnet minoritya .04 .04 .03 .03
River towna −.19* −.18 −.19* −.10
River rurala −.14 −.13 −.14* −.08
Female gender .06* .07* .05 .05
Lower grade level .08 .07 .02 .03
Non-nuclear family .04 .04 .05 .06
Highest parent occupational status .04 .05 .04 .04
Missing occupational status .03 .02 .01 .01
Physical attractivenessb .19*** .17*** .10** .10**

Standing in schoolb

Academic standing in school −.08* −.03 −.04
Social standing in school .09* .00 .00

Standing in classc

Academic standing in class −.08* −.08*
Social standing in class .32*** .32***
Density of ego’s network .10** .09**

Classroom characteristicsd

Teacher-controlled instruction −.17*
Friendly classroom relations .25**

Likelihood ratio χ2

Unconditional model
comparison (df) 23 (9)** 30 (11)** 127 (14)*** 145 (16)***

Prior model comparison (df) 23 (9)** 22 (2)*** 96 (3)*** 19 (2)***

Log likelihood 1,816.6 1,809.4 1,713.1 1,693.9

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: b* = β (sx/sy). Percentage change = exp (b*) −1. To get raw data, b = exp (b* (sx/sy)) −1.
aMagnet majority is the baseline comparison group for regional variables.
bThese variables are mean-centered within each school.
cThese variables are mean-centered within each classroom.
dClassroom characteristics are level-two variables with N = 36.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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TABLE 8.7 / Longitudinal Models: Multilevel Coefficients from the Regression of 
Second-Semester Social Participation (Log) on Selected Lagged Predictors

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Explanatory Variables (N = 467) b* b* b* b*

Intercept —*** —*** —*** —

Past participation
Social interaction (log) .41*** .40*** .38*** .38***
Task interaction (log) .12** .12** .11* .10*

Background variables
Magnet minoritya .00 .01 .01 .01
River towna −.07 −.06 −.07 .00
River rurala .11 .12 .11 .16*
Female gender .00 .00 .00 .00
Lower grade level .02 .00 .00 .04
Non-nuclear family .06 .06 .06 .06
Highest parent occupational status .07* .08* .09** .09**
Missing occupational status −.11*** −.11** −.10** −.10**
Physical attractivenessb .15*** .13*** .12*** .12***

Standing in schoolb

Academic standing in school −.02 −.03 −.04
Social standing in school .10** .07* .07*

Standing in classc

Academic standing in class .03 .03
Social standing in class .09** .09**
Density of ego’s network −.04 −.05

Classroom characteristicsd

Teacher-controlled instruction −.15
Friendly classroom relations .22*

Likelihood ratio χ2

Unconditional model
comparison (df) 30 (9)*** 28 (11)** 24 (14)* 33 (16)**

Prior model comparison (df) 30 (9)*** −2 (2)ns −4 (3)ns 9 (2)*

Log likelihood 959.1 961.3 964.9 955.9

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: b* = β (sx/sy). Percentage change = exp (b*) −1. To get raw data, b = exp (b* (sx/sy)) −1.
aMagnet majority is the baseline comparison group for regional variables.
bThese variables are mean-centered within each school.
cThese variables are mean-centered within each classroom.
dClassroom characteristics are level-two variables with N = 36.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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while students at River often start out with a lot of strangers in the classroom.
When the school year commences, River students are uncertain of their surround-
ings and more cautious when participating than their Magnet peers. As the year
gets going, however, acquaintances become friends and River students start to in-
teract more.

Even though gender has no association with initial rates of task participation,
males tend to become slightly more vocal in tasks over the course of the school
year. Much of the literature on gender and dominance suggests that boys are more
vocal in tasks (Lockheed, Harris, and Nemceff 1983; Ridgeway and Diekema
1989), and perhaps more so in the second semester after social ties and classroom
norms have been learned (McFarland 2001). After students “learn the ropes” and
come to understand the rules of the game, they are more inclined to adopt learned
strategies of action that fit their individual dispositions (for example, boys become
more aggressive). Why this does not also arise with respect to sociable participa-
tion is unclear and requires further analysis.

Interestingly, students who did not provide information on their parents’ occu-
pational status are less involved in tasks and sociable affairs over time. Moreover,
this effect occurs net of their absences, suggesting that they lessen their participa-
tion even when they do show up for class. These students did not provide com-
plete survey responses because they attended class less and less often as the year
progressed. Owing to their absence, their membership in the setting and familiar-
ity with daily affairs diminished, and in turn so did their efforts to participate.

Students with parents of higher occupational status tend to become more socia-
ble as the year progresses. These are wealthier students who can afford nice
clothes, the “in” haircut, a car, and who have money for social events. Much of the
literature on social crowds makes much of social class distinctions in relation to
the adolescent world, so it is of little surprise here (Brown 1986, 1989; Canaan 1987;
Eckert 1989; Kinney 1993). Since these resources are more salient to the adolescent
society than formal tasks, it makes sense that they encourage sociability.

In comparison to other diffuse status characteristics, physical attractiveness is
the most salient to classroom affairs. Physical attractiveness is especially associ-
ated with sociable behavior and increased involvement in playlike endeavors. Stu-
dents who are physically attractive have a status resource that enables them to
enter conversations (as attractive) and defuse tense situations they encounter (for
example, translating them from task to flirting routines). The relevance of physical
attractiveness and sexuality to adolescent relations and adolescent-adult interac-
tion is no surprise to most anyone who observes American secondary schools
(Webster and Driskell 1983).

School and Classroom Standing

By themselves, background characteristics do not afford the best model of task and
sociable participation (see likelihood ratio χ2). Local status positions in the school
and classroom greatly define who can and cannot take a dominant part in the aca-
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demic and sociable affairs of classrooms. A student’s academic and sociable stand-
ing in the classroom plays an important role in defining his or her initial access to
discourse.13 In particular, popular students in the class are more vocal in both work
and play routines in the first semester. As such, popularity is a versatile resource
that enables the youth to enter any public stage that arises in the setting. In con-
trast, high academic standing in the class inhibits a student’s access to the play ac-
tivities around them.14

Over time, being a good student in the school (high G.P.A. rank) has a greater re-
lation to increased task participation than merely being a good student in that spe-
cific classroom setting. Academic standing in the school becomes more relevant
over time as teachers and peers learn of a student’s academic reputation. Although
it is true that students achieve at similar levels across school years, teachers ini-
tially know very little about a student’s past performance. By second semester,
general expectations are established and transferred across particular settings.
Local perceptions of ability, focus, and performance are salient during the first se-
mester, but by second semester the G.P.A. rank of a student is more established as
a salient status characteristic.

Accompanying the effect of G.P.A. rank in the school is the effect of local social
standing in the classroom. Locally popular kids, not “big men on campus” or
“homecoming queens,” are more likely to engage in tasks and social activities. This
seems like an odd result, since G.P.A. rank in the school is more related to task par-
ticipation than local academic standing. Why is popularity in the school less relevant
to task and social dominance than local social status in the classroom? G.P.A. rank is
more salient because it is a standardized measure that can be transposed across set-
tings for use. Teachers and students in one class know just as well as those in another
what an A means. In contrast, there is little consensus on which social crowds are
liked and disliked within the adolescent society. Therefore, local peer support is
more salient to task and social participation than popularity in the school.

A final characteristic of students’ individual situations concerns their social net-
works. The density of an egocentric network has an interesting relation to partici-
pation and increased dominance in classroom affairs. Students whose friends are
also friends with one another seem to be less participatory in tasks over time and
initially more vocal in the play activities around them. This effect is thought to
arise because dense friendship relations place social demands on students that re-
main fairly consistent over the course of the year, owing to the network’s closure.
A closed social network, however, demands that the student show allegiance to
friends and therefore makes increased participation in competitive tasks undesir-
able and possibly contradictory to the logic of the group norm (that is, the student
feels pressured to not be a rate-buster; see Homans 1950).

Classroom Characteristics

Thus far, I have discussed only the effects of students’ individual characteristics
and their egocentric situations. However, the fitness of the multilevel regression
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models significantly improves with the inclusion of two classroom characteristics
reflective of the formal and informal organizational contexts that students uni-
formly encounter in a classroom setting. Results in tables 8.4 through 8.7 indicate
that activity structures are more salient to levels of classroom task participation,
while the degree of equality and interrelatedness of friendship relations is more
salient to sociable affairs, both cross-sectionally and over time. Hence, there is a
degree of dimensional specificity. However, the structure of work initially influ-
ences play behavior in the classroom, defining its bounds. Over time, task struc-
tures become less salient as students learn to maneuver norms and expectations to
socialize in spite of them. Similarly, the structure of informal relations has a causal
influence on task behavior over time. Friendly contexts encourage increased inter-
action, especially after students become familiar with the setting. Overall, the more
student-centered work routines become, and the more egalitarian and developed
friendly classroom relations become, the more vocal a class becomes in general. As
work becomes centralized and interpersonal relations become diffuse and central-
ized, the level of participation diminishes.

Task Participation

Results in causal models (tables 8.5 and 8.7) show the obvious: task participa-
tion begets task participation, and social participation begets social participa-
tion. However, the models also show that task participation can result in in-
creased social participation, but not vice versa. This result suggests that tasks
act like ice-breakers for future socializing. It also suggests that sociable activi-
ties become increasingly more vocal and important over the course of the school
year.

The results reported in tables 8.4 through 8.7 reveal that there is dimensional
specificity across relational channels, types of status, and forms of conduct. How-
ever, certain relations, statuses, and behaviors can be used to pirate and translate
meanings across organizational dimensions. Recounting the main causes of task
and sociable behavior clearly tells such a story. The analyses of task participation
in tables 8.4 and 8.5 can be summarized as follows:

• Classrooms are more task-vocal when the activities are open and student-
centered.

• Individual students are more task-vocal when they are popular among class-
mates and academically successful in the specific class.

• Classrooms grow increasingly vocal in tasks when work routines are student-
centered and classroom relations are dense and egalitarian.

• Individual students grow increasingly vocal in tasks when they have high
G.P.A.s and have been task-vocal in the past. In addition, they grow increas-
ingly vocal in tasks when they are attractive and popular among classmates
and unhindered by membership in a dense friendship clique.
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Taken as a whole, these results reveal a larger story. First, context matters greatly
for high rates of task participation. Student-centered instructional formats and
dense egalitarian friendships enable students to be more vocal in tasks, especially
as the year progresses. Second, particular status resources enable students to par-
ticipate in tasks. Popular students and A students in the classroom are more vocal
in tasks and become increasingly so over time. In particular, good academic stand-
ing in the school generates greater task participation, most likely because youth
identify with and attach themselves to the roles in which they excel. However, lo-
cally popular students are more vocal at the start of the school year (see model 3 in
table 8.4, b* = .20), and they become increasingly so at a rate approaching that of
G.P.A. rank (see table 8.5).

Most of these results are straightforward, but the surprising finding is that the
informal organization of social relations and social standing therein affect the vi-
tality of formal classroom affairs net of formal organizational characteristics and
academic forms of status. Thus, while there is dimensional specificity (task struc-
tures and academic standing affect rates of task participation), there is also inter-
dimensional causation (characteristics of adolescents’ social lives permeate and in-
fluence academic affairs).

Social Participation

The analyses of social participation in tables 8.6 and 8.7 can be summarized as
follows:

• Classrooms are more sociable when tasks are student-centered and entail de-
veloped classroom networks.

• Individual students are more sociable when they are physically attractive,
when they are popular among classmates, and when they have dense per-
sonal friendship relations in the class, but not when they are academically
successful.

• Classrooms grow increasingly sociable if classroom relations are dense and
egalitarian.

• Individual students grow increasingly sociable when they are physically at-
tractive, when they are popular among classmates, and when they have been
socially and academically vocal in the past.

Taken as a whole, the results for sociable participation also reveal a larger story.
Like task behavior, social behavior is highly influenced by characteristics of the
classroom context. Instructional formats influence play only at the start of the year,
while the overall quality of the classroom friendship network encourages high
rates of play early on and causes sociable behavior to grow increasingly vocal as
the year progresses. Second, particular status resources enable students to partici-
pate in the play routines around them, while others inhibit such participation.
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Popular students with dense friendships find many opportunities for sociable in-
teractions. However, academically astute youth find that there are barriers or in-
centives not to participate in these interactions. There is to some extent a “status
barrier,” which suggests a unidirectional translation of status into participation.
Peer status legitimates the student as a participant in academic affairs, but aca-
demic status mildly delegitimates the student in sociable activities.

From the results, we can conclude that conduct in formal and informal organi-
zational dimensions is facilitated by certain classroom and individual characteris-
tics. Successful participation in tasks mainly requires access to the floor and legiti-
macy as a good student (achievement logic). Successful participation in social
affairs primarily requires a context of dense friendship ties and legitimacy as a
“likable” boy or girl. Results suggest that social and academic forms of interaction
have distinct causal anchors and that the formal and informal organization of
classrooms has recognizable boundaries.

At the same time, these results reveal that certain relations and status charac-
teristics can translate across formal and informal organizational boundaries.
Task participation arises not only from the formal organizational characteristics
of academic status but from social standing in the classroom and the nature of
friendship relations in the setting. The formal organization of instruction and
learning is altered by the context of informal relations and adolescent concep-
tions of informal status. This interdimensional effect nearly equals that occurring
within the formal organizational dimension of task structures and academic
definitions of status. In contrast, social participation arises almost exclusively
from friendship relations and peer status. The organization of tasks has a mild
association with social behavior, but only when the tasks are difficult to moni-
tor, thereby enabling the social world of adolescents to pour forth into class-
room affairs. Therefore, the results indicate that the social world permeates for-
mal work routines, while the academic world serves only as an avenue to
sociable interactions where academic values are shunned and seldom brought
to bear.

CONCLUSION

The answer to the initial research question—what makes some classes and stu-
dents more academically and/or sociably vocal than others?—should be clear.
Some classes are more vocal than others because they have students with friendly
interpersonal relations who are given the opportunity to interact with one another
through group work and discussion.15 Moreover, some students are more vocal
than others because they have various status resources that make them legitimate
participants in various classroom endeavors. In general, status characteristics have
greater dimensional specificity than classroom characteristics. However, social
standing among classmates and physical attractiveness afford legitimacy in both
work and play activities. In contrast, academic status appears to have relevance
only for academic affairs and even acts as a mild stigma in social activities. Last,
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student participation is greatly defined by past levels of participation. However,
this too has a degree of dimensional specificity. Sociable play interactions do not
lead to greater work involvement, but task interactions do become a basis for fu-
ture play interactions. As such, classroom participation is characterized by behav-
ioral drift from work to play affairs over time. In short, formal and informal orga-
nization have a degree of boundary definition, but the pattern of translation is
such that the informal world of adolescents permeates and somewhat supplants
the work routines in high school classrooms.

The policy implications of this chapter are somewhat limited, since its sample is
limited to thirty-six classrooms from two high schools. Nevertheless, certain hy-
potheses about classroom organization are suggested by this work. First, opening
up task structures increases not only task participation but social participation
unrelated to work. However, the opposite strategy is possibly more problematic.
Closing task structures inhibits task participation more over time than sociable
participation. That is, students will eventually socialize even though the tasks may
not allow it. Second, a friendly classroom setting encourages sociable interactions
and the digression of tasks into play routines. Some treatment or prescribed orga-
nization of adolescent relations may prove to have great returns on active involve-
ment in tasks. Friendliness among students is not a problem per se, but it can
become one if left undirected and unmanaged. Third, this research makes status
treatments seem more relevant than ever, regardless of the type of activity struc-
ture used (McFarland 2001). In particular, the main treatment needs to be peer sta-
tus, since it has the greatest sway over classroom discourse in general. Popular
youth appear to be loci of interaction in classrooms. Whether these students need
to be co-opted (McFarland 2003) or circumvented (Cohen and Lotan 1997a) is still
a point of debate. Removing popular students from the class often serves to un-
dermine processes of mobilization and consensus among adolescents. Last, fur-
ther research is needed to explain why academic and peer status are uncorrelated
in middle school and high school but positively associated in grade school (Lloyd
and Cohen 1999; Chiu 2000). Why does this divergence of academic and social
worlds arise?

This chapter has also tried to make a theoretical contribution to sociology and
the sociology of education, weaving together status characteristics theory and
micro-organizational theory in an effort to explain the different forms and varia-
tions of classroom conduct. Status characteristics are regarded as political re-
sources that confer a degree of legitimacy on the adolescent actors (Berger et al.
1980). Micro-organizational theory helps describe relational channels and activi-
ties that uniformly affect all actors in the setting, thereby creating opportunities
and constraints that affect overall levels of classroom participation (Homans 1950;
Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939). The end product is the extension of status char-
acteristics theory and a revival of old institutionalist theories that describe the be-
haviors and interactions associated with an organization’s technical core.16 Both
are relevant to the development of a social psychology of schooling and the study
of classrooms that Bidwell’s (2000, 2001) most recent work encourages sociologists
of education to study.
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NOTES

1. Academic status and peer status are measured as rankings within the classroom. Stu-
dents are asked who receives the best grades and who is the most popular. The re-
searcher sums the number of selections each student receives, then sorts students in
each classroom into quintiles, thereby creating an ordinal rank out of the number of se-
lections students receive. Students in higher quintiles are viewed as having status char-
acteristics that enable them to be more dominant participants in tasks (Cohen and Lotan
1997a).

2. The friends nominated on general and setting-specific forms are correlated but not mul-
ticollinear (.38). Many of the friends listed in class are not friends the student hangs out
with outside of school (McFarland 1999). These friends were therefore quite different
from the “fair-weather” friends many students had in class.

3. Hugh Mehan (1979) finds that some utterances by teachers and students are indirect
and aimed at the entire class. Rendering the dependent variable a rate of outwardly di-
rected utterances makes indirect and direct utterances equal. I started with sociolin-
guistic coding of sequences of interaction within classrooms (as does Mehan). I then
made a series of reasonable abstractions to acquire count-data that were rendered as
rate per hour (akin to the “process-product” tradition), thus obtaining a measure of par-
ticipation that was more useful for predictive analyses.

4. Some actors are nonvocal. Since taking the log of zero afforded negative values, I
logged the rate of interaction plus one.

5. Physical attractiveness is considered a diffuse status characteristic (Webster and
Driskell 1983). In this study, I evaluated the physical attractiveness of students on a
four-point scale. In an effort to assess the reliability of my observations, I asked fifteen
college students and professors of differing genders and ages to evaluate the attractive-
ness of forty-two students in a yearbook. The average correlation of evaluations was
.60; for my own coding, the average correlation was .68. The reliability is not ideal (.90
is), but the respondents had not seen the students in person and could not discern
height, curves, and so forth, from the yearbook pictures.

6. I initially thought that track placement and extracurricular involvement would matter
for participation (following McNeal 1995; Oakes, Gamoran, and Page 1992). However,
I found no such effect and, in the interest of parsimony, removed these controls.

7. Academic standing in the class and academic standing in the school are correlated at .52
but are not multicollinear.

8. Another reason to add the term one minus the Gini coefficient is that density was highly
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associated with class size (small classes being more dense). In an effort to define net-
work effects as distinct from class size, I saw the density and equality of tie distribution
as affording the best measures of trust and rights to discourse.

9. I used the SAS PROC MIXED procedure. The syntax is available from the author.
10. One way to think about the sources of variation in increased rates of participation is to

estimate the intraclass correlation, ρ. This is equivalent to expressing the variance-
covariance matrix in correlation form. For first-semester task participation: ρ = τ00 /
(τ00+σ2) = .14 / (.14 + .39) = .27.

11. Heckman sample selection tests were performed to see whether the longitudinal sub-
sample was significantly different from the larger cross-sectional first-semester sample.
Although the probit model found the smaller sample to be composed of more Magnet
students and more honors students than the first-semester sample, no significant effect
was found for the Inverse Mills Ratio on any outcome variable used in the results sec-
tion (at p < .10 level). A greater number of honors classes are in the longitudinal sample
than the cross-sectional sample because honors classes are more likely to be yearlong
courses than are other courses.

12. Standardized coefficients of b* = B (sx / sy) where B is the raw coefficient and s is the
standard deviation (level specific). Interpreting the effects of each standardized variable
requires further transformation, since the dependent variables are log-transformed.
Looking ahead to table 8.4, model 5, we see that first-semester task participation is sig-
nificantly associated with teacher-controlled instruction (b* = −.17). By transforming the
raw result (exp (x) − 1 = exp (−.17) − 1 = −.16%), I undo the log-transformation and learn
the percentage decline in task participation that results with a one-standard-deviation
increase in the use of teacher-centered tasks. A one-standard-deviation increase in
teacher-controlled instruction translates into a 16 percent decrease in task participation.

13. The regression models in tables 8.4 through 8.7 do not reveal the manner in which dif-
fuse statuses and school status effects on participation translate into local classroom sta-
tus effects on participation. I performed a series of multiple regressions to determine
the direct and indirect effects of diffuse statuses and school status variables. Few diffuse
status variables have direct effects on participation (besides attractiveness and occupa-
tional status). Some diffuse statuses translate mildly into school standing. Parents’ oc-
cupational status and family background affect students’ G.P.A. ranking. And occupa-
tional status affects students’ physical appearance (income can be used to buy clothes,
haircuts, and so on). Appearance, in turn, very mildly affects popularity in the school
and class. More substantial were the effects that school standing has on classroom
standing. Popularity in the school affects popularity in the class (correlation .38), and
G.P.A. ranking affects academic rank in a class (correlation at .52, but not significantly
multicollinear in tests of each model). Status in the school to some extent explains the
strong effect of status in the classroom. However, in longitudinal models of task partic-
ipation, the direct effects of academic rank in the school tend to eclipse local academic
rank in a class, while the inverse holds true for the relation of social statuses to social
participation.

14. The interaction of academic standing in the school with academic standing in the class-
room has a significant positive effect, suggesting that these statuses have a compound-
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ing effect. The interaction is less substantial than the additive effects, however, so it was
not included in the results.

15. I tested interactions of classroom characteristics and found that they have additive
effects, not compounding effects. It is not an either/or story with regard to volume of
discourse.

16. The scope of status characteristics theory has been expanded in several ways. The
analysis of classrooms is an application of the theory to a natural setting. By using a va-
riety of task structures, the theory has been extended beyond collaborative group situ-
ations. And last, by predicting sociable participation, status characteristics theory has
been used to explain behaviors emblematic of informal organization.
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Chapter 9

School Organization, Curricular Structure,
and the Distribution and Effects of

Instruction for Tenth-Grade Science

Robert A. Petrin

Sociological research on instruction has produced two important propositions.
The first is that different types of instruction depend on distinct organiza-
tional contexts for their effective development and implementation (Bidwell,

Frank, and Quiroz 1997; Elliott 1998; Lee, Smith, and Croninger 1997; Louis and
Marks 1998; Newmann, Marks, and Gamoran 1996; see also Gamoran 1989). The
second is that more progressive or participative forms of instruction (sometimes
referred to as student-centered, “authentic,” or student-agentic instruction) pro-
mote the achievement of all students regardless of their grade or ability level while
overcoming differences in students’ social backgrounds that contribute to inequal-
ities in learning (Lee et al. 1997; Louis and Marks 1998; Newmann, Marks, and
Gamoran 1996; Yair 2000).

Recent research has reexamined these claims with regard to high school mathe-
matics and found that while school organization is related to classroom pedagogy,
students’ instructional experiences can vary greatly within subject-matter curric-
ula (Bidwell et al. 1997; Petrin, forthcoming) and that more participative forms of
instruction may not always have the effects that prior research suggests (McFar-
land 2001; Petrin, forthcoming). This research explains such discrepancies by
pointing to the fact that analyses of instruction often neglect the structure of the
curriculum as well as variation in the distribution of resources within schools and
curricula essential to its production (McFarland 2001; Petrin, forthcoming). In light
of these recent findings, it remains an open question as to whether similar omis-
sions influence researchers’ understanding of the distribution and effects of in-
struction for high school science, where hands-on pedagogical activity is tradi-
tionally more common than is the case for mathematics, where instructional
activity of almost any type is apt to be more resource-intensive and where the sub-
ject matter itself is more fragmented and therefore may be especially dependent on
particular forms of pedagogy for the effective integration of course material.

This chapter seeks to contribute to the understanding of instruction by examin-
ing whether students’ instructional experiences are qualitatively similar across
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courses in the tenth-grade science curriculum, and whether similar types of in-
struction are generated in the same way and have the same effects on student out-
comes across courses in this curriculum. It does so by building on prior research
identifying instruction as a resource essential to learning, while placing particular
emphasis on the role that intracurricular contexts play in regulating students’ ed-
ucational experiences. Evaluating instruction in this manner requires investigat-
ing its distribution and effects in light of what is known about schools as formal or-
ganizations and the influence the curriculum has on teaching and learning.

INTRAORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXTS,
RESOURCES,AND INSTRUCTION

Schools can be thought of as influencing individual actions and outcomes by cre-
ating “contexts” wherein goals are established, resources are assembled, and social
exchanges occur (Bidwell 1965, 2000; Bidwell et al. 1997; Coleman 1988; Coleman
and Hoffer 1987; Lucas 1999; see also Firestone 1985; Swidler and Arditti 1994).
From this perspective, courses represent important units of analysis since they me-
diate between schools and classrooms, shape teachers’ goals and mandates, and
reflect the distribution of human capital and other resources within schools and
curricula. Courses are also amenable to “structuralist” analyses of educational phe-
nomena, which emphasize the relational aspects of academic and social positions
in schools and schooling and call attention to the ways in which students’ educa-
tional experiences are shaped by their progression through these positions (see, for
example, Friedkin and Thomas 1997; Lucas 1999; Stevenson, Schiller, and Schnei-
der 1994; see also Schneider, Swanson, and Riegle-Crumb 1998). This structuralist
conception of schools and schooling is in many respects inherent to the Opportu-
nity to Learn (OTL) paradigm of Aage Sørenson and the organizational perspec-
tive on schools, both of which inform much of the sociological research on instruc-
tion (Bidwell 1965, 2000; Bidwell et al. 1997; Firestone 1985; Ingersoll 1993; Kilgore
1991; Kilgore and Pendleton 1993; Sørenson 1970, 1987).

Drawing on the OTL and organizational approaches, researchers have identified
instruction as the core technology of schools and classrooms and an important fac-
tor in the stratification of student outcomes (see, for example, Dreeben and
Gamoran 1986; Gamoran and Berends 1988; Gamoran 1989; Lee et al. 1997). Yet in
spite of repeated reference to the OTL and organizational traditions, and perhaps
owing to particular notions of equality of educational opportunity, researchers
often treat instruction as a resource bearing a limited relationship to important fea-
tures of schools and curricula. As a result, measures of pedagogical exposure incor-
porated into analyses of instruction are often developed for student populations as
a whole, and instructional effects are evaluated at the school or track levels (see, for
example, Elliott 1998; Lee and Smith 1995; Lee et al. 1997; Louis and Marks 1998).

There are at least three shortcomings to these approaches. First, they assume
that a given type of instruction is equally effective for all students. This assump-
tion is not always supported by findings from other social science disciplines,
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which confirm that instruction is a resource essential to learning but also suggest
that pedagogy must be appropriately matched to the needs and abilities of stu-
dents (Cronbach 2002; Cronbach and Webb 1975; see also Loveless 2003). Second,
researchers often neglect the possibility that correlates of instructional practices
observed at highly aggregate units of analysis are confounded with structural fea-
tures of the curriculum, as well as with the distribution of human capital and other
resources within schools and curricula (Kilgore 1991; Kilgore and Pendleton 1993;
Rowan, Correnti, and Miller 2002; Sørenson 1970, 1987). Sally Kilgore (1991), for
example, demonstrates that school size and school academic environment, both of
which are hypothesized to be negatively correlated with more progressive types of
instruction in other research, also influence students’ chances of enrolling in more
rigorous courses (see also Kilgore and Pendleton 1993; Oakes 1985; Powell, Farrar,
and Cohen 1985). Third, many of the attempts to incorporate the curriculum into
analyses of instruction have used students’ overall curricular “track” (that is, vo-
cational, college preparatory, general academic, et cetera). Doing so, however, is
problematic, since tracks are often heterogenous (see, for example, Gamoran
1992b; Lee and Bryk 1989) and may not provide robust or even intuitive indicators
of students’ positions within subject-specific curricula (Garet and DeLany 1988;
Lucas 1999; Schneider et al. 1998; Stevenson et al. 1994). As a result, aggregate ad-
ministrative descriptors of students’ high school programs may reveal little about
the academic material to which pedagogical activity is matched, and may be of lim-
ited value in shedding light on the the midlevel phenomena essential to under-
standing the relationship of instruction to social stratification in education.

For these reasons, it would appear to be important to evaluate the distribution
and effects of instruction at the more proximate locations within schools and cur-
ricula where learning is produced and the bulk of variation in student outcomes
occurs. In doing so, researchers can better match the structuralist assumptions un-
derlying key sociological perspectives on schools and schooling, as well as recent
empirical research on the ways in which students negotiate high school curricula.

Structure,Agency, and Instruction

In seeking a broader sociological understanding of the distribution and effects of
instruction, it may be useful to think of instruction as a resource that is generated
within contexts defined by courses representing distinct positions in curricula,
rather than as a resource that is necessarily produced as a result of school-level re-
sources or organizational configurations. Indeed, both the OTL and organizational
perspectives on schools and schooling suggest that the distribution and effects of
instruction are likely governed by more of an “ecological” logic than the top-down
“production function” logic inherent to many analyses of instruction (see, for ex-
ample, Bidwell 2001; Firestone 1985; Friedkin and Thomas 1997). If this is the case,
evaluating instruction and its relationship to stratification in education requires
more explicitly accounting for structure and agency than is currently done in edu-
cational research.
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To the extent that instruction is an essential resource in education it makes sense
to question whether its distribution and effects are influenced by the structure of the
curriculum itself. This possibility is suggested by both sociotechnical models of
schools as well as institutionalist accounts of school functioning (Bidwell 1965,
2001; Firestone 1985; Ingersoll 1993). As is the case for other important resources in
education, instruction can be differentiated along both qualitative and quantita-
tive dimensions. Current research recognizes qualitative variation in students’ in-
structional experiences to a degree by specifying, in broad terms, different modes
of instruction (such as teacher-centered, inquiry-based, “authentic,” or student-
centered instruction, and so on; see Lee et al. 1997; McFarland 2001; Newmann,
Marks, and Gamoran 1996). However, this research often does not explicitly ac-
count for the fact that particular modes of instructional activity may themselves dis-
play variation across courses in subject-specific curricula, owing to variation in the
task environments defining inquiry in these courses. This latter type of qualitative
variation is likely to be particularly salient in less hierarchically organized curric-
ula such as science, where the academic material covered in different courses may
vary widely and may not build on material covered in students’ previous courses
in a direct or concrete way (Stodolsky and Grossman 1995). In addition, since the
skills required for student-based inquiry can vary across science courses as a func-
tion of the academic material they cover, as can the amount of time required by
teachers to put in place the conceptual scaffolding necessary for maximizing re-
turns to independent or group-based inquiry, the optimum balance between con-
ventional (that is, teacher-agentic) and progressive (that is, student-agentic)
modes of instruction can vary across courses as well, even if no qualitative varia-
tion in particular modes of instruction exists across these courses. Therefore, it is
likely that instruction is structured by curricula themselves, even before variation
in the availability of other important “precursor” resources is accounted for (such
as, class size, teacher qualifications, material resources, student human capital,
and so on).

Since instruction is the product of social interactions (Bidwell 1965, 2003;
McFarland 2001; Waller 1932; Yasumoto, Uekawa, and Bidwell 2001), it is not just
variation in the substantive aspects of curricula but variation in teacher and student
agency that regulate the ways in which instruction is organized across courses in
curricula. Teacher agency influences student instructional experiences because dif-
ferent understandings of teachers’ professional goals and mandates, and different
teachers’ professional beliefs influence the types of interactions introduced or per-
mitted in the classroom. Indeed, the autonomy of teachers’ work has long been
noted as an important feature of schools (Bidwell 1965; Dreeben 2001; Firestone
1985; Ingersoll 1993, 1996). To the extent that teacher agency is related to teacher
human capital (for example, years of experience, formal academic preparation,
gender) and becomes “matched” to distinct courses in curricula in systematic
ways, teachers’ goals, mandates, and beliefs could be expected to display different
relationships to students’ instructional experiences across positions in curricula.
Evidence of this matching can be found in Merrilee Finley’s (1985) account of cur-
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ricular structuration at a comprehensive public high school. Finley suggests that
teachers’ perceptions of appropriate classroom exchanges, as well as their goals
and expectations for students, become mapped onto courses in curricula through
the intraorganizational politics of teacher course assignments (see also Bourdieu
1996; Bourdieu, Passeron, and de Saint Martin 1994; Firestone 1985; Goodson 1992;
Ingersoll 1993; Powell et al. 1985). 

Student agency likewise contributes to variation in the distribution and effects
of instruction within schools and curricula since students’ attitudes and motiva-
tions influence the latitude that teachers have in adopting pedagogical strategies
in the classroom. Charles Bidwell, for example, argues that instruction depends on
a degree of goodwill between students and teachers as well as the elective partici-
pation of students (Bidwell 2001; see also Dreeben and Barr 1988; McFarland
2001). In addition, the OTL paradigm states that learning is a function of student
effort as well as the resources commonly examined in sociological analyses of
achievement (Sørenson 1970, 1987). Indeed, prior research has shown that students’
motivation, effort, and efficacy are related to their positions in curricula (Friedkin
and Thomas 1997; Heyns 1974) as well as their instructional experiences in tenth
grade mathematics (Petrin, forthcoming).1

Ultimately it is not just students’ attitudes and motivations but their aptitudes
that differentiate curricular positions from one another and likely influence the
distribution and effects of instruction across positions in curricula. Thus, even in
the unlikely event that intracurricular contexts are defined only by variation in
students’ abilities, there would still be reason to expect variation in the distribu-
tion and effects of instruction within schools and curricula due to variation in the
aptitudes and pedagogical requirements of students. Contemporary sociological
research has uncovered evidence of such “aptitude-treatment interactions” (Cron-
bach 2002; Cronbach and Webb 1975), attributing them to the organization of cur-
ricula or contextual effects (Gamoran and Kelly 2003; see also results discussed in
Rowan et al. 2002).

In sum, variations in the distribution and effects of instruction are likely struc-
tural effects. First, they reflect the ease or difficulty with which teachers faced with
particular levels of human capital, material resources, and curricular constraints
either choose to or are able to implement various pedagogical practices in the
classroom. Second, they provide an indication of the influence of particular types
of pedagogical activities on students’ achievement and engagement with class
material, given the nature of that material and the types of students enrolled in
the associated course. Therefore, by drawing the microstructures of curricula di-
rectly into analyses of instruction, researchers can control for the effects of school
organizational characteristics on the allocation of students to positions in curric-
ula and thus isolate the true relationship of these characteristics to pedagogical
practice. By recognizing cross-curricular position variation in student instruc-
tional experiences, they can also better understand the influence of classroom
pedagogical activities on students’ educational outcomes and stratification in
education.
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A GENERAL STRATEGY FOR ANALYZING THE
DISTRIBUTION AND EFFECTS OF INSTRUCTION

A general strategy for evaluating variation in the distribution and effects of in-
struction can be thought of as entailing four steps. First, researchers must isolate
courses within subject-specific curricula capable of serving as proxies for the type
and level of material covered in students’ classes. Second, measures of classroom
pedagogical contents must be developed for each of these courses that provide not
only accurate descriptions of students’ actual instructional experiences but also in-
sight into variation in pedagogical practices across courses in subject-specific cur-
ricula. Third, researchers must isolate those courses for which student instruc-
tional experiences are substantively the same and thus comparable with respect to
the distribution and effects of instruction. Finally, parallel statistical models relat-
ing student, school, and classroom resources to students’ instructional experiences
as well as to student engagement with class material must be generated for those
courses for which students’ instructional experiences are comparable.

For the present analyses, students’ instructional experiences are viewed as me-
diating between student, school, and classroom characteristics and students’ en-
gagement with science. Although students’ actual instructional experiences must
be determined empirically, they are posited at the outset as consisting of more con-
ventional, teacher-centered or teacher-agentic instruction and more progressive,
inquiry-based, student-centered or student-agentic instruction. In accord with the
literature noted earlier, courses within subject-specific curricula are hypothesized
to constitute a structure determined by the formal and informal aspects of curric-
ula. In order to highlight the emphasis placed on the relational aspects of courses
in the present analysis, the term curricular position is adopted here to refer to stu-
dents’ location in the tenth-grade science curriculum. From this perspective, it is
not just the causal relationships between exogenous (predictor) and endogenous
(outcome) variables that are of interest in analyses of instruction, but also variation
in these relationships across curricular positions.

To the extent that variation in the effects of school variables on student instruc-
tional experiences is found across curricular positions characterized by identical
forms of instruction, the data provide evidence suggesting that courses represent
distinct, midlevel contexts in the broader institutional environments of schools
and schooling that are important to the analysis of instruction. Variation in the ef-
fects of organizational resources—noted in prior research as being important to
the generation of various types of instruction (school academic press, school pro-
fessional environment, school curricular revision programs)—is of particular in-
terest since it suggests variation in the implementation and/or operationalization
of organizational resources across distinct positions in the curriculum. To the ex-
tent that the effects of teacher variables on student instructional experiences vary
across curricular positions, the data provide evidence suggesting that students re-
spond to identical teacher contributions to the classroom in different ways across
different positions in curricula, or that teachers act on identical goals, mandates,
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and beliefs in different ways across curricular positions, perhaps reflecting the aca-
demic or social structure of the curriculum. To the extent that the effects of identical
student instructional experiences vary across curricular positions in science, the data
provide evidence suggesting that particular modes of instruction have different ef-
fects on identical student outcomes across distinct positions in the curriculum.

DATA AND METHODS

The data used here are drawn from the student, school, transcript, teacher, and par-
ent components of the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 to 1994
(NELS:88–94). For the present analysis, a sample of 7,170 public high school sopho-
mores enrolled in one of four curricular positions was isolated.2 These curricular po-
sitions, defined as earth and environmental science, biology, chemistry, and physics,
were generated by aggregating students by the topical coverage of the science
course they were enrolled in at the time of the first follow-up survey administration.3

Multigroup confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA; see Muthén and Christoffers-
son 1981) was used to develop separate curricular position-specific measures of stu-
dent instructional experiences and examine qualitative variation in these measures
across curricular positions.4 After curricular positions that are comparable with re-
spect to the student instructional experience measurement models were identified
and isolated, a multigroup structural equation model (MGSEM; see Bollen 1989)
was used to specify a series of hypothesized causal relationships between student,
classroom, and school variables and these instructional experience measures, as well
as between student, classroom, and school variables, the student instructional expe-
riences, and student-reported engagement with science, while controlling and/or
testing for variation in effects across curricular positions.5 The variables used in the
MGSEM portion of the analysis are described in the next section.6

School Variables

School size is included in the MGSEM since it is hypothesized to influence the pro-
duction of instruction by eroding school professional communities. Specifically, large
schools where it is difficult for faculty to interact are believed to pose challenges to the
development and implementation of innovative curricula (Corwin and Herriott 1988;
Lee and Smith 1995; Louis and Marks 1998; see also Ingersoll 1996). In some situa-
tions, however, school size has also been noted as providing favorable economies of
scale for certain curricula (Lee and Smith 1997), which may promote certain types of
student-centered pedagogy. In the present context, school size is measured using the
natural log of the number of full-time teachers at students’ schools.

School professionalism is believed to be essential to problem-solving in the non-
standardized task environments with which progressive instruction is often asso-
ciated (Bidwell and Yasumoto 1999; Corwin and Herriott 1988; Lee and Smith
1995; Louis and Marks 1998; Yasumoto et al. 2001). The school professional envi-
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ronment variable included in the present analysis is a derived measure based on
school administrators’ reports on the following: the proportion of teachers at stu-
dents’ schools holding postbaccalaureate degrees; the extent to which staff mem-
bers are responsible for solving school problems; the degree to which the school
makes use of interdisciplinary teaching teams; the level of the school’s commit-
ment to staff development; the extent to which the school groups students on abil-
ity in science; the degree to which class activities are highly structured; and the
amount of influence students have in selecting courses.7 This measure is intended
to be consistent with concepts of professionalism found elsewhere in the literature
that emphasize that professions are characterized not only by higher levels of cre-
dentialism and greater autonomy and collegial interdependence in performing
work duties in general (Abbott 1988) but also by teacher (versus school) discretion
in influencing students’ curricular placement and resolving school issues more
specifically (Ingersoll 1993; Yasumoto et al. 2001).

The school academic environment variables consist of three separate variables.
The first is school academic press. High academic press schools are often character-
ized by highly structured classroom activities, minimal teacher involvement in de-
signing course materials, high levels of student competitiveness, and large num-
bers of required academic courses (Battistich et al. 1995; Phillips 1997; Shouse
1996). Although high academic press schools are noted as having positive effects
on achievement in general (Coleman 1988; Coleman and Hoffer 1987; Wenglinsky
1997), they are sometimes thought to inhibit the development of the creative ped-
agogical strategies important for maximizing returns to time spent in class (Lee et
al. 1997). For the present analyses, school academic press is a derived measure
based on school administrators’ reports on the following: the percentage of 1990
graduates who attended four-year colleges; the extent to which students are en-
couraged to compete for grades; the percentage of 1990 tenth-graders enrolled in
the school’s academic program; the extent to which students have a say in decid-
ing which courses they take; and the extent to which class activities are highly
structured.8 Although school academic press is included in the final MGSEM to
isolate the normative effects of school’s academic environment on students’ in-
structional experiences and students’ engagement with science, an additional vari-
able, indicating whether students’ schools required three or more years of science to
graduate, was included in the model to isolate the influence of schools’ formal aca-
demic environments on the outcomes of interest.

School financial resources are believed to be essential to students’ academic suc-
cess to the extent they enable schools to hire sufficient numbers of well-trained
teachers and keep classroom materials up-to-date (Greenwald, Hedges, and Lane
1996a, 1996b). In addition, special curricular reforms and pedagogical interven-
tions often target poorer schools and schools “at risk” (Padilla and Knapp 1995).
For the present analyses, school minority composition (a dichotomous indicator of
whether more than 20 percent of students at the school are black or Hispanic),
school urbanicity (urban or non-urban), and school poverty level (percentage of
students receiving free lunch) are included in the MGSEM to control for various
aspects of schools’ financial and community resources. Prior research suggests
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that these variables are suitable for this purpose and capture aspects of school en-
vironments not evident in district-level data (Condron and Roscigno 2003).

The school variables also include a dichotomous variable indicating whether
students’ schools had a curricular revision program for critical thinking in place at the
time the NELS:88–94 first follow-up questionnaire was administered. This was
done to isolate the unique effects of the aforementioned school resources on stu-
dents’ instructional experiences after specific pedagogical programs at students’
schools were accounted for.

Classroom and Teacher Variables

Three classroom resources and constraints variables were used in these analyses: class
enrollment, class achievement level (high versus average, mixed, or low), and
level of teachers’ highest degree (B.A.,B.S., or less versus master’s, professional, or
Ph.D.).9 The teacher goals variables included in the MGSEM are the emphasis indi-
vidual teachers report on preparing students to do well on tests and on enabling
students to enjoy course subject matter and become independent thinkers. The
teacher mandate variable represents teachers’ reports of the extent to which they feel
encouraged to experiment and innovate in the classroom. The teacher belief variable
is taken from teachers’ reports of the extent to which they believe instruction can
influence achievement.

Student Variables

Student demographic variables include students’ socioeconomic background (race,
gender, parent education level, natural log of parent income); student motivation
(student educational aspirations, primary reason student was taking science in
grade ten); and student academic ability (grade eight NELS:88–94 science achieve-
ment test scores). In accord with the OTL paradigm, student aptitude and motiva-
tions are essential controls in analyses of social stratification and structural effects
in education (Sørenson 1970, 1987).

Outcome Variables

Two different sets of outcome variables are of interest in the MGSEM. The first is
students’ instructional experiences. Given the centrality of students’ instructional ex-
periences to the present analysis, it is useful to highlight some of the important as-
pects of classroom pedagogy noted in prior research.

Sociological research on instruction often describes students’ pedagogical expe-
riences as falling on some point along a continuum (Louis and Marks 1998;
McFarland 2001; Newmann, Marks, and Gamoran 1996). On one end of this con-
tinuum, teachers maintain exclusive control of class activity. This can be referred
to as teacher-agentic instruction. On the opposite end, students predominate in di-
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recting classroom discourse. This can be referred to as student-agentic instruction. It
has been argued that classrooms emphasizing review, repetition, and rote problem-
solving characteristic of teacher-agentic instruction can work against student
achievement by limiting the range of experiences through which students interact
with course material (Lee and Smith 1999; Lee et al. 1997; Newmann, Marks, and
Gamoran 1996). It has also been suggested that student-agentic instruction in-
creases student engagement with class material while providing means of im-
proving school performance (Lee et al. 1997; Louis and Marks 1998; Newmann,
Marks, and Gamoran 1996; Padilla and Knapp 1995; Yair 2000).

For the present analyses, students’ instructional experiences are operationalized
as manifest in their responses to questionnaire items pertaining to the frequency
with which they encountered the following pedagogical practices in their (then)
current science courses: reviewing work from the previous day, taking notes in
class, listening to the teacher lecture, watching teacher demonstrations, using
books to do experiments, conducting an experiment on one’s own, writing reports
on experiments, choosing one’s own topic of study, discussing careers in science,
and making up methods to solve problems. Muthén’s MGCFA for categorical in-
dicators (see Muthén and Christoffersson 1981) was used to determine the relation
of these items to students’ overall instructional experiences, as well as the similar-
ity of these instructional experiences across curricular positions (results of this
analysis are presented in the next section). Whereas prior research has relied on
teacher-reported or observational indicators of pedagogical emphases as proxies
for student pedagogical exposure, student reports of participation in classroom
environments are used in these analyses since they look beyond teacher intentions
to actual student experiences in tenth-grade science.10

The second outcome of interest in the MGSEM is student engagement with sci-
ence.11 For the present analyses, engagement pertains to a student-level measure de-
rived from the factor-weighted average of the NELS:88–94 student questionnaire
items “How often do you feel challenged in science class?” (a few times a week or
less versus every day) and “How often are you asked to show you understand sci-
ence?” (a few times a week or less versus every day). The engagement measure was
constructed using Muthén’s MGCFA for ordered categorical indicators, allowing
for variation in the mean and variance of student engagement across curricular po-
sitions. To reduce the number of parameters in the MGSEM, the factor scores from
the engagement measurement model were included in the final analysis.

RESULTS

In accordance with the general strategy for examining the distribution and effects
of instruction presented earlier, two sets of empirical results are of interest in this
chapter. The first pertains to similarities in students’ instructional experiences
across distinct curricular positions in tenth-grade science. The second pertains to
the differential effects (if any) of specific school, teacher, classroom, and student
characteristics on students’ instructional experiences for those curricular positions for

The Social Organization of Schooling

184 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000185 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

which instruction can be judged to be qualitatively the same, as well as the differential
effects (if any) specific aspects of instruction have on students’ engagement with
science. Both sets of results are now considered in turn.

Student Instructional Experiences in Tenth-Grade Science

In the framework outlined earlier, qualitative variation in student instructional ex-
perience measures across curricular positions provides evidence suggesting that in-
struction has structural features that need to be taken into account in research on
school organization and instructional effects.12 To examine qualitative variation in
student instructional experiences, the ten NELS:88–94 student instructional experi-
ence items were fit to separate CFA models for ordered categorical data for each of
the four science curricular positions noted earlier. These preliminary CFAs revealed
that the latent variable measurement models for all four curricular positions were
similar in form and that the simplest model that would fit any of the four curricu-
lar positions was a three-factor model. The measurement models obtained from
these initial CFA models bore a strong resemblance across curricular positions, and
a composite model form was developed based on these cross-group similarities.13

The findings from subsequent statistical comparisons revealed that the strongest
cross-group similarities occurred for the biology and chemistry students. Thus, bi-
ology and chemistry students’ responses were re-fit to a second composite model.14

Experimentation with different model forms (including higher-order factor mod-
els) revealed that student reports of classroom instructional contents could not be
reduced to a single, unidimensional scale. Thus, the three-factor model is the one
that was used to generate proxy measures of biology and chemistry students’ in-
structional experiences. This model is presented in table 9.1.15

The three latent factors in the final MGCFA can be interpreted as indicating
student-reported exposure to teacher-agentic, shared-agentic, and student-agentic
instruction. Teacher-agentic instruction, so-called because it is the teacher who dom-
inates classroom discourse and inquiry, represents those activities generally asso-
ciated with conventional pedagogical practice: reviewing work from the previous
day, taking notes in class, listening to teacher lectures, and watching teacher
demonstrations. Shared-agentic instruction relates to those activities that require
students to play an active part in the classroom by doing experiments as specified
in books, making up methods to solve problems, and writing reports based on re-
sults obtained from experiments. Here teachers and students both play active but
shared roles in directing classroom discourse. As shown in table 9.1, this factor has
a negative relationship with the “listen to teacher lecture” item (λ = −.272), but a
positive relationship with student reports of watching their teachers do experi-
ments (λ = .487). Thus, while students play a more active role in shared-agentic in-
structional activity than is the case for teacher-agentic activity, the associated class-
room pedagogical contents remain heavily influenced by the teacher and formal
classroom materials, and resemble conventional ideas of what occurs in laboratory
science classes. Student-agentic instruction, in contrast, is characterized by more

School Organization

/ 185



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000186 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

The Social Organization of Schooling

186 /

TABLE 9.1 / Selected MGCFA Measurement Model Parameters for Tenth-Grade 
Biology and Chemistry Students, Derived from Reports of How Often
They Participated in Noted Activities in Their Current Science Classes
(Unstandardized Coefficients)

Biology Chemistry

Teacher Shared Student Teacher Shared Student
FA Model Parameters Agentic Agentic Agentic Agentic Agentic Agentic

Actor loadings
Review work from 
previous day 0.269*** # 0.318*** 0.269+ # 0.318+

Take notes in class 0.645*** # # 0.645+ # #
Listen to teacher 
lecture 1.000+ −0.272*** # 1.000+ −0.272+ #

Watch teacher 
demonstration 0.368*** 0.487*** # 0.368+ 0.487+ #

Use books to do 
experiment # 1.000+ −0.309*** # 1.000+ −0.309+

Conduct own 
experiment # # 1.031*** # # 1.031+

Write reports on 
experiments # 0.673*** # # 0.673+ #

Choose own topic 
to study # # 1.000+ # # 1.000+

Discuss careers in 
science 0.218*** # 0.566*** 0.218+ # 0.566+

Make up methods to 
solve problems # 0.183*** 1.035*** # 0.183+ 1.035+

Item probit thresholds
Review work from 
previous day—1 −0.663*** −0.663+

Review work from 
previous day—2 0.024 0.024+

Take notes in class—1 −0.919*** −0.919+

Take notes in class—2 −0.290*** −0.290+

Take notes in class—3 0.619*** 0.619+

Listen to teacher 
lecture—1 −0.682*** −0.682+

Listen to teacher 
lecture—2 0.251*** 0.251+

Watch teacher 
demonstration—1 0.048*** 0.048+

Watch teacher 
demonstration—2 0.972*** 0.972+

Use books to do 
experiments—1 −0.076*** −0.076+

Use books to do 
experiments—2 0.841*** 0.841+

Conduct own 
experiment—1 0.819*** 0.819+
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TABLE 9.1 / Continued

Biology Chemistry

Teacher Shared Student Teacher Shared Student
FA Model Parameters Agentic Agentic Agentic Agentic Agentic Agentic

Conduct own 
experiment—2 1.368*** 1.368+

Write reports on 
experiments—1 −0.374*** −0.946***

Write reports on 
experiments—2 0.226*** −0.225***

Choose own topic to 
study—1 0.778*** 0.778+

Choose own topic to 
study—2 1.160*** 1.160+

Discuss careers in 
science 0.346*** 0.346+

Discuss careers in 
science 1.000*** 1.000+

Make up methods to 
solve problems—1 0.819*** 0.819+

Make up methods to 
solve problems—2 1.259*** 1.259+

Factor variances and 
covariances
Teacher agentic 0.671*** 0.648***
Shared agentic 0.289*** 0.750*** 0.353*** 0.733***
Student agentic 0.111*** 0.403*** 0.491*** 0.171*** 0.320*** 0.431***

Factor means 0.000+ 0.000+ 0.000+ 0.285*** 0.272*** 0.000+

Multigroup model fit 
information (robust 
weighted least 
squares)
Chi-square/df 407.54 / 62
RMSE 0.042
CFI 0.954
TLI 0.960
Number of cases in 
combined sub-
sample 6,367

Source: U. S. Department of Education (1996).
Notes: Data weighted to be representative of 1990 public high school sophomores enrolled in bi-
ology or chemistry in grade ten. The sample analyzed here is a teacher-matched sample for biol-
ogy and chemistry students. All item scale factors—“delta parameters” in the parameterization
of Muthén (Muthén and Christoffersson 1981)—restricted to 1.0 for both biology and chemistry
respondents. Factors scaled to the same item for both subgroups to facilitate cross-group com-
parison of factor loadings and item thresholds.
***α < .01; **α < .05; *α < .10 (two-tailed tests); # parameter set to zero; +parameter value fixed
(within or across groups)
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genuine, student-directed, independent inquiry. It is in fact negatively correlated
with using books to do experiments and positively (and strongly) correlated with
student-reported frequency of choosing their own topics to study, conducting
their own experiments, and making up methods to solve problems (λ’s are −.309,
1.000, 1.031, and 1.035, respectively). This factor also has a positive correlation
with student reports of the frequency with which they review work from the pre-
vious day, suggesting that student-agentic instruction, rather than amounting to a
“free-for-all in the lab,” includes regular, structured input from biology and chem-
istry teachers.

Predictors of Students’ Instructional Experiences

Results from the MGSEM portion of the analysis are presented in table 9.2. Here
the preceding student instructional experience measurement model is directly in-
corporated into the MGSEM. Parameter estimates, model fit statistics, and coeffi-
cient standard errors have all been adjusted for the NELS:88–94 sample design;
missing data were treated via multiple imputation (MI) using forty independently
imputed datasets.16 Coefficients are left unstandardized to facilitate comparisons
across curricular positions (across adjacent columns in table 9.2).17 In addition, coef-
ficients whose cross-curricular position differences are statistically significant at
the α = .10 level or better are enclosed in shaded cells.

The fitted curricular position–specific means presented in the last row of coeffi-
cients in table 9.2 suggest that after accounting for student, school, teacher, and
classroom characteristics, biology and chemistry students’ mean levels of teacher-
agentic instruction, shared-agentic instruction, and engagement with science are
equal across curricular position, while the mean level of student-agentic instruc-
tion is lower for chemistry students than for biology students (b = −1.67, with a 
t-ratio of −1.87).

Turning to the student background and motivations variables presented at the top
of table 9.2, it can be seen that student socioeconomic characteristics and stu-
dents’ attitudes and motivations play sizable roles in the generation of their in-
structional experiences. Minority students report higher levels of exposure to all
three types of instructional experiences in both biology and chemistry, while fe-
male students report higher levels of teacher-agentic instruction but lower levels
of student-agentic instruction than do male students for both curricular posi-
tions. The latter finding is consistent with prior research suggesting that some
aspects of inquiry-based instruction may work against the participation of fe-
male students in class (see, for example, Burkam et al. 1997; Jovanovic and King
1998).

After school financial and community resources are accounted for, parent edu-
cation level plays a minor role in students’ access to instruction. Parent education
levels are associated with higher levels of teacher-agentic instruction and student-
agentic instruction in biology (b = .082 and .130, respectively), while the corre-
sponding effect for student-agentic instruction is not statistically significant for

The Social Organization of Schooling
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chemistry students. The influence of parent education level on students’ exposure
to student-agentic instruction is greater in biology than in chemistry (α < .10).
Student prior achievement level has a negative and statistically significant effect
on student-agentic instruction that is identical for both biology and chemistry,
suggesting that higher-ability students in both curricular positions are taught dif-
ferently or choose to participate in class differently than lower-ability students. Fi-
nally, students’ educational expectations and primary reason for taking science in
grade ten are also correlated with student instructional experiences. Students with
lower educational expectations report higher levels of teacher-agentic instruction
and shared-agentic instruction in biology. Neither of the corresponding effects is
statistically significant for chemistry students. Cross-curricular position signifi-
cance tests reveal that the effect of educational expectations on teacher-agentic in-
struction is statistically different across curricular positions at the α = .05 level.

The majority of the school demographic context variables in table 9.2 are not statisti-
cally significant. Nevertheless, the data provide some indication that economies of
scale for organizing instruction may vary across positions in the science curriculum,
since school size is positively correlated with shared-agentic instruction in biology
while the opposite is the case for chemistry (the difference is statistically significant
at the α = .01 level). School size is also negatively correlated with student-agentic in-
struction in chemistry (b = −.055), while the effect for biology students is not statisti-
cally significant at the α = .10 level or better. The corresponding cross-curricular po-
sition difference in effects is statistically significant at the α = .10 level (t-ratio = 1.88).
School poverty level (the percentage of students receiving free lunch) has no statisti-
cally significant relationship with either teacher-agentic instruction or student-agen-
tic instruction, although it does have a modest, positive correlation with shared-
agentic instruction that is identical across curricular positions.

The school academic and professional context variables display no statistically sig-
nificant relationship to teacher-agentic instruction in either biology or chemistry.
However, academic press is associated with higher levels of shared-agentic in-
struction in biology. Teacher professional environment is positively associated
with shared-agentic instruction in chemistry, while no corresponding statistically
significant relationship exists for biology. Cross-curricular position tests for the
corresponding coefficients reveal that the latter difference in effects is statistically
significant at the α = .05 level. Based on the curricular positions examined here, it
appears that schools’ teacher professional environments contribute to the stratifi-
cation of students’ instructional experiences across curricular positions. Schools’
formal science requirements are positively correlated with student-agentic in-
struction in biology; and while the corresponding effect is not statistically signif-
icant for chemistry, the cross-curricular position difference in effects is statisti-
cally significant at the α = .10 level. This finding, along with the effects for
academic press noted earlier, suggests that highly structured academic environ-
ments are not necessarily opposed to inquiry-based instruction, although the ef-
fects of rigorous academic environments on instructional experiences may vary
by curricular position.
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The effects associated with the classroom resources and constraints variables for the
student instructional experiences outcomes portion of the model indicate that, at
the more proximate locations within schools and curricula where pedagogical ac-
tivity is organized and educational exchanges occur, instruction is generated in
different ways across different positions in the curriculum. Class enrollment, for
example, is negatively correlated with shared-agentic instruction and student-
agentic instruction in biology (the latter effect just misses attaining statistical sig-
nificance at the α = .05 level with a t-ratio of 1.91), while the opposite effects are ob-
served for chemistry. Both of these effects display cross-curricular position
differences that are statistically significant at the α = .05 level. Class achievement
level is positively correlated with shared-agentic instruction in chemistry, while
the opposite is the case for biology (the difference in effects is statistically signifi-
cant at the α = .05 level). In addition, teacher degree level is positively correlated
with higher levels of shared-agentic instruction in chemistry, but not in biology.
These findings suggest that the social environments of classrooms tend to differ-
entiate curricular positions from one another at the level of the tenth-grade science
curriculum examined here. Formal teacher qualifications play a role in this differ-
entiation as well and point to an increased reliance on inquiry-based instruction
on the part of more highly educated teachers that is particularly evident for chem-
istry (but not biology) classrooms.

The remaining block of variables for the instructional experiences portion of
the MGSEM indicates that teachers’ goals, mandates, and beliefs are either opera-
tionalized differently across different curricular positions or responded to differ-
ently by students in different curricular positions. The teacher goal of having
students do well on tests has a negative association with student-agentic in-
struction in biology that does not exist for chemistry. (The corresponding effects
for teacher-agentic instruction and shared-agentic instruction are in the expected
direction but are not statistically significant after cross-imputation variation in
standard errors is accounted for.) Teacher mandates to experiment and innovate
in the classroom are positively associated with teacher-agentic instruction in bi-
ology (but not in chemistry) and with shared-agentic instruction and student-
agentic instruction in chemistry (but not in biology). The cross-curricular posi-
tion difference for student-agentic instruction is statistically significant across
curricular positions (α = .10 level). This finding indicates that teachers’ percep-
tions or operationalizations of pedagogical innovation vary across courses in the
tenth-grade science curriculum, at least at the level of the curriculum examined
here. Finally, teachers’ belief that instruction can influence achievement has a
positive association with student-agentic instruction for biology that does not
exist for chemistry.

Overall, these findings suggest that shared-agentic instruction is more strongly
influenced by classroom resources and constraints than is teacher-agentic instruc-
tion or student-agentic instruction, while student-agentic instruction is more strongly
influenced by teachers’ goals, mandates, and beliefs than is teacher-agentic in-
struction and shared-agentic instruction.
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Predictors of Student Engagement with Science

The last pair of columns in table 9.2 pertain to the coefficients for the student en-
gagement portion of the MGSEM. From the student instructional experiences coeffi-
cients at the lower right-hand corner of the table, it can be seen that higher levels
of teacher-agentic instruction are correlated with higher levels of engagement for
both biology and chemistry students. In spite of this, shared-agentic instruction
has a negative and nonstatistically significant correlation with engagement for bi-
ology students (b = −.021), but a positive and statistically significant relationship for
chemistry students (b = .079). Student-agentic instruction, on the other hand, has a
positive and statistically significant correlation with engagement for biology stu-
dents (b = .165), but a negative correlation with engagement for chemistry students
(b = −.085). The cross-curricular position differences in effects for shared-agentic
instruction and student-agentic instruction are both statistically significant at the 
α = .05 level or better. Thus, the data suggest that different forms of inquiry-based
instruction have different effects on student engagement depending on their posi-
tion in the curriculum, even after students’ prior ability and primary motivation
for taking science have been taken into account.18

Many of the remaining coefficients in the engagement outcome portion of the
model are not statistically significant, no doubt owing to collinearities in the
model. In spite of this, the results provide further indication that students’ learn-
ing experiences are stratified by the interpenetration of school, classroom, and cur-
ricular structures. For example, students in higher academic press schools are
likely to feel less engaged in chemistry (b = −.163), while the corresponding effect
is not sizable or statistically significant for biology students. (The cross-curricular
position difference in effects is, however, statistically significant at the α = .05 level.)
In addition, teachers’ goals, mandates, and beliefs have direct effects on students’
reported engagement with science that vary somewhat by curricular position.
Teachers’ goal of having students do well on tests is positively correlated with en-
gagement for biology (b = .070), while the corresponding effect is negative (and
nonstatistically significant) for chemistry. In addition, teachers’ belief that instruc-
tion can influence achievement is negatively correlated with student engagement
in both biology and chemistry, although the effect is only statistically significant
for biology students (b = −.070, with a t-ratio of −1.81). While neither the biology
nor chemistry effects for teachers’ emphasis on students enjoying class and be-
coming independent learners has a statistically significant relationship to student
engagement, the cross-curricular position difference in these effects is statistically
significant at the α = .10 level.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This chapter examined the relationship between student and school resources,
curricular structure, student instructional experiences, and student engagement in
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order to generate a fuller understanding of factors influencing the distribution and
effects of instruction for tenth-grade science. It was found that student instruc-
tional experiences have sizable effects on student engagement in tenth-grade biol-
ogy and chemistry even after school resources, classroom constraints, teachers’
goals, mandates, and professional beliefs, and students’ prior ability and motiva-
tions are taken into account. In addition, the data suggest that student instruc-
tional experiences do not always have the effects that proponents of pedagogical
reform often suggest, even in an area of the curriculum where student-centered in-
struction typically constitutes a significant portion of classroom activity. Indeed, at
the levels of the science curriculum examined here, students benefit from different
aspects of inquiry-based instruction depending on their positions in the curricu-
lum. Given the influence of school and curricular organization on the stratification
of educational experiences within curricula, it appears that relying on aggregate
measures of curricula in analyses of instruction obscures important structural ef-
fects in education and misspecifies the relationship between school organization,
classroom resources, and the stratification of student outcomes. Two main impli-
cations follow.

First, instruction is a structural resource central to stratification in education.
This is seen not only in qualitative variation in student instructional experiences
across curricular positions but in variation in the mean levels of instructional ex-
periences, variation in the way identical types of instruction are generated across
positions in curricula, and variation in the effects of identical types of instruction
on student engagement with science. Thus, it can be concluded that a given type
of instruction is not equally effective for all students within a given curricular area
and that the teacher strategies and organizational characteristics correlated with
particular types of classroom pedagogical contents vary by curricular position. In
light of these findings, instruction is perhaps best analyzed as a resource derived
from diverse aspects of students’ positions in curricula rather than as an input into
schools and classrooms whose production and effects can be taken for granted in
analyses of stratification in education or efforts at curricular reform.

Second, analyses of educational reform and related initiatives should adopt
bottom-up rather than top-down approaches that are sensitive to the formal as-
pects of secondary education. Richard Ingersoll (1993) suggests that this can be
achieved by reexamining the loose-coupling model of educational institutions and
adopting research agendas that more explicitly acknowledge the formal aspects of
schools. To this it could be added that an essential step in analyzing stratification
in education is identifying the distribution and effects of instruction within curric-
ula as elementary “social facts” that should inform subsequent theory and re-
search on teaching, school organization, and stratification in education. Proceed-
ing in this manner, analyses of the distribution and effects of instruction can lend
much not only to the understanding of stratification in education but to current
debates on curricular and school reform by pointing first to the most effective
classroom pedagogical contents, so that then, from these facts, the organizational
and professional forms essential to ensuring their equitable and effective distribu-
tion within schools and curricula can be derived.
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With these implications in mind, it may be useful to pursue the following re-
search and policy questions. First, researchers and policymakers may wish to ex-
pand existing ideas of “effective instruction” to take into account variation in
course material as well as variation in the distribution of human capital within
schools and curricula. At the same time, they need to obtain a better understand-
ing of the causes of variation in the effects of instruction. For example, what pro-
portion of this variation is due to the availability of adequate curricular materials
(texts, lesson guides, laboratory equipment, teacher training), the social structure
of the curriculum (the allocation of student human capital, effort, and motivation
within schools and curricula), or the substantive demands of the academic mate-
rial itself (the number of class hours necessary to lay the conceptual groundwork
and develop the basic laboratory skills necessary for rewarding and productive
inquiry-based instruction)? The findings reported here suggest that answering
these questions will require “systematizing” subject-specific curricula in a way
that does not legitimate the inequalities curricular differentiation often promotes.

After addressing these questions, researchers should move toward embedding
this systematized model of curricula in models of “actually existing schools” to
understand the ways educational institutions contribute to the stratification of in-
struction. For example, in what instances are higher levels of teacher professional-
ism associated with greater differentiation of student instructional experiences? To
what extent does the career structure of teaching (career progression, advanced
training and teacher specialization) contribute to the allocation of instructional re-
sources within schools? Are there specific positions in curricula that, owing to de-
mographic or overarching institutional forces, create barriers to the implementa-
tion of pedagogical or curricular reforms?

The broader implication of the preceding findings for the sociological study of
schools and schooling is that analyzing instruction as the core technology of
schools requires explicitly treating curricula as systems embedded within the
larger system of schools themselves. The empirical tools for this enterprise are well
established in recent work on instruction (see Bidwell and Yasumoto 1999; Petrin,
forthcoming; Yasumoto et al. 2001; see also Friedkin and Thomas 1997). In addi-
tion, with respect to social stratification in general and the role of schools and
schooling in such processes, it may be worthwhile to investigate recent trends in
the sociology of knowledge (for example, Bourdieu 1996; Swidler and Arditti 1999)
that attempt to link stratification, structure, and agency to distinct phenomenolog-
ical locations within institutions and organizations.

NOTES

1. Additional evidence on the relationship between student agency and student instruc-
tional experiences can be found in the literature identifying the role of gender in regu-
lating students’ pedagogical experiences in high school science (see, for example,
Burkam, Lee, and Smerdon 1997, as well as Jovanovic and King 1998).
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2. Analysis was further limited to non–American Indian students enrolled in comprehen-
sive public high schools at grade ten who did not change schools between the first
(grade ten) and second (grade twelve) follow-up surveys.

3. The curricular positions used here are defined as follows:

Earth and environmental science (274 respondents): environmental science, earth sci-
ence, earth science–college prep, geology

Biology (5,248 respondents): biology–basic, biology–general 1, biology–general 2

Chemistry (1,119 respondents): chemistry–introduction, chemistry 1, chemistry 2

Physics (529 respondents): physical science, physical science–applied, physics–general,
physics 1

4. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to develop measures of students’ instruc-
tional experiences, since it bears a direct correspondence to the two-parameter item re-
sponse theory (2-P IRT) models commonly used to develop latent variable measures in
sociological and educational research (Muthén and Christoffersson 1981) and is readily
available in structural equation modeling applications. Multigroup CFA models allow
separate models to be fit to two or more distinct groups of respondents simultaneously
(in this case, students grouped by curricular position), so that difference-in-chi-square
tests can be used to test for statistically significant variation in key parameters across
groups (Bollen 1989).

A special variant of the standard MGCFA model, Muthén’s MGCFA for ordered cat-
egorical indicators (Muthén 1984, 1989; Muthén and Christoffersson 1981), was used in
these analyses, since conventional MGCFA is not appropriate for categorical indicator
variables with fewer than five categories (Bollen 1989; Muthén 1989). As in conven-
tional CFA, Muthén’s model defines latent factor constructs as the unobserved vari-
ables explaining the correlation between a set of observed indicator variables. Because
the indicator variables are categorical in this instance, however, the factor loadings
(lambda parameters) from the Muthén model are the regression coefficients obtained
from performing a set of simultaneous probit regressions of the categorical indicator
items on the specified latent variables (yielding a set of probit threshold parameters).
The Muthén model does not include conventional error terms for the indicator items
but rather scale factors, which are necessary to identify the model and are related to the
inverse of the error terms featured in conventional CFA (Muthén 1989; Muthén and
Christoffersson 1981).

MGCFA was also used to generate the school-level measures of school academic
press and school professionalism. All latent variable models developed for these analy-
ses were constructed applying the method that Karl Jøreskog (1969) described as ex-
ploratory factor analysis in a confirmatory factor analytic framework.

5. MGSEMs provide a convenient means of simultaneously fitting identical (in form) yet
separate (with respect to parameter estimates) SEMs to two or more distinct subsets of
a sample (Bollen 1989). In this situation, the use of MGSEMs is akin to allowing group-
specific (curricular position-specific in the present context) interaction effects for all of
the predictor variables in a model. MGSEMs are particularly useful in the present
analyses since the interaction effects of interest include those for continuous latent vari-
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ables (which are difficult to estimate without the use of special computationally inten-
sive estimators) and since modeling a large number of interaction effects by more con-
ventional means is problematic (owing, for example, to excessive collinearity). Cross-
group differences in population composition were controlled for by including a host of
student- and school-level variables in the MGSEM that are associated with the selection
of students into one population versus another (in this case, one curricular position ver-
sus another), as is recommended by Bollen (1989).

6. Descriptive statistics for the variables included in the analysis are available from the au-
thor upon request.

7. Each of these items, with the exception of the “class activities are highly structured”
item, is positively correlated with the school professionalism measure.

8. The school academic press measure was developed simultaneously with the school
professionalism measure using Muthén’s MGCFA for categorical indicators (Muthén
and Christoffersson 1981). Each of the academic press indicator items was positively
correlated with the final academic press measure, with the exception of the item per-
taining to students’ influence over deciding which courses they would like to take. To
allow the school academic press and school professional environment variables to re-
main comparable across curricular positions, the same measurement model was used
to fit all students regardless of their curricular position.

9. Teachers’ degree fields are not included in the model since for the final MGSEM sam-
ples more than 90 percent of teachers majored or minored in science in either college or
graduate school.

10. This approach isolates important aspects of the phenomenological environment of the
classroom and brings the actual focus of pedagogical practice (the students) to the fore-
front of analysis (Yair 2000).

11. Although it would be desirable to estimate the influence of students’ instructional ex-
periences on their gains in achievement, it is not possible to do so with the present data,
since NELS:88–94 only measures achievement at two-year intervals and is therefore not
suitable for assessing the effects of instructional interventions on gains between survey
waves (see Rowan et al. 2002). The engagement measure is similar to that used in analy-
ses by Yair (2000).

12. In the present context, qualitative variation refers to substantial variation in the
MGCFA measurement model parameters described in note 4.

13. These curricular position-specific CFA models are available from the author upon
request.

14. For the biology and chemistry MGCFA model, it was found that in order to achieve a
good fit to the data, it was necessary to allow the “write reports” probit item thresholds
to vary across curricular positions. The resulting model provided good fit to the data
(RMSE = .042, CFI = .954, TLI = .960). The “write reports” item thresholds indicate that
tenth-grade chemistry students reported writing reports in class less often than did bi-
ology students. In the subsequent MGSEM analyses, these terms were restricted to be
equal across curricular positions. Additional analyses revealed that restricting or free-
ing these terms had no effect on model fit or the findings presented here.

15. To identify the multigroup variant of the Muthén CFA model, it is typical to set the la-
tent variable means to zero and scale factors to one for a reference group and allows the
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remaining terms to vary for all other groups (Muthén and Christoffersson 1981). Only
when the parameters relating the indicator variables to the latent variable (the loadings,
indicator item thresholds, and indicator item scale factors) can be restricted to be iden-
tical across groups can the corresponding measures be said to be identical (see note 4).

16. Although the overall response rate for most of the variables included in these analyses
was robust, several respondents were missing information for one or more variables es-
sential to the analysis. The loss of cases that would result from listwise deletion would
reduce the analysis samples by roughly 50 percent and limit the representation of mi-
nority students in the analysis. This rate of missingness is not unusual (in fact, it is quite
common; see, for example, King et al. 2001; Rubin 1996), and in general omitting data
discards important survey design information and risks biasing parameter estimates
(King et al. 2001). In addition, Gary King and his colleagues (2001) demonstrate that
analyses performed on incomplete, listwise-deletion samples can produce parameter
estimates that have the opposite signs of the actual relationships they represent. For
these reasons, the present analysis incorporates multiple imputation to ensure the va-
lidity and generalizability of results (Little and Rubin 1987). Donald Rubin (1996) ar-
gues that MI is superior to all other methods for treating missing data (see also King et
al. 2001 and Meng 1994). The software used for imputing data was the stand-alone Win-
dows application Amelia (Honaker et al. 1999).

The NELS:88–94 first follow-up teacher data were collected only for a random subset
of the NELS:88–94 student sample. The missing teacher data are therefore MAR (miss-
ing at random)–MBD (missing by design). Although the teacher-matched student sam-
ple can be analyzed without incurring any sample selection bias provided the appro-
priate NELS:88–94 weight is used, the missing teacher data were imputed for the
chemistry subsample to achieve convergence of the chemistry subgroup imputation
model. The full imputed chemistry sample was then used in the subsequent MGSEM.
This imputation strategy is consistent with the NELS:88–94 sample design (refer to
Raghunathan and Erizzie 1995). Analyses revealed that the inclusion of cases with im-
puted teacher data in the MGSEM, in spite of increasing the standard errors, produces
parameter estimates that are highly consistent with those obtained from the reduced,
complete-teacher-data sample. Given the high rate of missing data for the teacher data
in the chemistry sample, forty independent imputations were used in the final
MGSEMs.

17. Given the high degree of parameterization of the model, the RMSE criterion is given
preference in judging model fit (Hu and Bentler 1995) and reveals that the final model
provides good fit to the data. The small variation in the MGSEM fit statistics across im-
putations provides an indication that the imputations were of good quality. During the
fitting of the model, coefficients whose values were identical or nearly identical across
curricular positions were restricted to be equal. In addition, coefficients with extremely
small values were restricted to zero. Nested chi-square tests of fit revealed that these re-
strictions did not significantly reduce the quality of model fit (p > .99).

18. The preceding effects are robust to alternative parameterizations of the CFA portion of
the MGSEM (such as the partial invariance condition discussed by Muthén and
Christoffersson 1981).
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Chapter 10

Subgroups as Meso-Level Entities in the
Social Organization of Schools

Kenneth A. Frank and Yong Zhao

Charles Bidwell has helped us to look cold and hard at the social organiza-
tion of schools. Early on, Bidwell (1965) appreciated the complexity of the
organization of schools, with its implication that teachers are only loosely

coupled to one another. With Jack Kasarda, Bidwell explored a key theoretical im-
plication of loose coupling: that schooling is organized in multiple levels, with
interplay within and between levels affecting the allocation of resources that fuel
educational experiences (Bidwell and Kasarda 1980). Also with Jack Kasarda, Bid-
well characterized how schools participate in open systems, influenced by federal
and state mandates but also changing the systems in which they are embedded
(Bidwell and Kasarda 1985, 1987). Most recently, Bidwell has drawn on the classic
mechanisms of competition, authority, collective action, and institutionalized
policies to characterize school decisionmaking in terms of markets, autocracies,
collegia, or bureaucracies (Bidwell and Quiroz 1991; Bidwell, Frank, and Quiroz
1997).

Though there are clear and enduring themes in Bidwell’s work, it is up to us to
determine which of his ideas apply in a particular context. Should we focus on the
internal decisionmaking of schools or the relationship of schools to external sys-
tems? Should we be thinking of schools as functioning on multiple levels or as a
loosely coupled horizontal structure of teachers? In this chapter, we attempt to in-
tegrate many of Bidwell’s theoretical ideas through the structuring of relation-
ships among school actors (for example, students, teachers, and administrators)
within and between collegial subgroups.

A condensed form of our argument is as follows: many of Bidwell’s theoretical
contributions coalesce in the role of subgroups in structuring informal relations
among school actors. These ideas can then be applied to study the diffusion of
technology innovations in schools, a critical issue for schools today. For such a
study, one can employ graphical representations of networks to understand case
studies, and statistical models of networks to quantify patterns within and
across schools. Such techniques make important contributions to the identifica-
tion and analysis of subgroups, and how such subgroups inform organizational
theory.
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INTEGRATING THEORETICAL THEMES: THE
STRUCTURING OF INTERACTION IN SCHOOLS

Bidwell’s ideas regarding loose coupling, multiple levels, and open systems have
consistently been at the vanguard of theory in the sociology of education. Others,
in particular John Meyer (1977), have described how the loose coupling of teach-
ers to principals, schools to communities, and education to societal demands al-
lows educators to acknowledge and partially respond to external demands with-
out drastically altering educational practices on a daily basis. Together with the
insights of Rebecca Barr and Robert Dreeben (Barr and Dreeben 1977, 1983), Bid-
well and Kasarda’s writing on the multiple levels of schooling anticipated the
prevalence of multilevel modeling in current educational research, as evidenced in
almost any recent issue of Sociology of Education, American Educational Research Jour-
nal, American Journal of Education, Educational Evaluation, and Policy Analysis. Recent
demands for accountability make it clear that schools operate in open systems,
and responses to such demands demonstrate the agency of schools as they con-
tribute to defining standards, measures, and policy implications.

Bidwell’s theories about schools as organizations have appeal beyond education
because schools are typical or prototypical of other organizations (for reviews, see
Bolman and Heller 1995 and Perrow 1986). The epitome is Bidwell’s chapter in
James March’s Handbook of Organizations (1965). More generally, as reviewed by
Bidwell and Kasarda (1985), in each stage of the evolution of organizational theory
there were early and prescient examples in education, from control theory (Calla-
han 1962) to contingency theory (Greenfield 1975) and then the new institutional-
ism (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Rowan 1995). Thus, when Bidwell writes about loose
coupling, multiple levels, open systems, or decisionmaking, think broadly. The
ideas are as likely to apply to nonprofit organizations or Fortune 500 companies or
Starbucks franchises.

Most recently, Bidwell has implored sociologists of education to attend to social
psychological processes and networks within schools (Bidwell 2000, 2001). School
actors inform one another, persuade one another, and exert social pressure through
their relationships. Thus, by conveying attitudes and information, these relation-
ships shape individual actions that accumulate in school decisionmaking. For ex-
ample, teachers’ orientations to teaching emerge as they are socialized by their
peers and students (see, for example, Rowan 1990a; Trent 1992; Wilson and Ball
1991; Zeichner and Gore 1989), and of course students’ social organization reflects
the structures of the school and community (Quiroz, Gonzalez, and Frank 1996;
Coleman 1961b).

Quintessentially drawing on Willard Waller, Bidwell notes that the social psy-
chological aspect of schools was an early and important theme in the sociology of
education, helping us understand the social structures and processes that are co-
incidental with education in schools. This theme faded as researchers focused on
the stratification that occurred in broad areas of education and through broad
processes of schooling. In this regard, the sociology of education paralleled gen-
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eral sociology, which moved from the small systems of organizations to the macro
processes of stratification by race, gender, and ethnicity that currently dominate is-
sues of the American Sociological Review. (Business and organizational psychology,
meanwhile, have eagerly embraced the study of interpersonal processes within
organizations.)

Given Bidwell’s track record of anticipating trends in the study of schooling, we
would do well to heed his call to attend to social psychological processes within
schools. Although multilevel models have helped educational researchers differ-
entiate the effects of the individual from those of the school as an organization, one
of the most striking and robust results is that 66 to 90 percent of the variation in
student or teacher outcomes is within schools. This applies across levels of schools
and countries (see Frank 1998). Characteristics of students and teachers, such as
socioeconomic background, gender, race, and seniority or age, explain a portion of
the variation within schools. But what accounts for the remaining variation?
Ethnographies and case studies often point to the social psychological processes
through which school actors influence each other’s beliefs and attitudes (Coleman
1961b; Grant 1988; Johnson 1990; Mehan, Hertweck, and Meihls 1986; Zeichner
and Gore 1989). These social psychological processes are what differentiate inter-
actions within schools from other interactions; they are what make schools social
organizations.

Studying the social psychology of schools means attending to relationships
among school actors. At different times, Bidwell has analyzed various sets of rela-
tions. With Noah Friedkin, Bidwell described the inherent tensions in relation-
ships between students and teachers (Bidwell and Friedkin 1988), a theme that
reappears in Daniel McFarland’s (1999) dissertation. Bidwell and Pamela Quiroz
(1991) explicitly attended to the relationship between teachers and administrators
in each of four decisionmaking forms. In a forthcoming book with Quiroz, Jeffrey
Yasumoto, Kazuaki Uekawa, and Kenneth Frank, Bidwell has focused on relation-
ships among teachers, with implications for relationships between teachers and
students; this is a recent example of the interplay of levels in the multilevel
processes of schooling (Bidwell et al., in preparation).

Clearly, the importance of relationships implies that school actors do not act in-
dependently. Indeed, some form of coordination, emerging from underlying social
processes, is inherent in voluntary participation in the common organization of the
school. But relations are not merely piled together in an unstructured heap (Well-
man and Frank 2001), with actors randomly forming and using ties to obtain in-
formation and influence others. School actors, like members of most other social
systems, organize themselves into formal units and subgroups in which relations,
or ties, are concentrated (see Frank 1995, 1996, 1998; Homans 1950; Roethlisberger
and Dickson 1939; Simmel 1955; Simon 1965; for a review, see Freeman 1992).

A critical feature of the subgroup is that it is defined in terms of informal ties.
Teachers may be organized by subject field, department, or grade. These units may
appear on a formal organizational chart and thus may be an enduring, important
structuring of interaction in an organization. But the informal processes that shape
many school decisions also are structured by subgroup boundaries: “Do we really
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have to change our attendance record-keeping?” “How can we integrate the new
emphasis on technology with our current approach to social studies?” “How can
we organize demand for a new course sequence?” Like the members of other or-
ganizations, teachers are likely to turn to subgroup members as well as members
of the same department or division to make sense of competing demands. But as
in other organizations, subgroups are not isolated: actors may gain access to ex-
pertise throughout the organization through a direct tie with a nonsubgroup
member or through an indirect tie mediated by a subgroup member (Granovetter
1973; Selznick 1961; Simmel 1955).

As in other areas, when Bidwell focused on the social psychology of schools, he
brought important theory to the structuring of relationships within formal and in-
formal boundaries. Along with Anthony Bryk and many others at the University
of Chicago, Bidwell’s contribution was critical to the development of Frank’s soft-
ware KliqueFinder (applications of which are presented later in this chapter). The
research team started by relating teachers’ orientations to teaching to their depart-
mental affiliation; it then constructed crude sociograms that represented interac-
tions within and between departments. The team then realized the limitations of
such an organization: departments and subject fields differed from school to
school, and fieldwork revealed idiosyncratic patterns of interaction that were arti-
facts of history or architecture or personal preferences (for example, the smokers’
lounge).

KliqueFinder was developed through an incremental process. Typically, Bidwell
would identify a limitation: Are ties concentrated equally within each subgroup?
Where is information about ties spanning between subgroups? Can we identify
regions of subgroups? Can these ties be represented in a two-dimensional graph
rather than as a table of associations? Behind each question were Bidwell’s keen
instincts to represent a social structure that contextualizes the social psychological
processes of school decisionmaking.

Bryk, Yasumoto, and Frank tried to address Bidwell’s concerns. The result was a
robust procedure that identifies non-overlapping cohesive subgroups and embeds
the subgroup boundaries in a sociogram. These sociograms represent a social
structure consistent with long-standing theory (Blau 1977; Durkheim 1933;
Homans 1950; Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939; Simmel 1955; Simon 1965). Not
surprisingly, the software has been applied to an array of social networks, from the
referral patterns of community service agencies (Foster-Fishman et al. 2001) to
friendships among the French financial elite (Frank and Yasumoto 1998), mobility
patterns among schools (Kerbow 1996), organizational ties focused on watershed
management (Lynch, Taylor, and Frank 2001), food webs (Krause et al. 2003), and
friendships among students in schools (Plank 2000b; McFarland 1999).

The study presented in this chapter is a return to the original motivation and ap-
plication of KliqueFinder—relations among school actors in schools—but it draws
on two extensions of the methodology. First, as in Frank and Yasumoto (1998), we
establish the social structure in terms of stable ties (for example, collegial relations
among school actors) and then overlay the pattern of interaction (talk about com-
puter technology, for instance) on the stable structure. This links specific decision-
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making action to enduring, underlying social structure. We also model these ten-
dencies using social network techniques. Second, in a new feature, we graphically
represent changes in actors’ reported levels of behaviors. Although not definitively
causal, representing change through longitudinal data establishes more of a basis
for linking social structure to decisionmaking than do inferences from cross-
sectional data.

We focus on three questions. First, do interactions affect school actor beliefs and
behaviors? A positive answer reaffirms Bidwell’s focus on social psychological
processes. Second, how does the structuring of interactions help us understand or-
ganizational decisionmaking? Third, to what extent are interactions structured by
formal categorizations and subgroup membership? The answers should help us
characterize the meso-level structures of interaction that affect decisionmaking
and through which schools react to external forces.

THE IMPLEMENTATION OF COMPUTER
TECHNOLOGY IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

We have chosen to study the diffusion of innovations because much of Bidwell’s
work either implicitly or explicitly applies to how schools adopt and implement
change. Loose coupling, especially as developed by Meyer but in Bidwell’s con-
ceptualization as well, can be understood as a limitation of diffusion from admin-
istrator to teacher or from one school actor to another. Participation in an open sys-
tem can be recast as schools’ adaptation to externally generated innovations. The
adoption process typically involves multiple levels, since implementation requires
support from central administrators down through action from a school actor.
Once within the school, decisionmaking processes allocate resources to competing
demands, many of which emerge during the implementation of innovations. In
fact, the decisionmaking process often is a reconciliation of past practices and cur-
rent innovations.

We have focused on technological (such as computer, Internet, digital camera)
innovations because there is strong pressure on schools to implement such inno-
vations (Budin 1999; Cuban 1999; Loveless 1996; Norris, Smolka, and Soloway
1999; President’s Committee of Advisers on Science and Technology 1997).1 Sev-
eral studies have already investigated how “early adopters” of educational tech-
nology compare to those who may be more reluctant to adopt and use technology
in the classroom (Becker 1994; Hadley and Sheingold 1993; Wells and Anderson
1997). Even without strong links to student achievement, school actors are being
asked to get students online, word processing, and otherwise expressing them-
selves with computers.

Generally, the diffusion of innovations within organizations is a complex
process, involving the interaction of the innovation, the individuals, and the orga-
nizational context (Bayer and Melone 1989; Yetton, Sharma, and Southon 1999). As
such, diverse literatures have addressed the diffusion of innovations. Engineering-
based descriptions emphasize the technical characteristics of the innovation (Ra-
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mamurthy and Premkumar 1995) or the interaction of technology and task (Cooper
and Zmud 1990) and deemphasize the human component. The organizational
psychology literature attends to the beliefs and perceptions of organizational
members but is constrained by a survey research paradigm (Agarwal and Prasad
1998; Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; Igbaria and Iivari 1995); individual action is re-
sponsive only to individual beliefs, as though actors are independent, and organi-
zations are characterized merely in terms of the aggregate of beliefs. Absent are di-
rect representations of interpersonal relations. The management literature has
identified the role of the manager in the diffusion process, as well as antecedents
of successful diffusion, but typically the management literature focuses on the
level of the organization, often without a strong theoretical underpinning in the
action of organizational members (Bayer and Melone 1989; Borton and Brancheau
1994; Brancheau and Wetherbe 1990; Kwon and Zmud 1987; Meyer and Goes 1988;
Rogers 1995; Yetton et al. 1999; Zmud 1983; Zmud and Apple 1992).

In complex organizations like schools (Etzioni 1961; Hage 1999), it is not a sim-
ple matter of a few key decisionmakers making a collective decision to adopt and
implement an innovation (Pfeffer 1981; Tornatzky et al. 1983). Instead, the process
is more one of diffusion of innovation within the organization, since each actor has
some autonomy to make her own decision and implement it, partly in response to
the ideas, information, and other social forces to which she is exposed. Thus, most
innovations are unevenly implemented throughout the organization (Tornatzky
and Fleischer 1990).

If the technology itself is complex, with a range of possible applications and con-
texts, then organizational members may benefit from informal interactions with
colleagues (Eveland and Tornatzky 1990). The question “Who can I talk to about
this?” is critical to implementation. Of course, the formal organizational chart may
identify a centralized department responsible for supporting technological inno-
vations (Attewell 1992), but much help may also come through the informal orga-
nization (Aiken, Bacharach, and French 1980; Ibarra 1993; Kanter 1983).

Do Interactions Affect School Actor Beliefs and Behaviors?
A Review of Recent Evidence

To address how school actors’ technology use changes as a function of their inter-
actions, we draw on recent studies we have conducted of school actors’ use of
technology. Based on longitudinal social network data in six elementary schools,
Kenneth Frank (2002) and Frank, Yong Zhao, and Kathryn Borman (2004) have
found that the more a school actor receives help and talks to highly expert school
actors, the more the school actor increases her use of computers. Frank and his col-
leagues also found that the more school actors perceive social pressure to use com-
puters, the more likely they are to use computers. In Zhao and Frank (2003), we
linked social pressure to school actors’ uses of computers and the provision of help
more directly to student uses of computers.

These results validate Bidwell’s recent attention to the social psychological
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processes in schools. In fact, effects mediated by the social structure were compa-
rable to those of long-standing diffusion theory associated with school actor per-
ceptions regarding the value of technology or the technological resources available
to implement technology. This implies that the implementation of technological
innovations is as much a function of social structure as of the distribution of indi-
vidual perceptions and resources.

In addition to evidence of social psychological processes, we found that tech-
nology implementation was affected by several structural factors. In particular,
school actors are more likely to use computers if they have small classes and access
to computer resources. Interestingly, school actors are less likely to use computer
technology if they perceive an increase in standardized tests, perhaps because
technology and standardized tests compete with each other for the resource of
school actor time. These effects emphasize the location of the school in a multi-
level, open system.

A Social History of Diffusion in One School as 
Structured by Collegial-Based Subgroups

Our recent findings establish that school actors’ talk about technology affects their
use of technology. Thus, social psychological processes are important for school
actor behavior. But the analyses do not reveal the structure of talk. One might be
inclined to structure talk by relying on the boundaries defined by the formal orga-
nization. Teachers in elementary schools could be expected to talk within grades,
and teachers in high schools could be expected to talk within departments or sub-
ject fields (see, for example, Johnson 1990; Siskin 1991). But units of the formal or-
ganization vary from school to school. Furthermore, formal categories may not be
mutually exclusive. High school teachers may teach more than one subject, and el-
ementary school teachers may teach more than one grade. In fact, about 50 percent
of the respondents in our previous analyses (including regular class teachers, sup-
port staff, and administrators) could not be categorized as teaching in a single
grade. Correspondingly, we seek to relate the diffusion process to the informal
structure of a school, defined by subgroups of collegial ties.

To graphically represent the informal structure of school actor collegial ties, we
used Frank’s (Frank 1995, 1996) KliqueFinder algorithm for identifying cohesive
subgroups based on the pattern of ties among actors, and then for embedding the
subgroup boundaries in a crystallized sociogram. Frank’s algorithm employs a
stochastic definition of cohesion, focusing on ties within subgroups relative to ac-
tors’ propensities for engaging in ties and sizes of subgroups.2

Typically, the criteria used to define cohesiveness are fixed (in terms of the ab-
solute number of ties present or absent in a subgroup), and the corresponding
structures accommodate variation in the data by allowing the subgroup bound-
aries to overlap, producing what Kadushin (1995, 212) refers to as “several over-
lapping small clusters” (see also Frank 1993; Freeman 1992). Such overlapping
clusters are inconsistent with many of the theoretical characterizations of systems

The Social Organization of Schooling

206 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000207 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

composed of non-overlapping subgroups. In particular, overlapping boundaries fail
to establish “an inside and an outside” (Abbott 1996, 872) necessary to define a so-
ciological entity. How can we differentiate action within subgroups from that be-
tween subgroups if two actors can simultaneously be members of the same sub-
group and members of different subgroups? At the more macro level, though ties
between members of different subgroups can and must exist, systemic processes
cannot be characterized in terms of components if the components are not distinct.

DATA AND METHODS We analyze data from one of the six schools studied by
Frank and his colleagues and reported on earlier. As a set, the schools represent a
range with respect to ethnicity and socioeconomic status. Westville, the school that
is the focus of these analyses, is a suburban elementary school located about five
miles from a city of over 500,000. It was chosen because it underwent a dramatic
change in technology resources and use during the time of the study.

From January to June 2000, Frank interviewed ten school actors in the school as
well as the principal and district technology coordinator. In April and May 2001,
Frank returned and conducted five to ten more interviews (ranging in formality
and length), three of which were reinterviews of subjects from the first wave. The
interviews were based on a simple protocol (“How do you use technology?”
“How do you make the decisions about technology?” “What is the social context
in which you make those decisions?”) to learn about the processes through which
diffusion occurred and how diffusion was related to relationships among faculty.
These interviews (as well as those from other schools) not only provided basic
phenomenological-level data regarding technology use but also informed the de-
velopment of a questionnaire to assess school actors’ use of technology, percep-
tions regarding the potential of technology, background information, and so forth.3
The questionnaire also included sociometric questions regarding close colleagues,
providers of help in using computers, talk about computers, and influences on
computer use. Thus, each school actor indicated those others who were close col-
leagues, most influential, helpful, and so forth.

To achieve a high response rate at each time point, Westville was offered $500
compensation for an 85 percent response rate or greater.4 Frank administered the
survey at faculty meetings and then followed up with the principal and a contact
teacher to identify and solicit those school actors who had not yet responded. This
was necessary to capture information on school actors who might marginally
identify with the school and therefore were less likely to participate in a school
survey. Eighty percent of the school actors responded at each wave. To obtain lon-
gitudinal survey data, Frank first surveyed school actors in the spring of 2000
(time 1) and then again in the spring of 2001 (time 2).

ANALYSES OF SUBGROUPS To represent an example of a stable, enduring
structure, we applied Frank’s algorithm to collegial ties among faculty and staff.
Then, following Frank (1996), we embedded the subgroup boundaries in the crys-
tallized sociogram, as shown in figure 10.1. We refer to the sociogram as crystal-
lized because it reveals an isomorphic nesting of structures. Within each sub-
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group there is a structure of people and ties, and between subgroups there is a
structure of subgroup boundaries and bridging ties. Thus, the boundaries differ-
entiate regions of dense and sparse concentrations of collegial ties. Ultimately, the
technique reorganizes the data to generate a clearer and more accessible image of
the social structure that is consistent with characterizations of systemic social
structures.

Before interpreting the crystallized sociogram in figure 10.1, we use Frank’s
(1995) simulations to address two specific questions regarding the identified sub-
groups. First, because the application of KliqueFinder would reveal a concentra-
tion of ties within subgroups in data in which the ties were generated at random,
we must ask whether the ties are more concentrated within the subgroup bound-
aries in figure 10.1 than is likely to have occurred by chance alone.5 In this case, the
predicted probability of obtaining the concentration of ties within the subgroup
boundaries in figure 10.1, after employing KliqueFinder, was less than one in one
hundred. Thus, there is strong evidence that the subgroups are salient in terms of
capturing concentrations of collegial ties.

Second, we ask whether KliqueFinder accurately recovered the “true” subgroup
memberships.6 For networks of comparable size and concentration of ties within
subgroups as in figure 10.1, Frank’s simulations indicate that the odds that two ac-
tors in the same known subgroup would be assigned by KliqueFinder to the same
observed subgroup were almost nine times greater than they were for two actors
in different known subgroups. This finding, taken together with the evidence that
ties are concentrated within subgroups, supports a conclusion that the subgroups
were not imposed on a fluid pattern of ties but represent an empirical tendency for
collegial ties among the school actors in Westville to be concentrated within the
subgroup boundaries displayed in figure 10.1.

In figure 10.1, each number represents a school actor. The text following the
number indicates the grade in which the teacher teaches (for example, G3 indi-
cates grade 3, MG indicates multiple grades, and GX indicates unknown grade).
The subgroup boundaries are represented by circles around subsets of actors. The
lines connecting pairs of school actors indicate that at least one school actor listed
the other as a close colleague (solid lines within subgroups, dotted lines between
subgroups).

There is a clear alignment of grade and subgroup boundaries embedded in the
sociogram in figure 10.1. Subgroup A consists of mostly third-grade teachers, sub-
group B consists of mostly second-grade teachers, and there is a dense concentra-
tion of collegial ties in each subgroup.7 But the subgroup structure also character-
izes those faculty, administrators, and staff who do not neatly fit into the categories
of the formal organization. For example, subgroup C contains the physical educa-
tion teacher, a special education teacher, the principal, and two teachers who do
not have extensive ties with others in their grades. The members of subgroup C are
not unaffiliated: they are members of a cross-grade subgroup within which roughly
50 percent of the possible collegial ties are realized. This is enough to distinguish
the density of ties within subgroup C from all of the between-subgroup densities
(which range from 0 to 29 percent).
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FIGURE 10.1 / Crystallized Sociogram of Collegial Ties at Westville Elementary School

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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TALK ABOUT TECHNOLOGY Following the methodology of Frank and Ya-
sumoto (1998), in figure 10.2 we have overlaid talk about technology between time
1 and time 2 on the geography defined by the collegial ties in figure 10.1. We gen-
erally observe that technology talk is concentrated within subgroups, especially
the grade-based subgroups A and B. (Again, solid lines are within subgroups and
dotted are between subgroups.) Now we extend the methodology of Frank and
Yasumoto by representing change in school actors’ use of technology. To begin,
each school actor’s identification number has been replaced with a dot propor-
tional to his or her use of technology at time 1 (with an * indicating no information
available). The larger the dot, the more the school actor used technology as re-
ported at time 1. The ripples indicate increases in the use of technology from time
1 to time 2.8

The interpretation of figures 10.1 and 10.2 can be understood relative to the his-
torical context of technology at Westville. Westville’s commitment to technology
goes back to a state-of-the-art Macintosh computer lab established in the early
1990s. But recently Westville lost considerable decisionmaking control to the dis-
trict, especially regarding technology. In particular, the central administration
made a commitment to use the Windows platform. This was based on a recom-
mendation from a business consultant. The basic argument provided by the dis-
trict was that many businesses would be using Windows, and thus students
needed to learn Windows. Furthermore, district administrators felt they would be
able to obtain more support and software for the more prevalent Windows plat-
form. This decision was for the most part not supported by the school actors at
Westville, who were more familiar with the Macintosh platform at the time the de-
cision was made.9

Within the school, some actors who were comfortable with Macintoshes resisted
the Windows technology. Furthermore, the most technology-oriented actor in the
school, teacher 20 of subgroup B, was much more proficient with the Macintosh
than with Windows. Thus, the change in platform rendered much of her knowl-
edge useless. Furthermore, like most elementary schools, Westville did not have a
full-time support person for technology, and district support was only minimally
available. The problem for the school then was how to gain access to the technical
knowledge to implement the new technology.

It was clear that the school would have to draw on internal resources, but there
was no source of Windows expertise in the school. Some school actors responded
by taking outside courses in the summer. The district responded by assigning a
Windows expert, teacher 2 (a second-grade teacher in subgroup B), to Westville.
(This action is represented by the arrow on the far right of figure 10.2.) Although
this teacher had knowledge of Windows, she did not have extensive collegial ties
within the school. The problem then became one of integrating teacher 2 into this
fragmented school.

Teacher 2 immediately established collegial ties with the other teachers in
subgroup B, and she followed up on those ties by talking with and helping oth-
ers in subgroup B regarding computer technology. Thus, she generated exten-
sive discussion regarding technology in her subgroup, resulting in a few small
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FIGURE 10.2 / Talk About Technology Within and Between Subgroups at Westville,
Including Changes in Levels of Technology Use

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: • = base level use (* is unknown); circles indicate increases.
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increments in technology use. But the fragmented nature of the school confined
her expertise within subgroup B.

The key to extending teacher 2’s knowledge beyond her subgroup was the col-
legial tie that teacher 2 formed with teacher 20. Though these teachers did not
know each other prior to teacher 2’s assignment to Westville, perhaps out of pro-
fessionalism or a commitment to technology, the two formed a collegial tie, as
shown in figures 10.1 and 10.2. Teacher 2’s knowledge of Windows spread pri-
marily through her connection with teacher 20. Teacher 20 talked about computers
with members of her subgroup, C, resulting in substantial changes in use (as can
be observed in the ripples around school actors in subgroup C), and teacher 20
talked about technology with members of subgroup A, also resulting in consider-
able increases in use of technology.

Many of the theoretical processes detailed in the writing of Bidwell and others
are represented in figure 10.2—in particular, the open system of schools, the re-
sponse of schools to external institutions, the multiple levels of schools, loose cou-
pling within schools, school decisionmaking, and social psychological processes
among school actors. The district’s decision to adopt Windows (represented by the
arrows on the left in figure 10.2) is an example of the school conforming to exter-
nal institutions. This external influence then permeated the school because the dis-
trict controlled the purchase of hardware and software, including the machines in
the school lab and classrooms (represented by the arrow pointing from left to
right).10 In a sense, this dynamic pushed the openness of schools to the district
level; in this case the district adopted the institution of the Windows platform.

According to both Meyer’s and Bidwell’s descriptions, processes in the school
and district were loosely coupled. The district’s decision to implement Windows
was originally only loosely coupled with action because the school actors had
more expertise with Macintoshs. Then the district’s assignment of teacher 2 was
only loosely coupled to changes in the school because teacher 2 did not have ex-
tensive collegial ties throughout the school. Finally, as in Bidwell’s sense, the ac-
tion of the teachers in subgroup B was only loosely coupled with the action of oth-
ers in the school, particularly those in subgroup A, because of the dearth of
collegial ties between members of subgroup B and other school actors.

School actors addressed the problem of the platform change through their own
talk. As a social psychological process, this talk affected their access to information
and perceptions regarding how computers work. This talk then affected their be-
havior, since their talk often resulted in changes in how they used computers. In
the aggregate, these classroom behaviors defined school decisionmaking as much
as or more than the district’s decision to adopt the Windows platform. Finally, as
hypothesized in Frank (1996) and Frank and Yasumoto (1996), these same sub-
group boundaries also structured the spread of the diffusion at the level of the or-
ganization: information and influence circulated within subgroup B, then spanned
to subgroup C (through the tie between teacher 2 and teacher 20), circulated a little
in subgroup C, and then spanned to subgroup A. The power of cohesive sub-
groups to characterize both individual contexts and systemic diffusion is decep-
tively simple, but critical. Ultimately, it is only because the same subgroup bound-
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aries are relevant to individual and organizational functions that the subgroups
become salient meso-level entities in the organization of the school.

Analysis of Talk About Technology Across Schools

The crystallized sociograms represent the value of structuring collegial ties and in-
teractions in a single school. To explore whether talk about technology was simi-
larly structured across many schools, we analyzed data in a second, larger, but
cross-sectional dataset. Note that these cross-sectional data were adequate for de-
scribing how talk is structured, since grade levels and subgroups (defined in terms
of collegial ties) can be taken as stable, and therefore as given, relative to talk about
technology. These data also afforded the opportunity to compare talk about com-
puter technology (“With whom do you talk about new uses for computers in your
teaching?”) with a paired question regarding talk about the curriculum (“With
whom do you talk about new ideas for the curriculum?”). Thus, we could estab-
lish the extent to which talk about the recent innovation of technology compared
with talk about the core issue of curriculum.

This dataset consisted of approximately 430 school actors in nineteen elemen-
tary schools in four districts in Michigan. The criteria used to select districts for
participation in the study included recent passage (within the last two to three
years) of a bond referendum or receipt of a community foundation grant for im-
plementation of technology, the willingness of the superintendent of schools to
participate in the study, and the presence of at least three elementary schools in the
district. These were essential criteria for selection and resulted in a school sample
slightly more advantaged than the average school in Michigan. Procedures for ad-
ministering the survey were similar to those followed for the first dataset (see
Zhao and Frank 2002).

To describe the structuring of technology talk, we estimated multilevel cross-
nested models, with pairs of school actors nested within the nominators and
nominees of ties. These are p2-like social network models that control for individ-
ual tendencies to nominate and be nominated, providing a new alternative to
modeling social network relations with their inherent dependencies. Rather than
ignoring sets of dependencies, as in the initial p1 social network models (Holland
and Leinhardt 1981), or reducing dependencies to a set of characteristics of net-
work structure, as in the p* models (Wasserman and Pattison 1996), the p2 frame-
work uses multilevel models to capture dependencies with random effects for
nominators and nominees and then models the dependencies as functions of in-
dividual characteristics (Lazega and Van Duijn 1997).11 Thus, only the variances of
nominator and nominee effects are specified. Correspondingly, estimation is
more tractable because the number of parameters does not increase with network
size.

Formally, whether i indicates talking to i’ is a function of the tendency of i’ to be
talked to regarding technology (αi’) and the tendency of i to indicate talking to
others (βi). The model at level 1 for the pair of actors i and i’ is:
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level 1 (pair):

(10.1)

Note that for ease of interpretation, the occurrence of technology talk was di-
chotomized from original data indicating frequency of talk, with talkii’ taking a
value of one if i indicated talking at all to i’, and zero otherwise. Therefore, a logis-
tic model is specified at level 1.

To capture the effects of ascriptive characteristics as well as ascriptive formal
and informal structuring, we included dummy variables indicating whether
school actors were the same gender, taught in the same grade, or were in the same
subgroup. Subgroup membership was determined by application of KliqueFinder
to collegial ties in each of the nineteen schools. In two of the schools collegial ties
were not strongly enough concentrated within subgroups to reject the null hy-
pothesis that ties were unstructured by subgroup. Therefore, in these schools all
school actors were considered members of one common subgroup.

To capture a balance effect (Davis 1967; Heider 1958; Newcomb 1961), we in-
cluded a term indicating the absolute value of the difference between i and i’ in
perceptions regarding the value of computers. We then included two predictors at
level 1 to capture the link between the stable structure, defined in terms of collegial
ties, and specific talk about technology. First, we included whether i indicated that
i’ was a close colleague. Second, we included the structural similarity of i and i’ de-
fined in terms of the number of common others whom i and i’ indicated were close
colleagues. The theory here is that school actors who were structurally similar
might have been more aware of each other’s needs and strengths and felt more in-
clined to talk to one another (Burt 1987; Frank and Yasumoto 1998). Drawing on
theories of power (Blau 1967), we also included a term indicating the difference in
the number of close colleagues listed by i and i’. The theory was that prominent
school actors would be more likely to talk with other prominent school actors who
could command their attention. Following the p2 models, we included a reciproc-
ity effect, signifying whether i’ indicated talking to i. The final level 1 model is:
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δ7 (structural similarity of collegial ties) ii’ +

δ8 (difference in number of colleagues) ii’ +

δ9 (talk from i’ to i) ii (10.2)

The tendencies of school actors to report talking to others and for others to list
them are then modeled at a separate level:

level 2a(i’: nominee):

αi’ = γ00 + u0i’

level 2b(i: nominator):

βi = γ10 + v0i (10.3)

Thus, the random effects, u0i’ and v0i, account for dependencies in the data that can
be attributed to the fact that each individual contributes to more than one pair.12

Estimating the variances using models 10.1 and 10.3, an unconditional model,
there is eight times more variation in the frequency with which school actors were
nominated as the recipients of talk about technology than there is for school actors’
tendencies to nominate others (.85 versus .1). That is, there were a few actors who
were highly central in talk about technology.13

Finally, we included three measures of stress for school actor i: whether i indi-
cated that the school introduced many new things; average class size of i; and
whether i was teaching a new subject. We reasoned that each of these factors might
place time demands on school actors and therefore limit the extent to which they
could engage others in talk about an innovation. We also included fixed effects
through dummy variables to account for school membership. Thus, the final level
2a model was:

level 2a(nominee): 

αi’ = γ00 + γ01 many new thingsi’ + γ02 class sizei’
+ γ03 new subjecti’ + γ ’04−21
[dummy school 1, dummy school 2, . . . , 
dummy school 18] + u0i’ (10.4)

We did not model the tendencies of school actors to be nominated for talk; thus,
the final model 2b is as in equation 10.3.

Even with the use of multilevel models, the interpretation of standard errors is
controversial. Emmanuel Lazega and Maritjte Van Duijn (1997) report standard er-
rors and use them as a basis for interpretation, although they indicate that t-tests
are approximate. More generally, Stanley Wasserman and Philippa Pattison (1996)
and Paul Holland and Samuel Leinhardt (1981) express extensive concern about
standard errors and significance tests due to dependencies in the data, and so we
report and interpret t-ratios (and rough p-values) with caution.
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The results from the estimated model are presented in table 10.1. Not surpris-
ingly, the strongest predictors of whether i reported talking with i’ about technol-
ogy were whether the school actors were colleagues, whether they taught the same
grade, and whether i’ indicated talking to i. The direct effect of collegiality estab-
lishes the importance of the strong pairwise tie, membership in the same grade
establishes the effect of the formal organization, and i’ indicating talking to i rep-
resents reciprocity. Beyond these, there is a moderate balance effect—the more
similar two school actors were in their perceptions of the potential of computers
for teachers, the more likely they were to interact. (The negative sign for the coef-
ficient for difference in perceptions implies that the smaller the difference, the
more likely two actors were to talk.) Note that with cross-sectional data we cannot
determine whether school actors who held similar perceptions chose to talk to one
another or whether school actors generated similar perceptions through their talk.
The two mechanisms need not be separated from the balance perspective—it is
enough to know that there is alignment. (In the discussion section, we comment
more on whether school actors influenced one another’s perceptions.)

There was an effect of membership in the same subgroup (barely statistically
significant at p < .049, recalling the tenuous nature of statistical inferences in these
models). Though the coefficient is only moderate, it indicates that the odds that
two school actors talked were about 30 percent greater if they were members of the
same subgroup than if they were not. Critically, this effect is net of the effect of the
formal structuring of grade membership. Thus, there is moderate evidence of in-
formal structuring as well as strong evidence of formal structuring of talk.

There is moderate evidence that school actors who reported their school intro-
ducing many new things engaged in more talk than others. Contrary to the stress
hypothesis, this finding is more consistent with the argument that school actors
use talk to implement innovations. Neither class size nor new subjects taught are
strongly related to the tendency to engage in talk. Thus, overall, there is limited ev-
idence for the hypothesis that time demands inhibit opportunities for talk. There
is little support for the effects of structural similarity or differences in number of
collegial ties (representing differences in power or prominence).

To evaluate whether talk about new technology was similar to other types of
talk, we analyzed a second model identical to the first except with curricular talk
as the outcome. Results are reported in table 10.2. The coefficients in table 10.2 are
similar to those in table 10.1, suggesting that factors that affected the core interac-
tions regarding curriculum were similar to those regarding talk about technology.
Most interesting is the fact that curricular talk is about 22 percent more strongly
nested within the formal and informal structures than is technology.14 Thus, de-
scriptively, technology talk was moderately more likely to transcend the formal
and informal structures than was curricular talk. In this sense, technology talk has
the potential to integrate relatively disconnected components of the organization.

To determine whether talk about technology changed collegial structures, we
returned to our longitudinal dataset and modeled change in collegial ties as a
function of talk about technology across six schools. Change in collegial ties was
defined by two dichotomous variables: one indicating the emergence of new col-
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legial ties where none had existed before, and the other indicating the dissolution
of a previously existing collegial tie.

The models followed the p2 format, with the following variables modeled at the
pair level: teaching in the same grade; membership in the same subgroup; talk
about technology as reported either at time 1 or time 2; the extent of structural sim-
ilarity in terms of collegial ties shared by i and i’; the difference in the number of
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TABLE 10.1 / Cross-Nested Multilevel Logistic Regression (p2-Like Social Network
Model) of Talk with i’ About Technology Reported by i

Approximate
Standard Odds

Independent Variable Coefficient Error t-Ratio Ratio

Pair level
Formal: same grade 1.390 .129 10.78 4.015
Informal: same subgroup .270 .137 1.971 1.31
Ascriptive: same gender .204 .163 1.252 1.226
Balance: difference in 
perceptions regarding 
value for teachers −.217 .090 −2.41 0.805

Balance: difference in 
perceptions regarding 
value for students .162 .101 1.604 1.176

Social: colleague 2.756 .137 20.12 15.74
Social: collegial structural
similarity .004 .055 0.07 1.004

Social: number of i’
colleagues minus 
number of i colleagues −.010 .030 −0.33 0.99

Reciprocity: talk from i’
to i 1.271 .141 9.014 3.564

Characteristics of school 
actor i
School introduces many 
new things .245 .060 4.083 1.278

Class size −.005 .008 −0.63 0.995
New subject taught −.208 .151 −1.38 0.812

Variance Components

Unconditional Unconditional as Percentage

Nominator (i) .10 10.53
Nominee (i’) .85 89.47

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: School effects are not reported. The data analyzed are for 433 school actors. The total num-
ber of pairs = 10,322 (only pairs within schools were analyzed).
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colleagues between i and i’, reasoning that people seek colleagues who are more
prominent than themselves; and whether i reported technology help from i’, either
at time 1 or time 2. We included dummy variables to account for school effects in
level 2a of the model.

The results for the emergence of new collegial ties are reported in table 10.3.
Generally, new collegial ties emerged from the existing structure. Thus, school ac-
tors who were structurally similar, who taught in the same grade, or who were
members of the same subgroup were more likely to form new collegial ties than
others. In addition, new collegial ties were linked to the general social structure:
school actors reported new collegial ties with others who were more prominent.
Most interestingly, talk about technology, during either time interval, predicted
the emergence of collegial ties. (The effect of the help provided was in the same di-
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TABLE 10.2 / Cross-Nested Multilevel Logistic Regression (p2-Like Social Network
Model) of Talk with i’ About Curriculum Reported by i

Approximate
Standard Odds

Independent Variable Coefficient Error t-Ratio Ratio

Pair level
Formal: same grade 1.793 .123 14.58 6.007
Informal: same subgroup .346 .126 2.746 1.413
Ascriptive: same gender .348 .156 2.231 1.416
Balance: difference in 
perceptions regarding 
value for teachers −.147 .084 −1.75 0.863

Balance: difference in 
perceptions regarding 
value for students .175 .097 1.804 1.191

Social: colleague 2.685 .119 22.56 14.66
Social: collegial structural
similarity .093 .052 1.788 1.097

Social: number of i’
colleagues − number of 
i colleagues −.016 .029 −0.55 0.984

Reciprocity: talk from i’
to i 1.443 .131 11.02 4.233

Characteristics of school 
actor i
School introduces many 
new things .248 .072 3.444 1.281

Class size −.017 .009 −1.89 0.983
New subject taught −.421 .188 −2.24 0.656

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: School effects are not reported. The data analyzed are for 433 school actors. The total num-
ber of pairs = 10,322 (only pairs within schools were analyzed).
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rection, but not as strong.) In fact, the effect was especially strong for talk about
technology up until time 1, for which the stronger causal argument can be made:
talk about technology prior to time 1 clearly occurred prior to the emergence of
new collegial ties from time 1 to time 2. This represents a lagged effect, which
seems natural, since collegial ties form slowly. Effects on the loss of collegial ties
were similar (with most predictors being negative, preventing the loss of a colle-
gial tie) and are not reported here.

CONCLUSION: THE STRUCTURING OF SOCIAL
PSYCHOLOGICAL PROCESSES AND THE SOCIAL
ORGANIZATION OF SCHOOLS

Just as Bidwell and Kasarda’s call for attention to the multiple levels of schooling
demonstrated the need for multilevel models, so Bidwell’s call for attention to so-
cial psychological processes demonstrates the need for social network tools and
models. In this chapter, we have referred to two of the fundamental social network
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TABLE 10.3 / Cross-Nested Multilevel Logistic Regression (p2-Like Social Network
Model) of Emergence of New Collegial Ties Reported by i with i’

Approximate
Standard Odds

Independent Variable Coefficient Error t-Ratio Ratio

Pair level
Formal: same grade .810 .207 3.913 2.248
Informal: same subgroup .660 .153 4.314 1.935
Technology talk 
(reported by i with i’),
time 1 .535 .066 8.106 1.707

Technology talk 
(reported by i with i’),
time 2 .292 .092 3.174 1.339

Social: collegial 
structural similarity .075 .017 4.412 1.078

Social: number of i’
colleagues—number of 
i colleagues .143 .031 4.613 1.154

i’ provided technology 
help to i, time 1 .004 .0063 0.635 1.004

i’ provided technology 
help to i, time 2 .004 .0067 0.597 1.004

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Notes: School effects are not reported. The data analyzed are for 101 school actors.  The total num-
ber of pairs = 2,831 (only pairs within schools were analyzed).
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models. Our recent models of change in school actors’ use of technology employed
talk about technology as an independent variable in a “network effects” model
(Marsden and Friedkin 1994). The models of who talks to whom and who forms
collegial ties with whom treated ties as outcomes in models of selection, employ-
ing the new p2 approach for specification and estimation. Though much needs to
be learned about specifying and estimating these models (see, for example, Frank
1998; Frank and Fahrbach 1999; Lazega and Van Duijn 1997; Wasserman and Pat-
tison 1996), they are already developed enough to explore theoretical propositions
and help researchers develop new theory. But social network processes are tricky,
and thus graphical representations of data, such as the crystallized sociogram we
used here, contribute to theory development and model specification.

Results from the statistical models confirm many of the theories of Bidwell
and others regarding the organization of schools. Our recent findings indicate
that school actors’ use of computers is influenced at multiple levels. Districts
and schools determine class size, access to resources, and emphasis on stan-
dardized tests, while perceptions regarding the value of computers characterize
the school actors. Of course, many of these factors are affected by institutions
that call for standardized tests or for tomorrow’s workforce to be proficient
with computers. Processes at multiple and potentially competing levels almost
ensure that action at any one level will be only loosely coupled with action at
other levels. Amid these other processes, the social psychological element is
clearly present: school actors who talk with other experts are more likely to in-
crease their computer usage. Thus, Bidwell’s call for attention to social psycho-
logical processes is justified.

Attending to social psychology in terms of the social organization of schools
means attending to the structure of interaction. In this chapter, we used subgroup
memberships to characterize how an external change affected a school. The
process began when the school’s district responded to external institutional pres-
sure to install the Windows platform, and the social issue emerged when the dis-
trict assigned a new second-grade teacher who was an expert in Windows. The
new problem for the school became finding a way to circulate the expertise of the
new teacher from subgroup to subgroup. In this case, the problem was addressed
through the social structure: one key senior bridging teacher formed a collegial tie
with the new teacher and was able to convey the expertise to her subgroup and
then to others.

Applications of the p2 models demonstrate that talk about technology was con-
centrated within the formal organization defined by grades, and less so within in-
formal subgroups. Though the stronger effect is for grade, recall that 50 percent of
school actors could not be categorized by grade, thus necessitating the informally
defined subgroups. The effects of grades and subgroups are in addition to links be-
tween specific technology talk and general collegial ties and the balance effects as-
sociated with differences in perceptions.

In its structuring, technology talk is very similar to curricular talk, although the
two are not coincidental. Thus, the formal and informal structuring is more robust
than tendencies among specific pairs of school actors. A given pair of school actors
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who talk about technology may not necessarily talk about curriculum, but the sub-
groups and grade assignments that structure talk about technology are the same as
those that structure talk about the curriculum. Thus, formal categories and informal
collegial subgroups define meso-level entities that generally structure interaction.

Generally, the new dynamic feature of the sociograms reveals many of the
processes of schools as organizations. We observe that institutions or external
forces penetrate a school first by influencing a small number of actors, who then
influence members of their subgroups, who then influence others in the school.
Transitions between levels are accomplished as school actors are influenced by,
and influence, other subgroup members. School actors are only loosely coupled
because their collegial ties and their interactions specific to technology are concen-
trated within formal and informal boundaries. Thus, information about an inno-
vation may diffuse slowly throughout a school as it circulates within subgroups,
then spans between subgroups. Correspondingly, the implementation of an inno-
vation, constituting a schoolwide “decision,” is likely to be uneven at any given
time.

Results of models of the evolution of collegial ties indicate just how fundamen-
tally schools are open to the external influences of technology. At the very least,
technology talk anticipates new collegial ties. At most, technology talk generates
new collegial ties as school actors develop strong, general relationships through
their specific interactions. This finding casts a different light on the fact that tech-
nology talk transcends grades more than curricular talk. As technology talk antic-
ipates new collegial ties, the pressure to adopt new technology could be increasing
the separation between the formal and informal organizations of schools. The re-
sults could be profound: the press for technology may be integrating school actors
across previously segregated formal barriers, generating new alliances and fac-
tions associated with technology use or disconnecting school actors from their
grade affiliations. Of course, no change is likely to be dramatic, since collegial ties
evolve slowly, influenced by structural similarity and prominence as well as by
previous direct collegial ties.

Two processes are conspicuously absent in the data. First, there is little evidence
to support Ronald Burt’s (1987) finding that adoption of an innovation is influ-
enced by the adoption of structurally similar actors. Most likely, as Bidwell (2000)
notes, power and competition are not as strongly evident in schools as they are in
other organizations and systems. Correspondingly, school actors may be more mo-
tivated by others with whom they directly interact than by the need to keep up
with a reference group (Merton 1957b).

Second, in separate analyses, there was little evidence that school actors influ-
enced each other’s perceptions regarding the potential to use computers through
talk about computers (the standardized effect for log of talk with experts on
change in perceptions was .11 with t-ratio 1.0). Thus, it is unlikely that school ac-
tors are inducing one another to conform in perceptions, as is implied by Noah
Friedkin’s (1998) process models. Instead, when school actors talk, they may well
be sharing information that directly increases the capacity for implementing com-
puters (for example, sharing technical expertise regarding digital cameras) with-

Subgroups as Meso-Level Entities

/ 221



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000222 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

out changing perceptions regarding the potential for computers (for example, the
value of digital cameras for displaying student work).

When we pair the hypothesis that school actors are sharing information in their
talk about technology with the finding that school actors are highly variable in the
extent to which they are listed as being talked to, we are motivated to ask: why do
some school actors take the time to talk with others and share information about
technology use? Why wouldn’t they merely operate within their own classroom
(see Lortie 1975)? Are they motivated to educate a common set of students, or to
fulfill faculty obligations, or to enhance their prestige? Turning the question
around, are there differences in school actors’ capacities to access knowledgeable
others? Are there reciprocal arrangements, or is there a more general exchange
process (Cook and Whitmeyer 1992; Emerson 1972)? These questions become
questions about the distribution of social capital (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988;
Lin 2001; Portes 1998), that is, actors’ capacities to attract resources through infor-
mal ties. We address these questions in other contexts (Frank 2002; Frank, Zhao,
and Borman 2004), and we urge other researchers to address this theoretical issue
as well.

NOTES

1. We are aware that this almost colloquial definition of “technology” differs from the clas-
sic sociological definition (see, for example, Woodward 1965), which refers more gener-
ally to any means of production. We use it here because “technology” has become syn-
onymous with “computer technology” in the modern classroom and administrative
offices.

2. Kenneth Frank’s criterion can be defined as the increase in the odds that there will be a
tie between two actors (as opposed to the absence of a tie) associated with membership
in a common subgroup. The odds ratio is large to the extent that actors engage in ties
within subgroups and do not engage in ties between subgroups. The ratio is small to the
extent that actors do not engage in ties within subgroups and engage in ties between
subgroups. Balancing the two effectively accounts for subgroup sizes and the propensi-
ties of actors to engage in ties. Maximization of the criterion described by Frank also sat-
isfies Charles Kadushin’s (1995, 212) call for an algorithm that “maximizes both in-
[sub]group density and minimizes out-[sub]group relations.”

3. Frank also initially conducted a pilot study of the questionnaire (with colleagues An-
drew Topper and Yong Zhao), establishing the reliability of several of the measures of
perceptions regarding technology (see Frank, Topper, and Zhao 2000).

4. Owing to accounting constraints, Westville was prepaid in June 2000 for their partici-
pation in 2001.

5. For this type of simulation, Frank (1995) recorded odds ratios of the association be-
tween membership in a common subgroup and the presence of a tie after repeated ap-
plications of KliqueFinder to networks of the same size and distribution of row mar-
ginals (the out-degrees are considered fixed) as in figure 10.1, but in which the ties
among the actors were randomly assigned.
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6. To allow others to address this question, Frank (1995) applied KliqueFinder to multiple
simulated networks in which the subgroup memberships were known. Frank then esti-
mated a model to predict the extent to which subgroup memberships identified by
KliqueFinder were consistent with the known subgroup memberships.

7. This school represents one of the strongest alignments of subgroups and grades be-
cause it was recently reconfigured, drawing most of the second-grade teachers from one
school and most of the third-grade teachers from another. Furthermore, the teachers’
room assignments reinforced grade assignments: all but one of the second-grade teach-
ers were on one wing, and all but one of the third-grade teachers were on another wing.

8. Because the metrics varied slightly between administrations of the instrument, each
measure of use was standardized, and then the difference was taken from the stan-
dardized measures. Each ring represents an increase of .2 standardized units.

9. In fact, the Windows platform was incompatible with the software featured in the grant
proposal that originally attracted us to the school, and the software was not function-
ally available during the time of this study.

10. This is typical of many elementary schools. In fact, in research based on nineteen ele-
mentary schools in Michigan, 99 percent of the variation in technology use between
schools could be attributed to district membership.

11. The Hierarchical Generalized Linear Model (HGLM) (Bryk, Raudenbush, and Congdon
2002) software with cross-nested effects was used to estimate the models. This software
maximizes a penalized quasi-likelihood in the random effects (and so may slightly un-
derestimate some random effects).

12. By including parameters for individual effects, this model is similar to the earlier p1

models and can be considered a special case of p* (see Wasserman and Pattison 1996,
410).

13. After modeling, the variances were 1.5 and .02, respectively, but the goal was to incor-
porate variation into individual-level differences more than to model it.

14. These differences were tested for statistical significance by modeling the occurrence of
curricular talk in the absence of technology talk, and technology talk in the absence of
curricular talk. Statistically, the tendency for curricular talk to occur within grade was
significantly greater than for technology talk, but the difference between curricular talk
within subgroups and technology talk within subgroups was not statistically signifi-
cant, recalling the tenuous nature of statistical inference for these models.
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Part IV

Change in Social Organizations
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Chapter 11

The Cross-National Context of the
Gender Gap in Math and Science

Catherine Riegle-Crumb

The broadly defined role that schools play in influencing student achievement
has been a central focus of sociological research on education. Whether fo-
cusing on school factors that promote or discourage the learning and attain-

ment of students in general or highlighting how schools can contribute to the re-
production of social inequality, such research underscores the importance of
considering the organizational context of the educational experiences of individu-
als (see, for example, Bidwell and Kasarda 1975; Bowles and Gintis 1976). Yet
when examining instances of the educational inequality common across societies,
it is relevant to expand the consideration of context beyond organizations or insti-
tutions within a society and to instead view societies themselves as the relevant
context in which inequality occurs.

Specifically, a gender gap in math and science achievement and attitudes, where
on average male students outscore female students on tests and express more fa-
vorable attitudes toward the subjects, is evident not only in the United States but
in countries across the world (Benavot 1989; Biraimah 1989; Harnisch 1984;
Williams et al. 2000). This gender gap is a worldwide concern, not only because it
signifies inequality during students’ school years, but also because of its conse-
quences for women’s lives beyond their schooling. The lower achievement and in-
terest of girls can lead to the relative exclusion of women from degrees in math
and science, and subsequently lower-income and lower-status jobs in economies
throughout the world that are increasingly based on science and technology
(Oakes 1990; Stage and Maple 1996; Tabar 1992).

The gender gap in math and science achievement and attitudes is not a phe-
nomenon that occurs exclusively within the confines of a classroom or school.
Rather, the academic experiences of boys and girls are situated within and influ-
enced by the larger social context in which they live. Much of the previous re-
search on this gender gap focuses on determinants of inequality such as teacher
bias in the classroom, differential parental expectations, or the academic abilities
of individuals (American Association of University Women 1992, 1998). This chap-
ter marks a departure from such a proximate focus and instead poses the question
of whether variation in the extent of gender stratification at the societal or national
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level helps to explain differences among countries in the extent of the gender gap
in math and science.

Within a given society, the gender roles that adult men and women occupy can
have a great influence on the behaviors and attitudes of young people, as well as
the choices they eventually make. In other words, there is a feedback loop between
the gender-stratified outcomes of one generation and the real and perceived op-
portunities available to the next generation. Predominant societal gender roles are
likely to affect the educational experiences of young people directly, through so-
cialization or rationalization of behavior, as well as indirectly by influencing the
actors and institutions that educate and support them. This chapter examines the
relationship between national levels of gender stratification in the family, labor
force, and government, and gender inequality in math and science educational
outcomes.

GENDER STRATIFICATION ACROSS TIME AND PLACE

In large part because of the spread of Western institutions and ideologies to the
developing world through industrialization and the growth of a world economy
in which national boundaries are becoming less salient, women’s lives across
much of the world are characterized by the sexual division of labor into private
and public spheres (see, for example, Boserup 1970; Pampel and Taneka 1986). The
maintenance of the private sphere of the home remains predominantly the re-
sponsibility of women (Milkman and Townsley 1994). This is not simply another
equally viable domain for human fulfillment, but rather an area where women are
economically dependent on men and attributed lower societal status and prestige
(Hartmann 1981; Ware 1988).

Additionally, factors such as restrictive gender norms, employer discrimination,
unequal pay, and role conflict all operate to discourage women’s employment and
other public roles in favor of their domestic role (Brinton 1993; Connelly, DeGraff,
and Levinson 1996; Ware 1988). Consequently, women’s domestic responsibilities
substantially impede them from gaining a significant degree of economic and so-
cial power and independence, whether by ideological or more tangible means.
Thus, the sexual division of labor is a clear instance of gender stratification, where
women disproportionately occupy the societal strata of lower prestige and greater
dependency (Chafetz 1984; Milkman and Townsley 1994; Okin 1995). While the
limited opportunities of adult women in a society are an important problem in
their own right, such limits also have consequences for the experiences of subse-
quent generations.

Specifically, it is likely that gender stratification at the national or societal level
influences the perceptions and actions of youth, as well as those of the adults who
are involved in their socialization and/or academic training. For instance, while
the general underrepresentation of women in the labor force is a cross-national
phenomenon, some countries have less equitable employment patterns than oth-
ers (Charles 1992). Countries with higher levels of gender stratification in the labor
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force are likely to convey stronger societal messages about the link between gen-
der and opportunity; when young people and those around them receive these
messages, ideas about gender inequality are reinforced.

This idea is consistent with research on the reproduction of gender inequality at
the individual level within a society. A central empirical finding of this literature is
that children learn gender roles and attitudes from the people and places around
them and from the educational and occupational opportunities they see in their
families and communities (Eccles, Barber, and Jozefowicz 1999; Eder and Parker
1987). Because the labor force is visibly segregated with regard to gender, children
learn to view some occupations as appropriate for their gender and others as in-
appropriate (Marini and Brinton 1984). Children who are exposed to a more
gender-stratified family or school are more likely to see their future opportunities
as constrained and are more likely to be encouraged by others to maintain the sta-
tus quo of predominant gender roles (Ayalon 2002; Cunningham 2001; Jacobs et al.
1998; Riegle-Crumb 1996).

CROSS-NATIONAL INFLUENCES ON GENDER
INEQUALITY IN MATH AND SCIENCE

To examine whether countries with less equitable roles for adult men and women
in society also exhibit more prominent national patterns of inequality in the lives
of young people, it is logical to focus on students’ educational experiences. Specif-
ically, there is considerable variation among countries in the magnitude of the
gender gap in math and science educational outcomes for middle and high school
students. In an effort to explain this cross-national variation, David Baker and
Deborah Jones (1993) examined the relationship between national trends in gen-
der stratification and the extent of gender inequality in math performance using
data from the Second International Mathematics Survey (SIMS). After finding that
there is less of a gender gap for math achievement in countries where women have
more equal access to jobs and higher education, Baker and Jones suggest that the
anticipation of future opportunities can shape current performance.

Pushing the argument further, educational achievement and attitudes in the
subjects of math and science may be particularly vulnerable to gender-differenti-
ated future role expectations given the stereotype of these subjects as a male do-
main and the perception that they are the most difficult and competitive courses in
school, as well as the ones most directly related to future labor force participation
(Ayalon 2002; Oakes 1990). In a gender-stratified society where girls are con-
fronted with the prospect of limited opportunities for their future, they may invest
less effort in their education, perceive it as less relevant, and be more susceptible
to discouraging stereotypes related to academic performance. Specifically, if girls
accept the prevailing gender roles in a society as legitimate and valid, they may
not even meaningfully consider other alternatives. In addition to the socializing
effect on younger generations of visible gender stratification patterns, girls may
also make decisions about their education and future life choices based on a ra-
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tional analysis of their opportunities. They may choose not to work toward occu-
pational or public-sector roles that they have little expectation of attaining. There-
fore, the perceived economic returns of educational investments may explain gen-
der differences in achievement and other outcomes.

Furthermore, while sex segregation is likely to have a direct effect on young peo-
ple’s perceptions of available future opportunities, it is also likely to influence the
support given to them by other actors and institutions. The idea that schools may
reproduce existing patterns of social inequality through differential treatment of
students is not new to sociological research on education (see, for example, Bowles
and Gintis 1976). With regard to gender differences in math and science, schools in
more sex-segregated societies may endorse different curricular focuses for girls
and boys, or they may select gender-biased textbooks, tests, and other educational
materials (Ayalon 2002). Furthermore, in a more gender-stratified societal context,
teachers may be less inclined to function as mentors or to encourage girls’ aca-
demic work in math and science. Furthermore, prior research suggests that in
countries where women have lower levels of labor force participation, parents are
less likely to encourage and assist girls in math- and science-related endeavors
(Baker and Jones 1992).

In summary, by creating a perceived opportunity structure of future limitations,
prevailing patterns of gender stratification are likely to influence girls’ relative
math and science educational experiences. The mechanism through which this oc-
curs may be socialization or rationalization of current behavior, which may influ-
ence girls’ observations directly as well as more indirectly by influencing the edu-
cational support offered by schools and parents. If these hypothesized patterns of
influence are accurate, girls will have lower performance and less favorable atti-
tudes toward math and science compared to boys in countries that are character-
ized by more gender stratification. Conversely, countries with more equitable ex-
periences for women and men in areas such as the labor force are likely to have a
more equitable distribution of math and science outcomes by gender. Thus, by fo-
cusing on the larger societal context of gender stratification, we may be able to an-
swer the question of why gendered outcomes in math and science are more equi-
table in some countries than others.

DATA AND ANALYSES

The analyses in this chapter explore the relationship between national levels of
gender stratification and the gender gap in math and science educational out-
comes. To establish the larger context of national gender stratification, the analyses
begin with an examination of several indicators of women’s representation in the
family, labor force, and government and continue with an examination of the rela-
tionship between these indicators and national levels of economic development. I
then present an empirical test of the cross-national relationship between gender
stratification and the gap in math and science achievement and attitudes. Using
test scores, the traditional marker of performance and ability, I examine the gender
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gap in achievement, as well as the gender gap in favorable attitudes toward math
and science. This is a less-studied but important component of the gender gap be-
cause it is indicative of the extent to which girls are likely to pursue further educa-
tion and careers in math and science, somewhat independently of ability level
(Benbow and Minor 1986; Catsambis 1994; Seymour and Hewitt 1997).

Indicators of Gender Stratification at the National Level

The home, labor force, and government are interrelated domains of gender strati-
fication across the world. As discussed earlier, women’s domestic obligations pre-
vent or discourage them from participating equally in the formal labor force,
where they can gain some degree of economic and social power. Women’s under-
representation in government is another important indicator of stratification, since
this is the component of the public sphere that can redress issues of inequality. For
example, legislation can alleviate some of the conflict between the domestic sphere
and the labor market by addressing problems such as lower pay and lack of child-
care options. Progressive governments are also able to counteract societal gender
norms—for example, by legislating equality in the labor force (Chang 2000; Con-
nelly et al. 1996; Orloff 1993).

Data from the United Nations Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database 
(WISTAT) provide an opportunity to examine gender stratification in these three
areas for forty countries around the world during the early 1990s.1 I chose two in-
dicators to represent the amount of gender stratification in each of the three do-
mains. For the area of the home and family, the first indicator is the total fertility
rate, or the national average number of children born to women of childbearing
age. In general, women with more children have stronger responsibilities within
the home. I also included a variable for the availability of legal abortion for economic
or social reasons, or on request. Access to abortion is an important indicator of
stratification because it is indicative of the extent to which women have real deci-
sionmaking power over their childbearing and thus have control over the extent of
their domestic responsibility. This variable is dichotomous, with a score of one rep-
resenting legal availability of abortion and a score of zero otherwise.

For gender stratification in the labor force, the first indicator is women’s share of
the labor force. For this variable, a score of close to fifty means that women make up
an equal share of the labor force. The second indicator refers to the percentage of
women age fifteen years and older who are considered economically active. The definition
of the economically active population includes individuals who are self-employed
as well as unpaid family workers. While these variables do not capture the quality
and context of women’s employment, they do indicate women’s presence in the
public sphere and their subsequent opportunity for financial gain that is not de-
pendent on others.

I also selected two variables from WISTAT to measure gender stratification in
government representation. The first is the total percentage of government positions
filled by women, regardless of level. The second indicator is the percentage of submin-
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isterial positions filled by women, which includes deputy and vice ministers, perma-
nent secretaries, and deputy permanent secretaries. To the extent that countries
have lower representation of women in the government, gender stratification ex-
ists with regard to access to positions of power and authority.

Gender Stratification by Level of Economic Development

It is often assumed that countries that have attained higher levels of economic
progress are also more progressive in terms of social issues (Chang 2000). This
more equitable social ideology would likely be associated with a decrease in the
gender gap in math and science achievement. It is therefore important to deter-
mine whether the most economically developed countries have the lowest levels
of gender stratification and how this stratification affects academic attitudes and
performance. However, before treating gender stratification as an influential na-
tional phenomenon in its own right, I first present evidence that gender stratifica-
tion is not simply a manifestation of the level of economic development.

Table 11.1 displays the means for each of the six indicators of gender stratifica-
tion by level of economic development, categorized as three levels ranging from
low to high.2 Beginning with the area of gender stratification in the home and fam-
ily, a general negative linear trend is apparent between fertility rates and economic
development. The average total fertility rate for countries in the lowest economic
development group is 2.46 children. By comparison, the fertility rate for the
medium development group is 2.0 children, and the average for the highest group
is 1.87, or below replacement levels. In general, then, countries at higher levels of
development have lower fertility. However, focusing on differences between lev-
els of development obscures substantial variation within categories. For instance,
the high mean fertility rate for the lowest economic group is in large part due to
the high fertility rates of two countries, the Philippines and Iran.3 Turning to the
indicator for the availability of abortion, the lowest mean is observed for countries
in the category of lowest national development. Yet the group mean is over 0.5 for
all groups, indicating that over half of the countries in each category provide legal
access to abortion.

Table 11.1 also presents the means for gender stratification in employment by
level of economic development. Both the means for women’s share of the adult
labor force and their economic activity rate are highest in countries with low lev-
els of development. Thus, it appears that women in countries with low develop-
ment are slightly more likely to work. However, the means for women’s economic
rate reveal a U-shaped pattern consistent with previous literature on the subject,
where higher levels of employment are found at the high and low ends of eco-
nomic development, compared to the middle (Pampel and Taneka 1986).

Finally, the means for gender stratification in government suggest that countries
at the highest level of development have greater female representation. The mean
percentage of women in government is highest for the high economic group, com-
pared to the other two groups. Although the percentage of women in government
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at the subministerial level shows less variation across all three classifications of
economic development, it is still slightly higher for countries in the highest eco-
nomic group. However, examining the individual averages for the countries
within each development category reveals that several countries at low levels of
development, such as Colombia and the Philippines, have comparatively high fe-
male representation in government. Thus, while there may be more of a tendency
for high-development countries to have more women in government, it is also
important to note that women have a stronger voice in some low-development
countries.

Overall, the descriptive statistics reveal that even though the extent of gender
equity varies somewhat according to level of national development, it is not the
case that progress for women is synonymous with issues of economic or even so-
cial progress. Moreover, despite the fact that gender stratification in the home,
labor force, and government is apparent in all countries, there is considerable vari-
ation between countries in the extent of gender inequality in power, resources, op-
portunities, and experiences. It is thus relevant to investigate whether countries
with higher levels of gender stratification in these areas, or with less equitable out-
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TABLE 11.1 / Gender Stratification in Forty Countries by Level of Economic 
Development

Level 1: Level 2: Level 3:
Low Medium High

Economic Economic Economic
Development Development Development

Gender stratification
in the home
Total fertility rate 2.46 2.00 1.87

(1.25) (1.04) (.45)
Access to abortion .60 .67 .67

(.52) (.52) (.48)

Gender stratification in 
employment
Women’s share of the 43.00 41.50 41.21

labor force (8.11) (3.73) (4.17)
Women’s economic rate 54.8 48.33 50.75

(13.31) (7.09) (8.70)

Gender stratification in 
government
Women’s representation 10.28 9.60 13.44

in government (8.33) (6.35) (8.49)
Women’s representation 11.18 11.03 12.46

at sub-ministerial level (9.09) (7.30) (8.96)
of government

Source: WISTAT, version 4.
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comes for adult women at the societal level, are also characterized by greater gen-
der gaps in the math and science outcomes of younger generations.

Predicting the Gender Gap in Math and 
Science Achievement

To examine the cross-national relationship between levels of gender stratification
and the math and science achievement gap, I used data from the Third Interna-
tional Mathematics and Science Survey (TIMSS). Conducted in 1995, TIMSS is the
largest national database on education, with data from over forty countries. It con-
sists of surveys administered to principals, teachers, and students at three differ-
ent age groups. Math and science achievement tests were also administered to stu-
dents. The analyses in this chapter focus on the population 2 students, which
include respondents from seventh and eighth grade.

Consistent with prior research that finds evidence of a cross-national gender
gap in math and science achievement test scores, an analysis of the TIMSS data
also finds such patterns.4 Boys have higher average math test scores than girls
in thirty-two of the countries, or 80 percent of the sample. Boys outscore girls in
thirty-six of the countries (90 percent of the sample). Additionally, the average
gender difference in science achievement test scores is higher than for math.
Although the predominant trend is definitely one of male advantage in math
and science achievement, there is substantial variation in the magnitude of
difference.

To investigate whether the gender gap in students’ math and science achieve-
ment varies based on national levels of gender stratification in the home, labor
force, and government, two-level hierarchical linear models (HLMs) were con-
ducted. This statistical method has the advantage of estimating coefficients and
partitioning variance into different levels, in this case both the student and coun-
try level (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992). The level 1 or student model in the analy-
sis is represented by the following equation:

Yij = B0j + B1j (female) + B2j (maternal education) + B3j (SES) + rij (11.1)

The dependent variable, Yij, is the individual student’s math or science achieve-
ment test score. The student-level variables used to predict achievement are gen-
der, maternal education level, and family socioeconomic status (see appendix for a
description of the variables). B0j is the intercept, which is defined as the mean
achievement for boys of low socioeconomic status (SES) and maternal education.5

The specific purpose of this analysis is determining how the gender gap in
achievement varies according to the extent of gender stratification. Thus, national
indicators of gender stratification at level 2 are used to predict the slope between
gender and achievement at level 1. The main level 2 model is presented in equa-
tion 11.2:
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B1j = y10 + y11Wj (level of development)
+ y12Wj (national test average)
+ y13Wj (home and work status)
+ y14Wj (government status) + u1j (11.2)

Control variables at level 2 include national level of economic development,
coded one for high development and zero otherwise. Additionally, a control for
the national achievement score in either math or science makes it possible to de-
termine whether the effects of gender stratification exist independently of the
country’s overall achievement level.

The variables home and work status and government status are factor scores
from principal components analyses of the six gender stratification variables dis-
cussed earlier.6 The analyses resulted in two factors accounting for approximately
75 percent of the variance: one with high loadings for the family and labor force in-
dicators and one with high loadings only for the two indicators of women’s repre-
sentation in government. The existence of two distinct dimensions of gender strat-
ification speaks to the connection between women’s roles in the home and the
labor force, while women’s relative power in the government appears to be a re-
lated but separate issue. For both variables, a high score indicates higher status for
women, or less gender stratification. Thus, a high score on the first factor indicates
a low degree of domestic responsibility together with a high degree of labor force
participation, and a high score on the second factor indicates a high level of female
representation in government.

Table 11.2 displays the results of the HLM analysis for math achievement in the
first column of coefficients. The level 1 model indicates a negative effect of gender
on achievement, and thus the level 2 effects indicate which variables have a sig-
nificant effect on this negative relationship. The level 2 coefficients reveal that
countries with higher math test averages overall have smaller gender gaps in
math. However, the gender gap in math does not vary significantly by level of eco-
nomic development. With regard to the effects of gender stratification on the gen-
der gap in math, there is a positive and statistically significant relationship be-
tween women’s representation in the government and the slope of gender on math
test scores. In other words, controlling on the other variables in the model, coun-
tries where more women are employed in government have smaller gender gaps
in math achievement. Women’s relative status in the home and family does not
have a significant effect.7

Table 11.2 also displays the results of an HLM analysis where the science
achievement test is the dependent variable. Overall, the patterns found are similar
to those observed for math. Once again, the factor representing women’s repre-
sentation in government has a positive and statistically significant effect on the
slope of gender on achievement. Thus, countries with higher women’s representa-
tion in the government have lower gender gaps in science achievement. Countries
with higher overall levels of science achievement also have smaller gender gaps,
while economic development has no significant effect.
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Predicting the Gender Gap in Math and Science Attitudes

The next analysis addresses the question of whether gender stratification in the
home, labor force, and government is related to the gender gap in math and sci-
ence attitudes. Four questions were chosen from the TIMSS questionnaire to mea-
sure gender differences in students’ attitudes toward math and science: How
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TABLE 11.2 / The Effects of Gender Stratification on the Gap in Math and Science
Achievement: HLM Analyses

Math Science
Coefficients Coefficients

Level 2 models (N = 36)
Model predicting B1 (female slope)

Women’s status in government 2.864** 3.777*
Women’s status in home and at work .456 −5.451
National average test score .075** .331***
Level of economic development −2.268 .044
Intercept −2.136 −12.428***

Level 1 models (N = 184,290)
Female, B1 −3.492*** −12.962***
Maternal education level, B2 10.538*** 9.361***
Socioeconomic status, B3 15.104*** 13.982***
Intercept, B0 470.030*** 479.099***

Partition of variance (unconditional model)
Level 2 (between countries) 25% 16%
Level 1 (between students) 75% 84%

Degrees of
Variance Freedom Chi-Square

Random effects (math model)
Intercept, U0 1,471.35 32 4,258.48***
SES slope, U1 112.35 35 519.583***
Female slope, U2 54.40 31 260.68***
Mated slope 8.86 35 472.07***

Random effects (science model)
Intercept, U0 1,236.86 32 2,764.30***
SES slope, U1 126.54 35 571.43***
Female slope, U2 264.38 31 926.92***
Mated slope 9.66 35 439.63***

Source: TIMSS, population 2 student data, and WISTAT, version 4.
Notes: Student-level data are weighted to account for the multistage sampling design. Table dis-
plays selected coefficients from complete model which also estimated level 2 effects on B0. Level
2 controls for average math and science test score in B1 models are grand-mean centered.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01 (two-tailed tests with robust standard errors)
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much did they enjoy math or science class? How much did they like both subjects?
How good did they perceive themselves to be in both subjects? And did they want
to obtain a job someday that uses math or science?8 Available categories of re-
sponses were coded on a four-point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree.
A summed scale was created as the dependent variable with a minimum value of
four and a maximum value of sixteen.9

Descriptive analysis confirms that, on average, boys have more positive atti-
tudes toward math in the majority of countries.10 However, there are four coun-
tries where girls’ positive math attitudes significantly eclipse those of boys. Inter-
estingly, for science, in almost 40 percent of countries girls’ national averages were
higher than those for boys. This somewhat surprising result may be related to the
fact that girls in population 2 were interviewed when they were in seventh or
eighth grade, a time when they were just being introduced to real science subjects
such as biology. Although there is already a gender gap in science achievement at
this point, middle school girls may nevertheless have a level of interest and excite-
ment in these subjects that does not begin to dissipate until high school.

To investigate the effect of gender stratification in the lives of adult women on
the gender gap in math and science attitudes, I conducted two-level HLM analy-
ses. The dependent variable at level 1 is the math or science attitude scale.11 For the
level 2 model predicting B1, or the negative slope between gender and the math at-
titude scale, I observed a positive and statistically significant effect of women’s sta-
tus in the home and family (see table 11.3). This means that countries where
women have more domestic freedom and higher labor force representation have
smaller gender gaps in favorable math attitudes. The indicator for women’s status
in the government does not have a significant effect. Additionally, the table reveals
that the gender gap in math attitudes does not vary significantly by level of eco-
nomic development and that countries with more positive math attitudes overall
are likely to have smaller gender gaps in attitudes.

Table 11.3 also displays the results of an HLM analysis where the science atti-
tude scale is the dependent variable. The model predicting the slope between gen-
der and scores on the science attitude scale indicates that the same component of
gender stratification, women’s status in the home and labor force, has a significant
effect on the gender gap in science. Thus, in countries where women have more
domestic freedom and participate more in the labor force, girls are more like boys
with respect to favorable science attitudes. Additionally, the level of economic de-
velopment has a positive effect, meaning that countries at the highest level of de-
velopment have smaller gender gaps in science attitudes. Finally, countries with
higher average science attitudes also have smaller differentials in gender attitudes.

CONCLUSION

The gender gap in math and science has been the topic of a vast body of research
in the United States as well as in many other countries. Previous studies have
highlighted factors such as girls’ lower levels of ability and preparation, reduced
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self-confidence, or lower access to mentors as predictors of gender differences in
math and science achievement and attitudes (Catsambis 1994; Eccles 1987; Sey-
mour and Hewitt 1997). However, few researchers have examined why gender
outcomes in math and science are more equitable in some countries than others.
Such a focus is consistent with educational research that examines how student
achievement is influenced by the organizational context of schools. By taking an
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TABLE 11.3 / The Effects of Gender Stratification on the Gap in Math and Science 
Attitudes: HLM Analyses

Math Science
Coefficients Coefficients

Level 2 models (N = 34)
Model predicting B1 (female slope)

Women’s status in government −.005 −.065
Women’s status in home and at work .463*** .909***
National average attitude score 1.035*** 1.386***
Level of economic development −.258 .778***
Intercept −.213 −.514**

Level 1 models (N = 157,140)
Female, B1 −.351*** −.030
Maternal education level, B2 .100*** .109***
Socioeconomic status, B3 .261*** .167***
Intercept, B0 7.86*** 7.91***

Partition of variance (unconditional model)
Level 2 (between countries) 8% 9%
Level 1 (between students) 92% 91%

Degree of
Variance Freedom Chi-Square

Random effects (math model)
Intercept, U0 .551 30 1,864.84***
SES slope, U1 .019 33 99.43***
Female slope, U2 .505 29 2,526.87***
Mated slope, U3 .002 33 142.64***

Random effects (science model)
Intercept, U0 .531 30 2,177.60***
SES slope, U1 .027 29 199.44***
Female slope, U2 .502 29 5,160.67***
Mated slope, U3 .004 33 201.94***

Source: TIMSS, population 2 student data and WISTAT, version 4.
Notes: Student-level data are weighted to account for the multistage sampling design. Table dis-
plays selected coefficients from complete model, which also estimated level 2 effects on B0. Level
2 controls for average attitude score in B1 model are grand-mean centered.
**p < .05; ***p < .01 (two-tailed tests with robust standard errors)
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even broader perspective and considering national contexts, comparative research
can offer insights into why some countries are more successful in promoting
equity and consequently suggest ways in which equity in other countries can be
increased.

The main argument presented in this chapter is that the gender-related out-
comes in the lives of one generation largely create the perception of opportunities
available to younger generations. The result is socialization to maintain the status
quo of gender stratification or, at the very least, to lower the expectations of girls,
parents, and schools that less traditional behavior might be rewarded. A vicious
cycle exists whereby gender stratification in one generation is passed to the next in
a dysfunctional inheritance of gender roles. School walls are permeable, and
young people’s academic decisions and the support offered by school personnel
and family members are influenced both overtly and more subtly by the broader
society in which they live.

These analyses cannot explicitly test the mechanism by which gender stratifica-
tion influences the gap in math and science outcomes, but the results are never-
theless suggestive of likely processes. For example, the results presented in table
11.2 are consistent with the argument that in societies characterized by the relative
absence of women from positions of power, girls may be less motivated to perform
and less encouraged by others to invest in their education, particularly in the com-
petitive and high-status subjects of math and science. Also, countries with a
stronger female presence in government are probably more committed to issues of
gender equity. Such governments may be promoting gender equity in math and
science education by developing programs and increasing the resources directed
toward education. This would very likely establish a societal gender norm that
performance in these subjects is important for all individuals and that expecta-
tions are not related to a person’s gender. Additionally, in such an atmosphere par-
ents and teachers would be more motivated to encourage their daughters’ aca-
demic investments in math and science.

Girls’ attitudes toward math and science are partly determined by the roles held
by women in both the public and private spheres of their country. For example,
girls who live in families where the average number of children is high probably
expect a future of high fertility for themselves and perceive education as less use-
ful for their later lives. Furthermore, if girls know few women who are employed
in the formal labor force, then they have little reason to plan for their own future
employment. This attitude could subsequently influence their interest in difficult
school subjects that are linked to labor force opportunities. In countries with more
gender stratification in the home and labor force, girls are also likely to be encour-
aged by their families and others to maintain the status quo of traditional gender
attitudes.

Thus, a primary goal of this chapter has been to demonstrate how systems of na-
tional gender inequality are maintained by the connection between perceived op-
portunities and real outcomes. While the results of the analysis suggest that
changes at the macro level would influence perceptions at the individual level,
there are nonetheless tangible ways to encourage gender equity in math and sci-
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ence. For example, highlighting successful female mathematicians, scientists, and
legislators in textbooks and lessons could alter girls’ perceptions of future oppor-
tunities. Schools that choose to endorse more gender-equitable programs of study
and academic counseling, as well as educational materials, could counteract strat-
ified gender patterns within the society. Thus, education systems could interrupt
the feedback loop between patterns of stratification at the societal level and gender
inequality in education that is still present in most countries.

APPENDIX: DESCRIPTIONS AND CALCULATION OF
VARIABLES IN TABLES 11.2 AND 11.3

1. Level 2 Variable: National Average Math Score and Science Score: Taken from
TIMSS variable BIMATSCR and BISCISCR in population 2 student back-
ground file. This variable represents the national means, which are calcu-
lated from the student scores in each country, weighted with student weight,
SENWGT.

2. Level 2 Variables: Gender Stratification Factors (derived from WISTAT statistics):

a. Gender stratification in the home and labor force factor: This variable represents
high factor loadings (above an absolute value of 0.5) for total fertility rate,
access to legal abortion, women’s share of the labor force, and women’s
economic activity rate.

b. Gender stratification in the government factor: This variable represents high
factor loadings (above an absolute value of 0.5) for women’s total repre-
sentation in government and women’s representation in the subminister-
ial level of government.

3. Level 2 Variable: Level of Economic Development Indicator: Calculated from World
Bank category designations. This variable is coded 1 for countries at the high-
est level of economic development and 0 for countries in the medium and low
categories of economic development.

4. Level 1 Variable: Female: Derived from TIMSS variable ITSEX in population 2.
This variable is coded 1 for female and 0 for male.

5. Level 1 Variable: Maternal Education Level: Derived from TIMSS variable
BSBGEDUM in population 2. This variable is coded from 1 to 6, with the fol-
lowing categories: 1 = finish primary school; 2 = finish some secondary school;
3 = finish secondary school; 4 = some vocational education; 5 = some univer-
sity education; 6 = finish university education. 

6. Level 1 Variable: SES: Derived from TIMSS variable BSDGPSA in population 2
student background file. This variable is coded 1 for students who report hav-
ing all of the following in the home: computer, calculator, and dictionary. It is
coded 0 for students who do not report having all three items.
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7. Descriptions of Individual Items for Math and Science Attitude Variables:

a. Good at math or science: Taken from TIMSS variable BSBMGOOD (math)
and BSBSGOOD (science) in population 2. The wording was “I usually do
well in mathematics (science).” Response categories from 1 (“strongly
agree”) to 4 (“strongly disagree”) were reverse-coded. For countries with
a specialized science questionnaire, “I usually do well in biology,” or
BSBBGOOD, was used.

b. Want to work in math or science: Taken from TIMSS variable BSBMWORK
(math) and BSBSWORK (science) in population 2. The wording was “I
would like a job that involves using mathematics (science).” Response cat-
egories from 1 (“strongly agree”) to 4 (“strongly disagree”) were reverse-
coded. For countries with a specialized science questionnaire, “I would
like a job that involved using biology,” or BSBBWORK, was used.

c. Enjoy math or science: Taken from TIMSS variable BSBMENJY (math) and
BSBSENJY (science) in population 2. The wording was “I enjoy learning
mathematics (science).” Response categories from 1 (“strongly agree”) to 4
(“strongly disagree”) were reverse-coded. For countries with a specialized
science questionnaire, “I enjoy learning biology,” or BSBBENJY, was used.

d. Like math or science: Taken from TIMSS variable BSBMLIKE (math) and
BSBSLIKE (science) in population 2 file. The wording was “How much do
you like mathematics (science)?” Response categories ranged from 1
(“dislike a lot”) to 4 (“like a lot”). For countries with a specialized science
questionnaire, “How much do you like biology?” or BSBBLIKE, was used.

This research was supported by a grant from the American Educational Research As-
sociation, which receives funds for its grants program from the National Science
Foundation and the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education
Statistics and Office of Educational Research and Improvement under NSF grant
RED-9452861. Opinions reflect those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those
of the granting agencies.

NOTES

1. Data on the gender stratification variables discussed here were limited to the forty
countries that participated in the population 2 sample of the Third International Math-
ematics and Science Survey (TIMSS), the dataset that provides the dependent variables
of gender inequity in math and science achievement and attitudes. Additionally, the
gender stratification variables discussed are representative of the extent of stratification
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that existed at approximately the same time that the TIMSS surveys were being admin-
istered to students.

2. The World Bank designates a country’s level of economic development as low, lower
middle, upper middle, or high. No countries in the publicly released TIMSS database
qualified for the category of low. Thus, all of the countries in the sample are in the lower
middle, upper middle, or high category of economic development. Because of the small
sample size considered here (forty countries), I do not discuss the statistical significance
of differences between means.

3. A complete list of values on all of the variables for the countries considered is available
at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/gender/wistat/ (accessed January 18,
2005).

4. These analyses are not shown here but are available on request from the author.
5. HLM analyses were also conducted where maternal education level was centered on

both the group mean and the grand mean, so that the intercept could be interpreted as
the score for boys with mothers of average education level. However, this model took
many more iterations to converge and did not change the substantive meaning of any
of the results.

6. Principal components analysis is a data reduction technique that allows the researcher
to examine whether the observed relationships between several manifest or observed
variables can be explained in terms of one or more underlying or latent dimensions
(Kleinbaum, Kupper, and Muller 1988).

7. Although not displayed, level 2 models were also conducted to predict B0 or the inter-
cept, with the same level 2 equation as that used for B1 (with the exception of the con-
trol for national test average). The results of these models for both math and science in-
dicate that gender stratification does not consistently and significantly influence boys’
mean achievement.

8. Two different versions of the survey sections about science attitudes were administered
based on whether the country had an educational system in which students in the sev-
enth and eighth grades were taught general or integrated science and whether students
were taking specific courses such as biology, chemistry, earth science, or physics. The
latter survey, referred to as the “specialized science” questionnaire, was administered in
seventeen countries. There were separate attitude questions for each of the four specific
science subjects. However, most of the specialized science countries had the highest
numbers of students enrolled in biology, compared to the other three subjects. Thus, I
substituted the biology attitude questions for the general science attitude questions for
all of the science variables used. (For complete information on this issue, go to http://
timss.bc.edu/timss1995.html.)

9. I also conducted factor analysis. Although one factor emerged from the principal com-
ponents analysis, it accounted for only 60 percent of the variation among the four items.
Thus, the simple summed scale was retained as the dependent variable. However, I also
performed all of the subsequent HLM analyses using the math and science factor vari-
ables as the dependent variables, and the overall findings were the same as when I used
the summed scale as the dependent variable.

10. These analyses are not shown but are available on request from the author.
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11. Although not presented, models identical to the level 2 model predicting B1, or the
gender-attitude slope (with the exception of the control for national attitude score),
were also conducted for BO, the intercept, where the dependent variable is boys’ aver-
age math or science attitude score when the other variables in the model are set to zero.
Results for these models did not show consistent and significant effects of gender strat-
ification.
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Chapter 12

Organizational Coupling, Control, and
Change: The Role of Higher-Order Models

of Control in Educational Reform

Christopher B. Swanson

It has now been almost four decades since organizational theory first started to
systematically consider the nature of educational organizations. The now-
familiar tension between the elements of a classic Weberian bureaucracy and

the actually existing arrangements of schooling were evident from the beginning.
In one of the seminal works in this field, Charles Bidwell (1965) analyzed the struc-
tures, processes, and functions of schools, describing the coexistence of both bu-
reaucratic and professional modes of educational organization. This dual arrange-
ment arises from the competing imperatives of imposing some minimal degree of
uniformity over the quality of schooling outcomes and allowing classroom teach-
ers the flexibility to accommodate their practices to difficult-to-anticipate variabil-
ity in schooling inputs (such as the ability of students) and classroom conditions
(for example, teacher and student interactions). This substantial autonomy of
classroom activities is a prime example of what Bidwell (1965, 976) terms “struc-
tural looseness” among organizational subunits. Similar dynamics can also be
found at other levels of the educational system among the interactions of govern-
mental agencies, school districts, superintendents, and principals.

These types of loose organizational connections have been observed in subse-
quent studies of the social organization of schooling and teaching, as well as in do-
mains of social life other than education (Dreeben 1973; Lortie 1973; Orton and
Weick 1990). The same basic phenomenon has also become known by a variety of
names. A study by Jeffrey Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky (1984), for instance, de-
scribes the “complexity of joint action” that characterized the implementation of
an economic development program as it passed through a long stream of actors
and decisionmaking junctures from its origination in the federal government to its
destination in a local community. Organizations that display such characteristic
looseness, however, have been most generally and most commonly referred to in
organizational theory as “loosely coupled” systems.

Karl Weick (1976) describes loose-coupling in its broadest sense as connoting
weak linkages between elements of organizational systems, which might include
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sets of actors, departments or other subunits, means and ends, intentions and ac-
tions, or hierarchical positions. Although these linkages may lack the strength and
rigidity implied by a classic bureaucratic model of organization, the elements of
loosely coupled systems nevertheless maintain some degree of interdependence
and therefore their integrity as an organizational system. The concept of loose-
coupling also occupied a central place in the development of the new institutional
perspective in organizational theory, which devotes considerable attention to the
relationship between organizational configurations and the properties of their
larger institutional environments (see Powell and DiMaggio 1991; Scott and Meyer
1994).

The malleability of the loose-coupling logic and its possible application to a
wide variety of situations have made it an attractive explanation for all sorts of or-
ganizational phenomena. Weick (1976, 5) provides a sense of the richness of this
concept by delineating fifteen distinct connotations of loose-coupling in organiza-
tional systems, ranging from slack resources to causal independence to a lack of
correspondence between organizational structure and activity. He also discusses a
variety of ways in which loose-coupling can be alternately beneficial or detrimen-
tal for organizational functioning and survival, depending on the circumstances
(6–9). It may be no exaggeration, therefore, to suggest that one could craft a loose-
coupling interpretation custom-fit for nearly any organizational occasion.

Applications of loose-coupling ideas have been especially prominent in explo-
rations of educational organizations. Much of the early support for the loose-
coupling perspective, in fact, was derived from examples of the weak connections
between the administrative apparatus of schooling and the activities of teaching
and student learning in the classroom, activities that constitute the technical core
of production for the education system. The popularity and widespread use of
loose-coupling explanations can largely be attributed to a combination of concep-
tual appeal and the ability to account for a variety of frequently observed organi-
zational dysfunctions, including the perceived chronic ineffectiveness of educa-
tional reform.

As is often the case for concepts that strike an especially resonant cognitive
chord, the popularization of the loose-coupling idea has come at a price. The ten-
dency of much past research to demonstrate the presence of a loosely coupled or-
ganization rather than to analytically probe the essential properties of organiza-
tional coupling has resulted in a lack of conceptual clarity (Firestone 1985; Orton
and Weick 1990). This problem, of course, has only been exacerbated by the almost
offhanded way in which loose-coupling has sometimes been evoked as an all-
purpose explanation for the ailments of organizational systems. One consequence
has been a tendency to conflate loose-coupling as a theoretical construct with one
of its oft-observed empirical manifestations—weak structural relationships be-
tween organizational elements. A prominent structural component can undoubt-
edly be recognized in many instances of loosely coupled systems. Given the com-
plexity of these organizational phenomena, however, it is also unlikely that
structural arrangements are in themselves sufficient as a general explanation. Put
another way, organizational coupling is almost certainly a multidimensional con-
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struct, although past theory and research have typically addressed only its most
prominent, structural component.

Rather than focusing on structure, this chapter considers a different dimension
of coupling that captures variations in abstract models of organizational control.
This consideration may be especially salient when we are dealing with the higher-
order elements of institutional systems, such as the national and state levels of the
educational system. It may also be a critical factor during periods of change when
implicit standard operating procedures are redesigned and made explicit in the
form of models, visions, or blueprints for organizational reform and institutional
change. To explicate these concepts, I contrast two general models of organiza-
tional control that respectively revolve around issues of process management and
the regulation of system inputs and outputs. When applied with the intention to
promote systemwide change, these models of control imply the implementation of
very different kinds of intervention into the productive activities of an organiza-
tional system.

The empirical part of this chapter searches for evidence that distinctive models
of organization control actually exist in higher-order institutional systems. Using
formal statistical measurement models, I conduct an in-depth analysis of the stan-
dards-based and accountability reforms in education during the 1990s, move-
ments that exemplify process and regulatory models of organization control, re-
spectively. The analysis specifically focuses on the dynamics of higher-order
system elements, such as the internal coherence of policymaking activities. I argue,
however, that the particular models of administrative control adopted at higher
institutional levels should have important and formerly neglected implications for
the implementation of substantive changes in productive activities at the local lev-
els of an organizational system.

MODELS OF ORGANIZATIONAL CONTROL:
REGULATION AND PROCESS

Structural arrangements exert an important influence on the coordination of indi-
vidual units within an organizational system. In addition, the abstract models of
organizational process and reform developed by higher-order administrative
agents to direct the actions of lower-order line-level subunits may also contribute
to the coupling (or decoupling) of elements within organizational systems. A dis-
tinction can be drawn between two fundamental approaches to organizational
control by first illustrating the production process in its most basic terms. The top
panel of figure 12.1 presents a highly simplified and conventional view of produc-
tion in an organization: depicted there are linkages between system inputs (re-
sources), process (technical work activities), and outputs (products). In educa-
tional organizations inputs might include students as well as fiscal and material
resources, teaching and learning are the main production activities, and student
knowledge and performance would be examples of important outcomes.

The second panel introduces the influence of higher-order organizational agents
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over the administration of the production activities that occur in lower-order sub-
units. This happens through the imposition of administrative or organizational
control models. These models or designs can be thought of as abstract mappings
of organizational operations that may include: representations of key actors or
organizational elements; their interrelationships to one another; productive meth-
ods for the arrangements of materials and work techniques; and regulatory mech-
anisms by which system outputs and inputs are connected through monitoring
arrangements like quality assurance procedures. Of course, models of organiza-
tional control may be more or less explicit and visible to the lower-order units
themselves. Some forms of control may also involve stronger and more directive
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FIGURE 12.1 / Models of Organizational Control

Source: Author’s compilation.
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methods than others. In educational systems, for example, it has been suggested
that efforts to implement planned change are made through methods of control
that resemble persuasion more than mandates (McDonnell 1994).

In general terms, purposive attempts to enact institutional change come about
by introducing new models of operation that target certain organizational compo-
nents or connections. As the term is used in this study, regulatory approaches to
control and change are those that target system inputs and outputs. Within this
category, compensatory models of change seek to alter the quantity or quality of
system inputs. On the other hand, accountability models monitor system outputs
and generate information that may feed back into decisions regarding the subse-
quent allocation of system resources. Rather than attempting to intervene directly
into the technical core of production activities, regulatory approaches manipulate
system inputs and production goals while devolving decisions about specific al-
terations to the production process to the lower-order subunits and actors. From
the point of view of the higher-order agent, technical production is essentially
treated as a “black box” in regulatory forms of administration.

Process management models of control, by contrast, are not primarily concerned
with altering the amount or condition of the system inputs or with establishing
goals for production outputs. Instead, they specify changes to the methods, tech-
niques, and activities through which inputs are brought together and manipu-
lated, transforming raw materials into finished product. Process-oriented models
attempt to peer inside the black box of production and tinker with its internal
workings as a means of rectifying shortcomings in system operations.

Certainly this basic distinction between regulatory control and process manage-
ment oversimplifies the nature of organizational production and change and only
hints at its complexity. For instance, models of organizational administration may
be more or less comprehensive to the extent that they incorporate elements of mul-
tiple modes of control. Even these basic considerations, however, provide a useful
foundation for a more critical examination of organizational coupling and coordi-
nation as revealed through a comparative examination of two prominent educa-
tional reform movements—standards-based reform and accountability reform.
These movements represent examples of a predominantly process-oriented model
of control over curriculum and instruction (standards-based reform) and a regula-
tory approach focused primarily on enacting minimum standards for system out-
puts (accountability reform).

STANDARDS AND ACCOUNTABILITY: ALTERNATIVE
APPROACHES TO EDUCATIONAL CONTROL

Efforts to bring higher standards and greater accountability to education charac-
terized much school reform activism of the 1990s. These standards and accoun-
tability movements are described in the following section.

The Social Organization of Schooling
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Elements of Standards-Based Reform: Aligning Policies for
Educational Process

Standards-based reform became a major force in the national policy arena during
the 1990s. A number of reform leaders articulated a vision for high educational
standards and outlined the more concrete steps required to implement such a vi-
sion. As early as the mid-1980s, national professional associations had started
calling for the kinds of deep changes in curriculum and instruction that would be-
come central tenets of the standards movement. Separate subject-specific aca-
demic standards, for instance, have since been published by national organiza-
tions of educators and scholars across a number of disciplines.

This professionally driven movement relied on the strategy of building consen-
sus for change among members of academic communities as a foundation for re-
form. An emphasis on professional consensus also characterized most federal ef-
forts to promote higher standards for academic content, at least during the 1990s.
In some cases (for example, in math and science), this approach has helped to pro-
vide a reasonable measure of legitimacy for the proposed reforms in the eyes of the
principals, teachers, and other educators who would be called to put the standards
into action. In other subject areas (for example, language arts and history), cur-
riculum wars erupted over controversial attempts to define a recognized canon or
body of valued knowledge, effectively stalling reform efforts (see Loveless 2001;
Ravitch 1995).

Often characterized by the slogan “high standards for all students,” the stan-
dards movement has several key features that distinguish it from other ap-
proaches to improving American education. Most prominently, standards-based
reform is a process-driven reform. It espouses a renewed model of curriculum, in-
struction, and student learning founded on rigorous academic subject matter that
establishes challenging expectations for student performance, emphasizes the ac-
quisition of higher-order skills, and values the application of student knowledge
to real-world situations (McLaughlin and Shepard 1995). The curriculum and in-
structional reforms led by major discipline-based professional organizations like
the National Council of Teachers in Mathematics (NCTM) and the American As-
sociation for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) have been instrumental in shap-
ing the national agenda of the standards movement and providing concrete mod-
els of reformed educational content and practice that can serve as guides for
state-level policymaking. Standards-based reform also maintains a strong com-
mitment to educational equity. The vision of standards-based schooling is an in-
clusive one intended to apply to all students, even (and perhaps especially) to
groups that historically have been poorly served by the public education system
(O’Day and Smith 1993). The impact of the movement, therefore, is expected to 
be far-reaching with respect to the practical changes sought for instruction and
learning as well as the scope of the student population intended to benefit from a
standards-based education.
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The standards movement is also notable for the high degree of cohesiveness it
appears to display compared to many earlier educational reforms. This coherence
extends both to strong theoretical models that envision the change process and to
the relatively favorable political context in which the movement for standards
emerged during the 1990s. Although several prominent models of reform center-
ing on the development of high academic standards emerged, they held in com-
mon many key elements of their educational visions and typically drew upon
similar profession-driven models of curriculum and instruction. Further, stan-
dards-based reform explicitly sought to remedy one of the problems often cited as
a main factor contributing to the ineffectiveness of prior federal and state efforts to
reform schooling—a lack of coordination among specific policy drivers and sup-
porting programs. Systemic approaches to standards-based reform in particular
have stressed that the successful implementation of the reform depends on main-
taining functional linkages between the broader set of policy elements (Smith and
O’Day 1991).

Agenda-setting efforts for standards-based reform and reports on the progress
of the movement both commonly cite three coordinated policy drivers used by the
states to promote rigorous academic subject matter in their schools: content stan-
dards, performance standards, and alignment of assessment systems with content
standards. Content standards and curriculum frameworks form the foundation of the
standards-based strategy. Since states have pursued somewhat different routes to
standards development, the level of detail with which they specify the envisioned
high-quality academic content varies from state to state (Council of Chief State
School Officers 1995, 1997). At a minimum, however, these content standards are
statements that articulate in broad terms the knowledge and skills that all students
are expected to learn. These standards are typically developed for particular aca-
demic subjects (mathematics, science, language arts, social studies) and delineate
subject matter appropriate for certain grades or grade ranges (elementary, middle
grades, high school). Some frameworks also address broader learning themes that
cut across subjects and grade levels, such as cultivating higher-order thinking and
developing problem-solving skills.

Performance standards are “concrete examples of what students have to know
and be able to do to demonstrate that such students are proficient in the skills and
knowledge framed by content standards” (U.S. Congress 1994, sect. 3). In essence,
this element of standards-based reform builds on content standards by further es-
tablishing acceptable levels of student mastery over the academic subject matter
elaborated in the curriculum frameworks. Much as with content standards, the
implementation of performance benchmarks has not followed a single path across
the states. Some states pursue an integrated approach by combining performance
standards with detailed curriculum frameworks, while others establish perfor-
mance standards as relatively independent policy elements. Performance stan-
dards are also described using different terminology from state to state: they may
be referred to as performance benchmarks, achievement indicators or levels, learn-
ing outcomes, or instructional goals. Regardless of the particular form perfor-
mance standards take or the language in which they are couched, these reform el-
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ements provide specific criteria upon which progress toward implementing a
standards-based education can be measured and monitored over time.

The third central component of standards-based reform models, aligned assess-
ments, involves coordinating high-quality curricular content with assessment
methods capable of measuring the acquisition of higher-order skills. Marking a
departure from traditional instructional styles, which rely on drill and practice of
basic skills and concepts, progressive, cognitively oriented theories of learning
propose that more performance-based strategies for evaluating students’ academic
progress are needed. They argue that higher-order thinking and flexible problem-
solving cannot be adequately captured using conventional tests consisting entirely
of multiple choice or simple fill-in-the-blank responses. Under a standards-based
model of schooling, teachers are expected to incorporate into classroom instruc-
tion the use of “authentic” techniques, such as interactive exercises, discussion
and writing about the process of problem-solving, individual and group projects,
demonstrations, and cumulative portfolios of student work. State reform efforts
incorporate principles of standards-based reform into assessment systems in two
primary ways—by linking the domains assessed in state tests to a specific vision of
valued content knowledge and by introducing innovative performance tasks into
state testing programs.

Some systemic versions of standards-based reform highlight the alignment of
curriculum-centered efforts with other supporting policy instruments (Smith and
O’Day 1991; Goertz, Floden, and O’Day 1996). A reform’s overall success, it is ar-
gued, may depend heavily on facilitative policy measures such as the provision of
necessary instructional and curricular materials, systems of assessment and ac-
countability, and professional standards for teachers. Raising professional standards,
for instance, would help to ensure that teachers have the requisite subject matter
knowledge and pedagogical skills to effectively instruct a new high-standards cur-
riculum. Specific policy drivers in this area might involve changes to pre-service
teacher education, the conditions for licensure of new teachers, requirements for
the recertification of practicing teachers, or continuing in-service training to famil-
iarize teachers with the state’s educational priorities and the challenges associated
with implementing a reformed curriculum. To some extent, systemic reform can
be viewed as embodying a more comprehensive model of organizational control
that links both a specific vision of educational process with the regulation of sys-
tem inputs and outputs.

Elements of Accountability Reform:
An Output-Driven Strategy

Accountability-focused reform strategies came to the forefront of national debates
on education during the mid-1980s, largely in response to the National Commis-
sion on Excellence in Education’s A Nation at Risk (NCEE 1983) and a series of
other reports that highlighted the poor academic performance of America’s stu-
dents, especially compared to their peers in other nations. In addition to drawing
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a tremendous amount of public attention to the apparently lamentable state of
American schooling, these reports also prompted an impressive array of state-led
educational reforms (U.S. Department of Education 1984). These regulatory
instruments remained a fixture of state policymaking repertoires through the
1990s and have been greatly reinvigorated as a result of the emphasis placed on
assessment-based accountability by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and
other initiatives of the (George W.) Bush administration’s educational agenda.

A Nation at Risk is often viewed as a primary impetus and in some cases a model
for regulatory reforms in education, although the report has not always been cast
in a favorable light (see Berliner and Biddle 1995). While the standards-based re-
form efforts outlined earlier are founded on models of learning and teaching
processes, the improvement strategies featured in A Nation at Risk spring from a
diagnosis of national educational shortcomings and the rearticulation of these
deficits as areas to target for improvement. In particular, A Nation at Risk draws up
general goals in five main areas. Content recommendations lay out broad mini-
mum guidelines for academic course-taking that should be required for a high
school diploma, termed the “New Basics.” Standards and expectations address the
need for higher standards of achievement (including college entrance criteria),
more rigorous and extensive standardized testing, and improved textbooks and
materials. The report also calls for increasing the amount of time devoted to pro-
ductive academic work. Teaching recommendations highlight the need to raise
standards for teacher qualifications and compensation rather than addressing
classroom instructional practices. In the area of leadership, the report calls for states
and local actors to adhere to and fiscally support federally identified educational
priorities.

In keeping with the broadly defined areas targeted by A Nation at Risk, the en-
suing wave of state-led reform efforts enacted increases in course-taking require-
ments for high school graduation, expansions of statewide student testing pro-
grams, and utilizations of assessment results in performance-based accountability
systems for schools and students (Fuhrman, Clune, and Elmore 1988; Stevenson
and Schiller 1999). These reform efforts have often been described as “output-
driven” because they attempt to improve the quality of education by raising the
standards for critical outcomes of schooling rather than by manipulating the inter-
nal productive processes of schools. Specifically, these accountability initiatives es-
tablish more rigorous standards of minimum competency in areas such as the num-
ber of academic courses required to qualify for a high school diploma, the score a
student must obtain on a test of academic achievement to be promoted to the next
grade, and the level of performance a school must reach to avoid sanctions. This
strategy attempts to raise system performance by shoring up the floor of perfor-
mance expectations rather than by raising the ceiling, the latter strategy being one
that would be more attuned with the philosophy underlying standards-based
reform.

Regulatory models of control, such as those guiding accountability reforms, typ-
ically operate by imposing formal requirements and goals for system outputs with-
out aligning these outputs to a specific vision of educational content or process.
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Students, for instance, may be required to take three years of mathematics in order
to graduate from high school, but there may be no explicit guidelines for the sub-
ject matter these courses should cover. Similarly, student performance may be
evaluated using traditional achievement tests that are not tightly linked with any
particular vision of a high-quality curriculum. In fact, such standardized tests are
often specifically designed to be curriculum-neutral. As discussed earlier, regula-
tory reforms concentrate on formalized definitions of organizational outputs and
may be especially susceptible to decoupling efforts aimed at preserving the local-
ized autonomy of organizational actors (Meyer and Rowan 1978). For instance, the
intent of a policy requiring students to take three years of high school mathemat-
ics may be effectively circumvented or “gamed” by districts or schools. Such ac-
tors might choose to creatively interpret the rules (for example, by allowing
students to take the same course three times) or to manipulate the formalized def-
initions (for example, by offering essentially the same class under the guise of mul-
tiple course titles).

The process-oriented model of standards-based reform could be represented as
a network of coordinated policy drivers. Each element in this constellation of poli-
cies plays a necessary and specialized role in supporting a broader reform process
that revolves around a core vision of curriculum and instruction. The roles of indi-
vidual standards–based policies are, in essence, differentiated from one another in
a planned division of labor. By contrast, accountability-focused reforms of the past
have typically lacked a unifying vision or conceptualization of the educational
production process that might articulate distinct roles for or functional relation-
ships among a set of individual policy drivers. Rather, accountability-based sys-
tems employ an equivalent regulatory technique (establishing formal require-
ments for minimal levels of acceptable performance) to monitor and (ideally)
control a variety of educational outputs for students and schools. States or other
organizational entities might also apply a similar strategy of monitoring the qual-
ity of system inputs.

Standards,Accountability, and the States: Bringing National
Reform Closer to Home

As they have been articulated in the national reform arena, accountability- and
standards-based approaches to educational reform diverge on a number of di-
mensions that include their substantive focus, the mechanism through which they
seek to drive educational change, and the level of coordination intended to be
maintained among individual policy drivers. Taken together, these differences il-
lustrate the basic characteristics of process management and regulatory control
models for organizational administration. Despite these distinctions, both reforms
held prominent places in policy circles during the 1990s, and both enjoyed consid-
erable support from influential actors at various levels of the government and ed-
ucational system.

In an institutional environment with a federalized system of governance and
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administration, however, even support from key quarters provides no guarantee
that a national movement for reform will result in the systematic implementation
of a desired policy by the responsible local decisionmaking parties—in this case,
the states. Because states enjoy constitutionally defined autonomy over many as-
pects of public schooling, they have traditionally been free to chart their own indi-
vidual courses for reform. States may adhere closely to a reform model as pro-
moted by national advocates, implement a modified (perhaps very different)
version of that reform, or choose not to pursue that particular strategy at all. Far
from being unique to educational policy and reform, the conditions that might
promote loose-coupling or organizational looseness are also found in other do-
mains of social life characterized by decentralized governance and pockets of lo-
calized autonomy.

Moving from a Theoretical to an Empirical 
Perspective on Coupling

In addition to engaging in an analysis of loose-coupling as a theoretical concept,
this study also aims to analyze empirically the administrative control models un-
derlying institutional reform strategies in practice. The next portion of the chapter
investigates the state-level adoption of policies associated with the standards-
based reform and accountability movements during the 1990s. These statistical
analyses attempt to provide a firm empirical basis for addressing several critical is-
sues surrounding the nature of coupling in large organizational systems, particu-
larly in the context of purposive attempts to promote institutional change.

First, we consider coupling in its most basic sense of loose or tight connections
in the actions of organizational agents. Given a pool of individual policies that
prima facie appear to be associated with a recognized national reform movement
(in theory), we empirically test the proposition that these policies are adopted in a
systematic fashion by the state-level authorities (in practice). Another guiding
question asks whether states pursue a set of nominally related policies in a coher-
ent, internally consistent manner. Put another way, are there any “misfits” in the
pool of policies that we suspect represent a nascent reform strategy? The concern
here is the presence or absence of regularities in the way the states adopt the indi-
vidual policies that constitute a broader reform. Finally, assuming that some kind
of systematic patterning is observed, we ask whether the particular internal orga-
nization or configuration of constituent policy activities conforms to the broader
designs of national models for reform, particularly with respect to their distinctive
modes of administrative control.

METHODOLOGY

This study analyzes data on state-level adoption of thirty-three distinct education
policies. The following section describes this extensive set of policy indicators. I
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also provide a brief overview of the statistical method used to characterize broader
patterns of state policy activism around standards-based and accountability-based
reforms. 

Data

Unlike most empirical studies of institutional coupling or educational policy, the
present investigation is comparative. Examining two reform strategies at the same
point in time has the distinctive advantage of holding constant many aspects of the
larger institutional environment that will be common to both reforms. This then al-
lows us to devote greater attention to the dimensions along which these reforms
differ, in particular their models of administrative control. Using the account of the
standards and accountability movements outlined here as a guide, we can identify
two pools of state-level policies that could be aligned with these respective visions
for educational change. Taking 1996 as the point of reference, we will consider
eighteen policies as possible constituents of a standards-based reform strategy,
eleven policies for accountability, and four policies related to teacher professional
standards. As noted earlier, professional standards could be an element of either a
standards-based or accountability initiative.

These state policy indicators have been constructed primarily from information
published by the Council of Chief State School Officers (1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1997;
see also National Center for Education Statistics 1998). Since the 1980s, the CCSSO
has been active in developing empirical indicators for state education policy as
part of a larger effort to provide reliable reporting on trends in policymaking, re-
form, and educational practice across the states. The group has tracked key state
policies associated with accountability reforms since the 1980s and has followed
standards-based reform since the early 1990s.

The policy information employed in this study is sufficiently detailed to con-
struct ordinal measures specifying three distinct levels or stages of adoption for
each policy. The use of ordinal data on implementation provides a more subtle in-
sight into policy activity than we would obtain from a simple binary distinction
between adopting versus not adopting a policy. The coding criteria for these pol-
icy activity levels are defined separately for specific sets of items, although most
variables fall into one of two general definitions: policy not pursued, under devel-
opment, or adopted; and policy not pursued, adopted at a low level, or adopted at
a high level. Table 12.1 provides additional information on these variables and
their coding.

Methods

This study employs a statistical technique known as item response theory (IRT)
measurement analysis to investigate empirically the degree to which discrete state
policies coalesce into an identifiable movement or take the form of concerted policy
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TABLE 12.1 / Standards and Accountability Policy Indicators

Reform Elements and Policies Description of Policy (Coding Categories)

Standards-based reform
Content standards

Curriculum frameworks Statements of content areas and curriculum topics 
(math, science, language are included in instruction for specific academic
arts, social studies) areas (not pursued; in development; adopted)

Content guides Published documents present a state’s vision of
(math, science) desired content knowledge for academic subject

areas (not pursued; in development; adopted)
Curriculum innovativeness Timing of state’s introduction of academic content
(math, science) standards (no standards; 1990 to 1996 to 1989 or

earlier)

Performance standards
Performance benchmarks Guidelines establish formal performance 
(math, science) expectations for mastery over academic content

knowledge (not pursued; in development; 
adopted)

Performance levels Specific performance benchmarks are incorporated 
(math, science) into state assessments (none; pass-fail; multiple

levels)
Benchmark innovativeness Timing of state’s introduction of academic 
(math, science) performance standards (no standards; 1995 to

1996; 1994 or earlier)

Assessment standards
Aligned assessments Statewide assessment program aligns content
(math, science) knowledge domains of tests with state content

standards (no linkage or assessment; in 
development; completed)

Innovative assessments Performance-based tasks or tests are incorporated
(items, tests) into the state assessment program (none; 

combination of traditional and performance-
based elements; all performance-based elements)

Accountability reform
High school graduation 
requirements

Subject-specific course-taking Minimum number of course credits (Carnegie
(math, science, English, units) in each of four academic subject areas are
social studies) required by state for high school diploma

(English: two and a half units or less; three; four 
or more) (Other: one and a half units or less; two; 
three or more)

Academic intensity of course- Proportion of total course credits required for
taking high school graduation that must be in taken

core academic subjects (English, social studies, 
math, and science) (less than half; 50 to 59 
percent; 60 percent or more)
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TABLE 12.1 / Continued

Reform Elements and Policies Description of Policy (Coding Categories)

Assessment program scope
Population coverage Extent to which state assessment program 

components test students on a census basis at
targeted grade levels (no components; some; all)

Subject coverage Number of major academic subject areas (reading,
writing, math, science, history/social studies) 
tested by statewide assessment program (two or
fewer subjects; three to four; all five)

Grade coverage Number of elementary and secondary grade 
levels tested by statewide assessment program 
(three or fewer grades; four to six; seven to twelve)

Accountability systems
Instructional improvement Statewide assessment results used for 

instructional purposes: diagnosis or placement 
of students, instructional improvement, and 
program evaluation (not used; used in one area;
used in multiple areas)

School accountability Statewide assessment results used for school 
accountability purposes: evaluating school 
performance, enforcing accreditation 
requirements, and issuing awards to schools 
(not used; used in one area; used in multiple 
areas)

Student accountability Statewide assessment results used for student 
accountability purposes: grade promotion, high
school graduation, issuing student awards (not 
used; used in one area; used in multiple areas)

Professional standards
Major in field State requirements for undergraduate major in an

academic field for new teacher licensure (none;
secondary-level teachers only; all levels)

Licensure testing State requirements for testing applicants for new 
teacher license in the following skill areas: basic 
skills, professional skills, subject knowledge, and
in-class observation (none; some areas tested;
all areas)

Recertification requirements State requirements for recertification or renewal of
teacher license (none; one-time renewal; periodic
renewal)

Licensure-standards linkage State requirements for teacher licensure are linked
to state academic standards; used in 
standards-based reform analyses only (not 
pursued; in development; adopted)

Source: Author’s compilation.
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activism. Similar to statistical methods like factor analysis, IRT analyses are used to
generate a composite variable (or measurement scale) that empirically character-
izes an unobserved latent trait based on a pattern of observed responses to a larger set
of items that are related to the trait of interest (Embretson and Reise 2000). Factor
analysis is another example of a scaling technique used to develop composite vari-
ables. Item response theory is most often applied to the development and scoring
of psychometric assessments such as standardized achievement tests and psycho-
logical inventories. Recently, however, IRT has been employed to study more un-
conventional topics like policy adoption and classroom instructional practices (see
Lee 1997; Swanson, Plank, and Hewes 2003; Swanson and Stevenson 2002). In this
study, we use the WINSTEPS program to estimate a one-parameter partial credit
IRT model, sometimes referred to as a Rasch analysis (Andrich 1988; Linacre and
Wright 2000; Masters 1982; Muraki 1992; Wright and Masters 1982).

A full exposition of IRT methods lies far beyond the scope of this chapter. How-
ever, a brief analogy using the familiar example of achievement testing helps to in-
troduce some key IRT concepts relevant to this study’s application of the method
to policy analysis. In the present study, for example, states take the place of student
test-takers, and education policies correspond to test items or problems. Instead of
test score, this study generates a score for the state’s level of policy activism, our
unobserved trait of interest. The items that comprise an IRT measurement scale
have a property (or parameter) commonly referred to as “difficulty.” For achieve-
ment test items, difficulty relates to the percentage of students who get the right
answer. Difficulty for a policy is associated with how often it is adopted (a difficult
policy will be adopted by fewer states). IRT models also assume that item diffi-
culty produces a distinctive patterning of responses across the entire set of items
comprising the measurement scale. On a well-designed test, then, we would ex-
pect that a student who correctly answers a difficult question will also be very
likely to get easier questions right. Similarly, if a particular educational reform ex-
ists as a coherent policymaking strategy, only the most activist states should be
adopting the most difficult policies related to that reform.

RESULTS

IRT analysis proves to be a very flexible tool for delving into the internal organi-
zation or substructuring of measurement scales, as the three-stage analysis later in
the chapter demonstrates. First, we test whether states systematically adopt indi-
vidual standards and accountability policies in a manner that suggests broader re-
form strategies. The concern here lies with the coupling of policies to reforms, such
as whether professional standards policies are best viewed as part of a standards
or accountability approach, as part of both, or as part of neither. Second, we exam-
ine the reliability of the estimated measurement models for standards-based and
accountability policymaking. These analyses indicate how loosely (or tightly) cou-
pled these reforms are as higher-order models of institutional change. Finally, we
examine policy difficulty patterns to determine whether state policymaking dis-
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plays more subtle forms of internal organization or substructuring. In particular,
we consider whether the patterning of standard and accountability policies are
distinctive from one another and consistent with their respective guiding models
of administrative control.

The Coupling of Policies to Reforms: The Case of
Professional Standards

As a first step in developing a reliable empirical measure of policy activism, we must
determine whether all of the policies initially identified as potential elements of a
larger reform strategy are actually part of the same underlying reform in practice.
We begin by estimating a preliminary IRT measurement model for standards-based
reform that employs the complete set of twenty-two individual policies distributed
across four distinct reform domains—content standards, performance standards,
aligned assessments, and professional standards. This first stage of analysis deter-
mines whether certain policies or clusters of policies display systematically poor
alignment with the estimated measurement scale for standards activism.

This IRT analysis produces two closely related statistics that capture the fit of an
item (policy) to the measurement scale for the construct of interest (standards ac-
tivism). Both of these diagnostic measures capture the mean differences between
the observed policy adoption data and the patterns that would be predicted by the
IRT measurement model. The infit statistic places greater weight on unexpected
responses to items that have a difficulty close to a case’s estimated trait level (for
example, a moderately activist state fails to adopt a policy of moderate difficulty).
By contrast, the outfit statistic is more sensitive to outlier patterns (for example, a
generally low-activism state adopts a very difficult policy). These scores are ex-
pressed as policy fit indices on a standard normal scale with an expected value of
zero and standard deviation of one. Index values significantly greater than the ex-
pected value (for example, +2.0 or greater) suggest that a policy is not adopted in
an orderly manner across the states. This in turn signals a lack of alignment (or a
loose coupling) between that policy and the larger reform strategy.

The first panel of figure 12.2 plots the infit and outfit indices for the set of
twenty-two standards-based reform policies. We find that the majority of items
cluster tightly around expected values for the indices. This graph also provides
clear evidence of systematically poorer fit among the policies relating to profes-
sional standards, with large statistically significant discrepancies between ob-
served and expected values found for three of the four policies in this area. In other
words, policies associated with professional standards are poorly aligned or
loosely coupled with the broader standards-based reform strategy.

Two distinctive patterns of nonconforming policy adoption account for this re-
sult. On the one hand, some states with low overall levels of standards activism do
adopt professional standards (which are relatively “difficult” policies) at unex-
pectedly high levels. At the other extreme, some states did not adopt professional
standards despite their generally high activism across the full set of policies. Both
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FIGURE 12.2 / Alignment of Policies to Standards-Based and Accountability Reforms

Source: Author’s compilation.
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scenarios, however, are consistent with the interpretation that professional stan-
dards do not cohere with the other standards policy drivers.

Increasing the professional capacity of teachers has often been cited as an im-
portant goal of implementing standards-based education. Nevertheless, the em-
pirical patterns of state policy activity suggest that the processes governing the
adoption of professional standards differ substantially from those driving other el-
ements of this reform. These preliminary analyses provide strong grounds for con-
cluding that regulation-oriented professional standards policy does not empiri-
cally conform to the higher-order organization of standards-based reform as it has
been enacted in state policy. Recalling the forms of organizational control dis-
cussed earlier, standards-based reform, as it exists in practice, appears to embody
a narrowly process-oriented model of organizational change rather than the more
integrated combination of process and regulatory control advocated in some sys-
temic visions of the reform.

Although professional standards policies do not fit with standards-based reform,
it might be the case that these policies instead align with a competing reform strat-
egy. In the second panel of figure 12.2, we explore the possibility that professional
standards are better aligned with an accountability-oriented model of educational
reform. The results of this IRT analysis reveal that professional standards policies
also have a poorer fit with accountability reform than any of the other policies ex-
amined. In fact, two of the three professional standards policies display extremely
large and statistically significant levels of misalignment. By contrast, all but one of
the remaining policy items cluster closely together, with fit indices statistically in-
distinguishable from the expected value. Based on these results, we conclude that
input-oriented professional standards do not couple tightly with this otherwise
largely output-oriented regulatory strategy of accountability reform.

On the one hand, professional standards may fail to align with the two distinct
reform approaches examined here because states do not follow any kind of sys-
tematic pattern of policy adoption as far as teacher standards are concerned. On
the other hand, it is also possible that states pursue professional standards in a co-
herent fashion, but that teacher-oriented policies constitute their own unique re-
form strategy or that they align more closely with other input-oriented regulatory
policies. A more thorough exploration of teacher-oriented policymaking is beyond
the scope of the present study. These findings, however, underscore the impor-
tance of maintaining a broader comparative perspective on reform that looks be-
yond a single focal policy movement and considers other competing or comple-
mentary strategies that organizational agents like the states might adopt. An
overly narrow focus runs the risk of misidentifying the policy elements that con-
stitute a reform movement in practice.

Coupling Between National Reform and State Policies

The low level of misalignment observed earlier for the core policies associated
with the standards-based and accountability strategies provides our first indica-
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tion that patterns of policy adoption are relatively coherent for these reforms. A
revised pair of measurement models can be estimated after removing the poorly
aligned professional standards policies. From these refined analyses, we obtain a
new diagnostic statistic that measures the reliability of the policy activism scales.
The value of this model fit statistic ranges from zero to one and can be interpreted
in a manner similar to Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of inter-item reliability com-
monly used in scale construction. The magnitude of this reliability statistic cap-
tures the proportion of variance in responses to the observed items (policy adop-
tion) that is not attributable to estimation error. Larger values therefore signal
greater internal coherence among the state policies.

Model results indicate the presence of a very coherent construct for standards-
based reform activism, as evidenced by the estimated measurement scale’s high
level of reliability (.95). In addition, now that professional standards policies have
been removed, none of the eighteen remaining standards policies display a signifi-
cant degree of misalignment with the overall measurement model. A revised analy-
sis of accountability-oriented policies also produces a measurement scale with a
very high degree of inter-item reliability (.92). No significant policy misalignment is
found among the eleven accountability policies retained for the final scale.

In technical terms, these findings indicate that it is possible to reliably measure
levels of activism in each of these educational reform domains across the fifty
states using a pool of discrete policy indicators and formal statistical measurement
techniques. Substantively, we have found evidence to support the proposition that
the states have pursued coherent strategies of reform activity with respect to these
policy areas. These results also show signs of organizational coupling. Based on
prior research and theory, we would expect there to be great potential for struc-
tural looseness. Nevertheless, a systematic connection exists between the higher-
order models of reform promoted by national-level actors and the productive ac-
tivities of the lower-order state-level decisionmakers who translate these models
into the (relatively more) concrete form of enacted policies.

Internal Coupling of Reform Activities: Process
Management and Regulatory Control

Having demonstrated that state policy adoption shows evidence of a broader
structuring, this final section explores the internal patternings that characterize ac-
tivism in standards-based and accountability reforms across the states. In particu-
lar, we seek to assess whether the observed patternings of state policy adoption are
characteristic of the process and regulatory models of organizational control em-
bodied in these two approaches to reform. The policy difficulty parameters gener-
ated by the final measurement models are reported in table 12.2. Policies are
ranked within each reform element by increasing level of difficulty. As noted ear-
lier, more difficult policies are less frequently adopted and receive larger (more
positive) scores. We report difficulty scores here in roughly standard normal units
called logits, although they could also be rescaled to other more intuitive metrics.
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TABLE 12.2 / Policy Difficulty Scores from IRT Measurement Models:
Standards and Accountability

Policy
Reform Difficulty

Standards-based
Content standards

Math guide −2.745
Science guide −1.965
Language arts framework −1.580
Social studies framework −1.460
Math framework −1.026
Science framework −.895
Math curriculum innovation −.428
Science curriculum innovation −.191

Performance standards
Math benchmarks .211
Math performance levels .383
Science benchmarks .512
Science performance levels .945
Math benchmark innovation 1.239
Science benchmark innovation 1.357

Assessment standards
Aligned math assessment .288
Aligned science assessment .734
Innovative items 1.579
Innovative tests 3.041

Model reliability .95

Accountability
High school graduation requirements

English credits −1.536
Social studies credits −1.050
Mathematics credits −.532
Science credits .376
Percentage of credits in core subjects .390

Assessment program
Population coverage −1.228
Subject coverage .688
Grade level coverage 1.244

Accountability systems
Instructional improvement −.953
School accountability .490
Student accountability 2.110

Model reliability .92

Source: Author’s compilation.
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The earlier stages of the measurement analysis found that the revised activism
scales are highly reliable and contain no misaligned policy elements. By implica-
tion, this means that states tend to follow a systematic pattern of adopting pro-
gressively more difficult policies. Results for standards-based reform show that
policies related to content frameworks are without exception the least difficult of
the activities associated with this reform movement. All difficulty scores for con-
tent standards policies fall below the mean value for the scale (zero logits). De-
scriptive analyses of policy adoption patterns indicate that forty-four states had
completed a math curriculum guide by 1996, further confirming the IRT result. By
comparison, performance standards show moderate to high levels of difficulty,
ranging from .211 to 1.357 logits. The most difficult policies to adopt are found
among the aligned assessment items, particularly the use of innovative assessment
methods. In fact, only one state had a testing program consisting entirely of pro-
gressive components like performance-based tasks or portfolios of student work
in 1996.

The observed ranking of these three major policy elements mirrors the logical
progression of implementation anticipated by national models of reform. In effect,
the measurement model suggests a three-stage policy adoption strategy. States
typically start by defining high-standards academic content in various subject
areas. They proceed to establish the levels of mastery that students are expected to
display over this content. Finally, states align their testing programs with content
and performance expectations by employing the performance-based assessment
techniques required to accurately gauge the acquisition of higher-order standards-
based skills and knowledge. Thus, the coupling and internal structuring policy ac-
tivities closely correspond to standards-based reform’s process-oriented model of
organizational control over educational production.

By examining policy difficulty rankings within these broader domains, we also
gain several more subtle insights into the finer structure or internal organization of
the standards movement in practice. First, within each of the main reform domains,
policies related to science are consistently more difficult than the comparable math-
ematics policies. This pattern can be found for content frameworks, performance
standards, published guides, and levels of curriculum innovativeness (timing of
standards adoption) and in the alignment of state assessments. In many cases these
differences in math and science policy difficulty are substantial. These findings con-
firm the perception that more progress has been made toward implementing a stan-
dards-based vision of education in mathematics and in other subject areas.

Second, with respect to both the content and performance standards domains,
the indicators that reflect the timing of policy adoption are consistently the most
difficult. As would be expected, these indicators serve to refine the measurement
scale by introducing innovativeness as a distinct dimension of standards activism.
At a given point in time, for instance, a number of states may have similar sets of
standards policies in place. Among these states, however, the earlier introduction
of curriculum-based reform elements should signal a greater degree of reform ac-
tivism. The high difficulty associated with the early adoption of both content
frameworks and performance standards supports this expectation.
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Third, the very high difficulty levels associated with incorporating innovative
assessment methods into state testing programs probably reflects the convergence
of several key challenges. Aligned assessment systems, according to the internal
logic of most standards-based reform models, represent one of the final stages in
the process of progressively moving toward a state educational system organized
around a content-centered vision of high academic standards. The implementation
of alternative performance-based assessments is also a technically challenging
process that requires a substantial commitment of fiscal resources on the part of
the state to develop, administer, and score the assessments (Linn 1993). Finally, the
introduction of a nontraditional assessment system often proves to be a politically
divisive issue, a rallying point around which opponents of standards-based re-
form may mobilize support (Cohen and Hill 2001). So, apart from technical con-
siderations of implementation, the adoption of such assessments may prove espe-
cially difficult because it requires a substantial commitment of political capital and
political will on the part of state educational policymakers. Garnering support for
an ambitious reform may also require the cultivation of strong ties or couplings be-
tween the state-level actors and other more local constituencies upon whom the
ultimate success of the policy initiative will rest.

Just because a coordinated pattern of standards-based policy adoption exists
does not mean that all states are at the same place on the road to reform at a given
point in time. In fact, as figure 12.3 demonstrates, states displayed considerable
variability in their levels of standards activism in 1996. State activism scores are
displayed here on a standard normal scale (mean = 0, standard deviation = 1).
Their relative rankings, however, prove to be consistent with information from
other sources that document state involvement in the standards movement.

Maryland and Kentucky were among the most active states at this point in time.
The Maryland State Department of Education has historically taken an active
stance toward addressing a variety of educational issues, including curriculum re-
form. In 1992, for example, the state introduced the Maryland School Performance
Assessment Program (since discontinued), which linked a statewide performance-
based student assessment to school-level accountability provisions and profes-
sional development opportunities for teachers (Firestone, Mayrowetz, and Fairman
1998). In Kentucky the State Supreme Court issued a 1989 ruling declaring the state
educational system unconstitutional. This watershed event opened the way for an
aggressive and innovative program of state-led standards-based reforms during
the 1990s that included the development of high-quality academic curricula, per-
formance standards in core academic subjects, performance-based state assess-
ments, and extensive professional development (Corcoran and Matson 1998). At
the opposite end of the spectrum, Nebraska, Iowa, and Wyoming display very low
levels of standards activism. In these states, primary responsibility for directing ed-
ucational policy has traditionally rested with local school boards, with state educa-
tional agencies playing a relatively minor role in formulating reform strategies.

Just as the distinctive patterns of internal coordination that characterize a
process-oriented model of organizational control are evident in results for standards-
based reform, the less differentiated patterning observed for accountability reform
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FIGURE 12.3 / State Activism in Standards-Based and Accountability Reforms

Source: Author’s compilation.
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belies its regulatory mode of control. Policies associated with each of the major do-
mains of accountability reform (graduation requirements, assessment programs,
accountability systems) span a wide range of difficulty levels. In addition, there is
considerable overlap in the difficulty distributions of these three domains.

On the whole, the relatively undifferentiated internal configuration of account-
ability policy elements observed here is consistent with the account of regulatory
modes of organizational control presented earlier. There it was noted that, in the
context of a regulatory model of organizational control, individual policies could
be viewed as largely interchangeable rather than interdependent reform elements.
Although recognizable as a coherent reform strategy, the adoption of accountability-
focused policies has not been influenced by the kind of organizational control
model focused on process management that would promote internally coordi-
nated relationships among a series of policy activities.

In comparing results for standards and accountability, it is interesting to note
that we find the same consistent ranking of policy difficulties associated with spe-
cific academic subject areas. In particular, graduation credit requirements and cur-
riculum frameworks are easiest to implement for English, followed by social stud-
ies, mathematics, and then science, in increasing order of difficulty. Without
additional information on a larger set of subject-specific policies, it is difficult to
probe this intriguing relationship between individual academic subject areas and
policy activity in more depth. It is possible, for example, that these patterns are in-
fluenced by differential organization of instructional work or professionalization
across academic disciplines. Since such factors have strong connections with is-
sues of organizational coupling and institutional change, they may represent a
fruitful avenue for future research.

As was the case for standards-based reform, levels of activism in accountability
policy also vary greatly across the fifty states (see figure 12.3). The southeastern
part of the country (South Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia) appear to
have been at the vanguard of this reform movement in 1996. This finding concurs
with the observation that governors from this region showed strong educational
leadership during the 1980s, when heightened accountability emerged as a strat-
egy for improving the nation’s schools. Similar to results for standards-based re-
form, we find that states with a strong culture of local control in education (for
example, Nebraska, Iowa, and Colorado) also tend to have the lowest levels of
state-led policy activism in accountability-oriented reforms.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has paired a refined conceptual critique of loose-coupling theory with
a promising statistical technique for investigating higher-order models of organi-
zational control and (ultimately) the mechanisms of large-scale institutional
change. Although this study’s focus has been educational change, it illustrates a
broader conceptual and methodological approach that could be fruitfully applied
to other domains of social policymaking—welfare, health care, the environment,
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national security—where the locus of decisionmaking authority may rest at insti-
tutional levels ranging from the municipality to the nation-state. Approaches of
this kind offer a means of quantifying social activism in a way that complements
and enriches the knowledge gained through more qualitative or analytic studies of
planned organizational and institutional change. An empirically grounded strat-
egy may also help to reconcile descriptive accounts of social movements’ often-
idealized visions for change with the complicated reality of implementing change
in its more concrete practical forms.

The insights gained through this study’s analysis may be of particular interest
to students of organizational theory and especially to those seeking to expand
the boundaries of our thinking about organizational coupling, coordination, and
control. This chapter has highlighted two distinctive approaches to educational
reform with the intention of exploring their internal structuring and coherence
as well as quantifying their implementation across the states. Policymaking pat-
terns around both standards and accountability reveal that well-defined strate-
gies have been pursued across the states. This implies some degree of organiza-
tional coupling between national- and state-level elements of the educational
policy environment.

Given the states’ legitimate authority to exercise significant autonomy in chart-
ing their own paths for educational reform, we should not consider the study’s
empirical findings to be in any way inevitable or a foregone conclusion. In fact, a
lack of coherence in state-level policymaking has been cited as a long-standing
problem for promoting effective educational change. Looking deeper into the in-
ternal organization of the standards and accountability reforms, we find signs of
distinctive patterning among the individual policies associated with these respec-
tive strategies. These differences in substructuring might be attributed, at least in
part, to the fact that standards and accountability approaches stem from different
models of organizational control. Although accountability reform as a whole has
been adopted in a systematic fashion, it displays relatively little differentiation ei-
ther among or within its three major policy domains. By contrast, standards-based
reform exhibits the characteristic signs of strong internal articulation—both within
and across policy elements—that are consistent with a movement influenced by a
process-oriented model of institutional change. 

In attempting to explain unsuccessful educational reform initiatives of the past,
organizational theorists tend to call attention to the structural fragmentation of edu-
cation as an institutional system. Policy analysts, on the other hand, generally focus
to a greater extent on the design characteristics of the reform model itself. Taken as a
whole, the findings of this study would suggest that these two factors do not oper-
ate independently of one another. In fact, we might consider them to represent dis-
tinctive forms of coupling that relate to structural relationships and models of orga-
nizational control, respectively. The loosely coupled character often attributed to
movements for change in education and other areas of social life may be a product
of a complex structural and governance relationship as well as the loosely coupled
higher-order designs or models for change that guide reform efforts. Focusing ex-
clusively on a single aspect of coupling may therefore result in a rather one-dimen-
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sional and perhaps misleading perspective on the dynamics that drive institutional
change processes in complex organizational-political environments.

I thank Andrew Abbott, Charles Bidwell, and Barbara Schneider for their helpful
comments and suggestions. This research was supported in part by a grant from the
National Science Foundation (REC-9987943) and by dissertation and postdoctoral fel-
lowships from the Spencer Foundation. The views expressed here are those of the au-
thor and do not represent those of the granting institutions, the Urban Institute, or its
board of trustees.
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Chapter 13

Achievement and Equity

Chandra Muller and Kathryn S. Schiller

Amajor aim of public education in the United States has been to give chil-
dren an opportunity for social mobility and to succeed in American society
beyond their parents’ status through learning and academic achievement.

Equality of opportunity has been a consistent goal, yet the definition of who
should have access, the perceived source of inequity, and the means of achieving
equality of opportunity have shifted dramatically. Today a focus on equity accord-
ing to race and family background drives much of the educational policy and rhet-
oric, yet there is a lack of clarity about what equality actually means, how to
achieve it, or even how to measure it. Recently, the most visible and significant ini-
tiative, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, has mandated testing and
school accountability with the dual goals of raising achievement and closing per-
formance gaps according to family background and race.

The study reported in this chapter examines how state variations in testing poli-
cies, which are often an important element of accountability programs, shape the
educational attainment of public high school students. Using two national data-
sets, each collected in the early 1990s, we use hierarchical linear modeling (HLM)
to study the relationships between state-level testing policies and student-level ad-
vanced mathematics course-taking. To gauge the relative impact of family back-
ground and school processes on student achievement, we are particularly inter-
ested in between-state variations in the associations of students’ background and
academic preparation with their educational attainment. This multilevel analytic
approach allows us to examine the interplay of states’ policies with students’ char-
acteristics, school processes, and achievement. Although this is not a test of the ef-
ficacy of the NCLB policy, the study does take advantage of variations in state poli-
cies that foreshadowed NCLB and links those state policies to some of the student
outcomes targeted in the legislation.

LEGISLATING EQUITY AND ACHIEVEMENT

The No Child Left Behind Act, coupled with increased accountability and assess-
ments based on standards, captures many of the long-standing historical debates
in education policy, including the tension between family and school, the ambigu-
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ity inherent in the concept of equity in education, and the fundamental purposes
of schooling. One largely ignored aspect of the debate is that standards and ac-
countability practices could actually bring about larger performance differences in
students’ achievement even if they raise the performance levels of most students,
as proponents argue that they will. Given the current gaps in performance, lower-
performing students, who by definition have more difficulty succeeding in the
school system, would have to improve more than higher-performing students. In
effect, the gap may not close if the highest-performing and most advantaged stu-
dents are encouraged to perform to capacity.

This raises provocative questions about how to accomplish the goals of raising
achievement and closing the gap. In terms of the formal processes of schooling,
more resources would need to be concentrated in bringing up the achievement of
the lowest-performing students. In addition, optimal curriculum for reaching low-
performing and disadvantaged students would need to be identified. However,
internal processes also should be addressed. Schools are highly stratified, with in-
formal processes structuring opportunities to learn and students’ successes and
failures. Rather than focusing on test score gaps or the attainment of credentials,
we examine the number of advanced mathematics courses students take in high
school. This indicator captures students’ academic progress and opportunities to
learn as well as their preparation for elite postsecondary education and access to
careers, such as those in the medical, technology, engineering, and science fields
that require advanced mathematics knowledge.

MECHANISMS SHAPING OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN

Occupational opportunities are differently shaped during adolescence when some
students take advanced college preparatory courses and others drop out of
courses at this level, or out of school altogether (Bidwell and Yasumoto 1999). Cur-
ricular differentiation in schools is most clearly observed in students’ course
enrollment patterns. Typically, the high school curriculum is organized into se-
quences of courses in which subject knowledge gained from one course prepares a
student for the next course (Schneider, Swanson, and Riegle-Crumb 1998; Steven-
son, Schiller, and Schneider 1994). Mobility between sequences is restricted and
forms the foundation of a stratification system for adolescents. Scheduling re-
quirements (Pallas, Natriello, and Riehl 1994), the homogeneity of course compo-
sition based on students’ prior achievement (Hallinan 1994; Oakes 1994), and
other features of the formal organization shape students’ opportunities to learn.

Students’ experiences with the formal organization of schools is not monolithic;
instead, it is defined by the specific sets of courses in which they participate (Bid-
well and Friedkin 1988). In high schools today students taking advanced courses
and multiple years of foreign language experience a different social context than
those taking vocational education courses or a few basic years of core subjects.
These patterns of stratification are similar to an “occupational structure” or status
system for high school students in which everyday life and current and future op-
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portunities are shaped by status and position in this structure (Rosenbaum 1986;
Sørenson 1987). The course sequences reflect the formal organization of curricula
and schools that must be considered if we are to understand the effects of curricu-
lar exposure on achievement over time.

Sociologists recognize the gatekeeping functions of school structures and per-
sonnel, including teachers’ attitudes, which influence differential access to specific
courses for some students. In addition to course placement, teachers’ expectations
can limit students’ academic success by imposing self-fulfilling prophecies. Alan
Kerckhoff (1993) describes the tendency of teachers’ ratings and course place-
ments to remain stable—even when they are not merited by students’ per-
formance—as “institutional inertia.” Some view these school processes as either
the cause or a symptom of unequal opportunity (Oakes 1985), whereas others see
them as a mechanism of a meritocracy (Hallinan 1991).

Clearly, the mechanisms that create students’ opportunities to learn are com-
plex. Rather than focusing on such mechanisms, accountability and assessment
policies target the outcomes of the schooling process. Yet criticism of these policies
is often directed at how the system deals with students who are vulnerable to re-
duced opportunities through a multiplexity of mechanisms that marginalize them.
In this chapter, we evaluate the effects of elements of these policies on students’
preparation for postsecondary study. Importantly, we evaluate direct effects and
how the effects differ according to the background and preparation of the stu-
dents. Taken together, this chapter addresses the debate about whether the policies
act as an engine of social mobility and opportunity or as one more way in which
inequality is reproduced and legitimated in our society. We also elaborate on two
possibly conflicting aspects of these effects by analyzing the levels of attainment
(in the form of the number of advanced credits accumulated), as well as the possi-
ble closing or widening of gaps in race and socioeconomic status (SES).

DATA AND METHOD

The analyses in this chapter required the use of two datasets: one to provide lon-
gitudinal information on students’ social backgrounds and academic experiences,
and the other to provide information on states’ assessment and accountability
policies. Both of the studies we used were conducted in the early 1990s. We use a
multilevel modeling strategy to estimate the policy effects on the amount of ad-
vanced math credits students accumulate.

Sample

Information on students’ backgrounds and academic progress come from the Na-
tional Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 to 1992 (NELS:88–92), which followed
a nationally representative sample of eighth-graders in 1988 through their high
school careers and beyond (Ingels et al. 1992). The panel used for these analyses
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consisted of 10,046 public school students who participated in the first three waves
of data collection (1988, 1990, and 1992) and for whom high school transcripts were
collected. All 50 states and the District of Columbia are represented in NELS:88–92,
with an average of 196 students and 22 high schools per state. For these analyses,
the sample was weighted to be representative of the 1988 eighth-grade cohort and
to take into account the complex sample design and nonresponse rates.

Information on states’ assessment and accountability policies was obtained
from the National Longitudinal Study of Schools (NLSS). One purpose of NLSS
was to examine the impact of state policies on school practices (Levine and Steven-
son 1997; Stevenson and Schiller 1999). In 1993 state departments of education
were asked through the National Cooperative Education Statistics System to an-
swer a lengthy questionnaire concerning their testing and accountability policies.
Responses were received from all fifty states and the District of Columbia.

Mathematics Course Enrollments

The measures of students’ mathematics course-taking were constructed from the
NELS:88–92 course-level transcript file, which includes indicators of the course
topic and when the course was taken for each course a student took while in high
school. Based on the standard sequences of mathematics courses most students
take, courses were classified into one of the following groups, in hierarchical
order, from 0 to 9: no math, remedial math, general math, pre-algebra, algebra 1,
geometry, algebra 2, advanced math, pre-calculus, and calculus. The analyses in
this chapter predict the number of Carnegie units earned in higher-level mathe-
matics courses (defined as geometry and above), which are commonly required
for admission to a competitive college or postsecondary academic program. Stu-
dents earn one Carnegie unit by obtaining a grade of D or better in a one-year ac-
ademic course taken the equivalent of one period a day, five days a week. The
amount of advanced mathematics course work students take has a strong associa-
tion with achievement (Bryk, Lee, and Smith 1990) and college attendance (Schnei-
der, Swanson, and Riegle-Crumb 1998). On average, the students earned 1.68 units
in advanced mathematics, which is a little more than having taken geometry and
algebra 2 (Legum et al. 1993). Owing to a highly structured sequence of prerequi-
sites, the number of Carnegie units students accumulate is a good indicator of how
far they progress toward calculus. Also, where students start in the sequence is
likely to affect how far they progress, so freshman course placement is used as a
predictor for this variable in some models. A full description of all student-level
variables can be found in table 13A.1.

Student-Level Variables

Analyses focus on differences across states not only in students’ freshman mathe-
matics course placements and number of advanced credits earned but also in the

Achievement and Equity

/ 273



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000274 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

relative differences related to socioeconomic status and race or ethnicity. In these
analyses, family SES—a composite of parents’ education and occupation created
by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)—is considered a measure
of students’ financial and social resources outside the school. Using HLM, we eval-
uate whether the relationship between SES and mathematics course-taking varies
across states with differing assessment policies.

Instead of the usual four-group classification of students’ race or ethnicity, our
HLM models include only indicators for African American and Latino and Latina,
with the comparison group being defined as white or Asian American. We choose
not to distinguish between white and Asian American students because of the lat-
ter group’s small sample size and sparse distribution in many states, which re-
sulted in unreliable HLM coefficients. Results concerning the effects of race or eth-
nicity on mathematics course-taking and their variation across states were not
substantively affected by this decision.

To control for prior gatekeeping functions by the school, we take into account
students’ mathematics course-taking in middle school, a measure that mediates
where students were located in the mathematics curricular sequence before they
entered high school. The measure of eighth-grade mathematics course-taking is
based on eighth-graders’ reports of whether they attended remedial, general, or
algebra classes at least once a week (Stevenson et al. 1994). Students’ position in
the mathematics curricular sequence in eighth grade can be considered an indirect
measure of teachers’ assessments of students’ potential to succeed in mathematics
in high school (Hallinan 1992; Kerckhoff 1993; Useem 1991).

To control on other individual characteristics that can influence mathematics
course enrollments, we include other indicators of students’ background charac-
teristics (gender and family structure) and prior academic achievement (middle
school mathematics grades). Grades are used rather than test scores because they
measure how well students met the expectations of their middle school teachers in
their classes and are often used by high schools to place students in freshman
mathematics courses. We also include indicators for whether students attended an
urban or rural public high school, with suburban as the reference category.

State Policy Measures

Rather than focusing on the details of a particular policy, we use indicators of gen-
eral strategies that states have adopted to raise expectations and increase accoun-
tability for students’ academic progress. Our approach to characterizing state poli-
cies is midway between general characterizations of policy environments that blur
distinctions regarding the purposes of policies (Lee 1997) and analyses of specific
policies that have an impact only on some students and schools (Catterall 1989).
Our approach, in attempting to capture crucial aspects of the policies related to the
implementation of policies and the incentive structures that are inherent in them,
is more akin to the general approach of James Coleman and his colleagues (1997).
Our goal was to develop indicators of state policies that tap the purpose of policies
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and the extent to which that type of lever for change is employed. The measures
used in our analyses are the state policies reported in 1993, the year most NELS
students graduated from high school.

Our measure of the extensiveness of states’ testing programs in 1993 was based
on states’ reports of the number of grade levels and major academic subjects in
which they had mandated that students be tested during high school. Only seven
states reported no mandated testing of high school students in the major subjects
of English, social studies and history, mathematics, and science. On average, states
gave four tests to high school students, although two states (Minnesota and Vir-
ginia) reported testing students in all four subjects every year. The extensiveness
of a state’s testing program is an indicator of whether external examinations were
used on a regular basis to monitor students’ progress through the established cur-
riculum, usually with the intention of raising overall levels of achievement.

Although most states tested high school students, they varied in the extent to
which performance on those tests carried meaningful consequences for students
or schools. Our measure of consequences for students based on test performance
is the sum of states’ reports of whether test scores were recommended or required
for purposes such as placement in remedial or advanced courses, promotion to the
next grade, or the award of a high school diploma. Almost two-thirds of the states
had guidelines or mandatory policies specifying how test scores should be used to
determine some aspect of students’ academic program or success. States with such
policies linked test scores to an average of three or four consequences for students.

Fewer states linked students’ performance on state tests to rewards and sanc-
tions for schools in 1993. The survey asked about eight types of consequences,
such as financial rewards for meeting standards or sanctions like loss of accredita-
tion for failure to do so. Over two-thirds of the states reported that they either did
not set performance standards or did not provide incentives for meeting those
standards. The remaining third of the states linked aggregate test scores to an av-
erage of three to four consequences for schools. Descriptions of each state policy
variable can be found in table 13A.2.

Analytic Technique

The question of whether state testing policies are related to students’ high school
mathematics courses requires a multilevel analytic strategy. Our analyses are con-
cerned not only with variation in students’ mathematics course-taking across
states with differing policies (direct effects), but also with whether the associations
of students’ outcomes with their social backgrounds vary across states (interaction
effects). A common technique for analyzing hierarchical data (in this case, students
nested within states) and cross-level effects is HLM, which allows simultaneous
consideration of factors from two levels of analysis (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992).1

We used the state policy variables to predict the number of advanced mathe-
matics credits students will earn. The student-level model is shown in the follow-
ing equation:
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Yij = B0j + B1j(SESij) + B2j−3j (race-ethnicityij) + B4j−10j (controls) + eij (13.1)

where ij is the value for a given student in a given state and Bkj provides the coef-
ficients for students’ SES, race or ethnicity, and the control variables in each state.
The effects for some of the student-level factors, such as race or ethnicity, were ex-
pressed by several coefficients (for example, B2j one for Latino and Latina, and B3j
for African American). The term eij is a measure of the random error, which in-
cludes unmeasured sources of variation in a particular student’s outcome. In our
analyses, all the student-level variables were centered on the grand mean for the
sample, which allows the intercept (B0j) to be interpreted as the mean outcome for
each state adjusted for the characteristics of students in that state (Bryk, Rauden-
bush, and Congdon 1996; Willms and Raudenbush 1989).

Preliminary analyses indicated that the associations between the student control
variables and mathematics courses could be characterized as: associations were
very similar across most states; variations in the coefficients were not related to
state testing policies; or the results for SES and race or ethnicity were not affected
by the assumption of no variation in the effects of a given control variable across
states. Thus, for the analyses presented here, the coefficients for the student-level
control variables were set to be “fixed effects,” and our statistical model assumed
that the relationship between these student characteristics and mathematics course
enrollments were the same for all states (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992). The initial
HLM model without any state-level variables provides an estimate of the propor-
tion of variance in mathematics course enrollments between students versus
across states. It is also the basis for evaluating the amount of variation at the state
level that is explained by the state policy indicators.

The state-level analyses, in essence, examine the extent to which variation in the
coefficients for the intercept, SES, and race or ethnicity are related to accountabil-
ity policies. Equation 13.2 shows the general model for estimating the effects of
these state policies:

Bkj = γk0 + γk1−k4 (state policiesj) + ukj (13.2)

Each of the policy variables was centered on its grand mean, which means that γk0
is the average effect of variable k across states, and the other coefficients are adjust-
ments, or interaction effects, to those coefficients for states that differ in their testing
policies. The effect of a student-level variable is increased when the coefficient for a
state policy variable is in the same direction (plus or minus) as the intercept for the
student-level variable, and reduced when the two coefficients are in the opposite
direction. The term ukj is the error term for estimation of the student-level coeffi-
cient for each state. The combined HLM model is shown in equation 13.3:

Yij = [γ00 + γ01−04 (state policiesj) + u0j]
+ [γ10 + γ11−14 (state policiesj) + u1j] × SESij
+ [γ2−30 + γ22−34 (state policiesj) + u2−3j] × race-ethnicityij
+ γ4−100 × control variablesij + eij (13.3)
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RESULTS

States vary in their approaches to raising high school students’ academic attain-
ment and promoting equality of opportunities for learning, but the impact of these
policies on students’ achievement and the gap in achievement is uncertain. In this
study, we estimate the effects of states’ strategies for raising standards and estab-
lishing accountability on students’ academic progress and future opportunity by
modeling the number of advanced mathematics credits they earn in high school
and the gap between students according to race and ethnicity, SES, and initial high
school course placement. Because of the sequential nature of the high school math-
ematics curriculum, the mathematics courses that freshmen take provide a strong
predictor of how far they will progress in this subject area before graduation. The
coefficients for this model are shown in table 13.1.

The top panel of table 13.1 displays the coefficients for the intercept and inde-
pendent variables modeled at the state level. The first column shows the level-two
intercept, or average effect, for the student-level variables of interest; the coeffi-
cients for state policy variables are shown in the other three columns. The lower
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TABLE 13.1 / Effects of State Policies on Number of Advanced Mathematics Credits
Earned

Average Extensiveness Consequences Consequences
Effect of Testing for Schools for Students

Student-level variables
Intercept 1.631*** .003 .047** −.026
Socioeconomic status .323*** .014* .009 −.008
Race-ethnicity

Latino and Latina −.103* .035 .030 −.016
African American .039 −.008 .021 −.037

Freshman math level .448*** −.007 .027** −.018*

Student-level controls Coefficient
Male −.039
Living with both 
parents .103**

Middle school math 
grades .249***

Eighth-grade math class
Remedial −.107
Algebra or advanced .482***

Urbanicity
Urban −.005
Rural −.027

Source: National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 to 1992 and National Longitudinal Study
of Schools.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000278 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

panel displays the coefficients for the student-level controls, which were assumed
to be constant across states.

Focusing on the control variables, students who lived with both parents, those
who had higher mathematics grades in middle school, and those who took algebra
in eighth grade tended to earn more advanced mathematics credits in high school.
These differences persisted even though the analysis takes into account students’
placement as freshmen, which suggests that these differences affect students’
progress in high school beyond the effect on their early experiences. Gender and
urbanicity were not significantly related to the number of credits that students
earned in courses such as geometry, algebra 2, or trigonometry. However, SES was
positively associated with the accumulation of mathematics course credits, and
Latinos earned slightly fewer advanced mathematics credits.

The top panel of table 13.1 shows that state policies were related to students’ ad-
vanced mathematics course credits accumulation, both directly in the average
number of credits earned and through interactions with students’ socioeconomic
status and freshman course placement. On average, students tended to earn 1.6
credits in advanced mathematics, approximately equivalent to a year of geometry
and over half a year of algebra 2. Students in states with more consequences
tended to earn a somewhat greater number of advanced mathematics credits, al-
though the effect is fairly small at about 5 percent (.052 = .047 × 1.137) of a credit
more per standard deviation increase in the number of consequences for schools.
The number of advanced mathematics credits did not differ according to the num-
ber of consequences for students or the extensiveness of testing in a state. African
American students earned about the same number of advanced mathematics cred-
its as whites once initial course placement and SES were controlled.

The state policies are also related to differences in the number of advanced
mathematics credits based on students’ SES or race and ethnicity. The effect of SES
tends to be slightly stronger in states with more extensive testing programs. The
effect of SES on the number of advanced mathematics credits earned increased by
15 percent [.15 = (.014 × 3.461)/.323] per standard deviation change in the exten-
siveness of testing. These results suggest that extensive testing had a persisting ef-
fect on social stratification, not only through initial placements but also through
increasing differences between poor and rich students over the course of their high
school careers.

Finally, states’ accountability policies appear to have influenced students’ tra-
jectories through the high school mathematics curriculum. On average, students
tended to accumulate almost .45 of a Carnegie unit more in advanced mathemat-
ics for each increase in the level of their freshman mathematics course. The link be-
tween freshman course placements and accumulated course credits was stronger
in states with more consequences for schools linked to test performance and with
a fewer number of consequences for students. These interaction effects were sta-
tistically significant but modest, amounting to a 9 to 12 percent change in the effect
of freshman course placements per standard deviation increase in a given state
policy measure. These results suggest that some state policies may encourage stu-
dents to persist in taking more advanced level courses; however, greater conse-
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quences for schools also result in a larger gap according to freshman year course
placement.

CONCLUSION

The state policies examined in this chapter are similar to those currently employed
to raise student achievement and close the performance gaps between rich and
poor and between white and minority students. Based on data from the early
1990s, our results suggest that these policies are likely to have mixed effects on stu-
dents’ opportunities to learn mathematics in high school. Given the strong link be-
tween course work and learning, these effects on student achievement and in-
equality will probably likewise be interrelated.

Overall, our results indicate that state policies had small but statistically signifi-
cant effects on students’ mathematics course-taking in high school, both on the
number of credits earned and on stratification according to social class and earlier
course placement. The small size of the effects is not surprising considering that
individual students’ course-taking patterns are influenced by many factors, such
as their educational aspirations, personal preferences, and class schedules (Oakes
1985; Useem 1991). However, even small differences between states are important
because they reflect the experiences of large numbers of students.

These findings indicate that increasing school accountability for student test
performance was the only strategy that seemed to increase all students’ opportu-
nities for learning mathematics in high school. Students in states that linked test
performance to a greater number of consequences for schools appeared to persist
in taking the advanced-level courses necessary for acceptance into competitive
colleges as well as for entry into health care, science, and technology occupations.
The effect of this policy was strongest for students who took higher-level courses
as freshmen. Essentially, holding schools accountable for students’ learning ap-
pears to both raise the achievement of all students and increase the gap based on
preparation. This suggests the need for coordination of policy at multiple grade
levels, as well as in early childhood, to ensure adequate preparation for all stu-
dents in the early grades.

The formal school structure associated with course-taking opportunities and
placement appears stronger in states that hold schools accountable for students’
learning (Bidwell, Frank, and Quiroz 1997; Coleman et al. 1997). One possible ex-
planation for this effect of stronger school consequences is that school accounta-
bility focuses students and teachers on a common goal of academic excellence,
with those students who show potential being particularly encouraged to progress
further in the mathematics curriculum. Alternatively, higher rates of advanced
mathematics course-taking could also be the result of at-risk students being more
likely to drop out of school in these states (Schiller and Muller 2000). More re-
search is needed to determine whether school accountability provides incentives
not only to invest in academically able students likely to excel but also to encour-
age students who are at risk of failing or planning to leave school early.
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We also found that extensive testing was related to greater stratification accord-
ing to students’ socioeconomic status. Low-SES students tended to earn more ad-
vanced mathematics credits in states with fewer mandated tests, while advanced
mathematics credits for high-SES students varied very little between states. Fre-
quent testing may reinforce rather than alleviate academic problems through self-
fulfilling prophecies concerning the academic ability of poorer children (Muller
and Schiller 2000). The weaker impact of this policy on affluent children is not sur-
prising given the additional academic support and encouragement they receive
from parents, teachers, and peers focused on college attendance. Extensive testing
does not appear to increase students’ opportunities for learning and does tend to
exacerbate social class inequality.

The gap between rich and poor may widen with clearer standards and more em-
phasis on standardized assessment. With a more focused curriculum, students’
progress is more easily assessed quantitatively. Accompanying such assessments
with expanded ceilings and floors in performance assessment might increase per-
formance variation, and the ceiling would most likely expand more than the floor.
Better training for teachers and increased resources for both schools and families
in support of preparing children to learn would not necessarily accompany stan-
dards and assessment. Consequently, the larger and more insidious sources of in-
stitutional inequality might remain and could easily contribute to even greater
performance differentials once attention to teaching is more focused on a limited
set of concepts. This is a major concern of critics of these policies, who also implic-
itly fear a wider gap if poor children are held to the same standards as the middle
class. The gap between the haves and have-nots could come about even if average
performance levels increase over time.

Diane Ravitch (1995) claims that, contrary to popular opinion, “equity” and
“excellence” are compatible with each other and with standards reforms. How-
ever, if we adequately measure academic achievement, it seems likely that stu-
dents with socioeconomic advantages will learn at faster rates than those with
fewer advantages, and larger performance gaps will develop. Schools that teach
disadvantaged students could compensate for family socioeconomic disadvan-
tage to reduce the gap, but they will face greater challenges as a result. Schools
alone cannot eliminate the achievement gap based on socioeconomic inequality.
Some schools may go to heroic efforts to close the gap, but in the absence of a rad-
ical change in social policy, the gap is unlikely to close on the scale necessary to
also close the socioeconomic performance gap in the general population. These
policies are one step—albeit a step with complex consequences—but they are far
from a panacea.

If, in fact, standards, assessments, and the accompanying accountability prac-
tices that deliver sanctions to schools do increase the performance of all students
but increase the gap between rich and poor as well, then cases can be made in
favor of and against these policies as a vehicle for equality of opportunity. Stu-
dents may learn more, and they may even acquire skills and knowledge that make
them desirable to employers. In addition, our ability to quantify differences and
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establish a hierarchical order among them will also sharpen; that order will be par-
tially determined by their social class backgrounds.

Will the policy result in increased opportunities for traditionally disadvantaged
students? This is possible only if an ordered hierarchy among students is not used
to evaluate their merit. If the system rewards the acquisition of skills and knowl-
edge, more course work that results in preparation for college and jobs will lead to
greater opportunities. However, if the system uses these courses as a sorting de-
vice to legitimate the advantages of privileged family backgrounds, as Randall
Collins (1979) argues, then the long-term effects of these courses will be dimin-
ished for lower-SES students. Our results on the effects of state policies on how
students get ahead suggest a complex system that both rewards performance and
legitimates existing ascriptive advantages.

Since there is little doubt that standards and accountability practices are politi-
cally popular and becoming more widely implemented, it is important to ask how
our social institutions handle the standardization of information about students’
performance. Ironically, at the same time that standards and accountability are be-
coming commonplace in our public schools, there is a trend against the use of stan-
dardized test scores as a means to evaluate individuals’ applications to college, a
major gatekeeper to middle-class opportunity.

Texas is an interesting case in the implementation of standards and accountabil-
ity and in the ways in which students are sorted, on the one hand, and provided
educational opportunity, on the other hand. Texas has a well-developed and grow-
ing system of assessment and accountability practices in place for elementary,
middle, and high schools. Yet in a reaction to the Hopwood v. University of Texas de-
cision, which prevented the University of Texas from using race as an admission
criterion, the state legislature mandated that any student with a grade point aver-
age in the top 10 percent of his or her high school graduating class must be admitted
to any state university. The policy made students’ performance on standardized
test scores and indicators of their substantive proficiency in academic subjects (ex-
cept as measured by their grades) virtually irrelevant for college admissions for
many students. The admissions policy also compensated for the effects of varia-
tions in school quality and performance differences on access to higher education
of students. Other states, such as California, have adopted similar practices.

There is little doubt that assessment and accountability practices are becoming
commonplace. Setting aside the debate about whether the policies are desirable,
we must recognize that testing students more frequently and with more finely
tuned instruments will clarify the social inequality inherent in our society and in
our schools. The differences between students may become larger and will cer-
tainly be more observable. As a consequence, we will need to tackle thorny issues
concerning social inequality that have been obscured by less visible and precise
means of evaluating differences between students. As a nation, we may be in for a
heated debate about social inequality as our standards and assessment policies
collide with our social values about what schools can and should do and the op-
portunities all children deserve.
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TABLE 13A.1 / Source, Coding, and Descriptive Statistics for Student-Level Variables

High School Standard
Mathematics Course Mean Deviation Source and Coding

Level of freshman 3.53 1.27 Obtained from high school transcripts
mathematics course

Advanced mathematics 1.68 1.29 Obtained from high school transcripts,
credits number of Carnegie units in algebra 2,

geometry, trigonometry, pre-calculus,
and calculus

Socioeconomic status .01 .73 NCES-constructed variable in the
second follow-up student file

Race-ethnicity
African American .11 .32 Constructed from an NCES variable
Latino and Latina .08 .28 based on student reports, with

European Americans and Asian
Americans as the base category and
Native Americans excluded from
analysis

Male .49 .50 NCES variable based on student 
report; coded 1 = male and 0 = female

Living with both .68 .47 Composite based on parents’ and
parents students’ reports of adults in the

household; coded 1 = both parents
and 0 = other

Middle school 4.04 .97 Eighth-graders’ report of mathematics
mathematics grades grades “from the sixth grade until

now”

Eighth-grade
mathematics courses
Remedial .06 .24 Eighth-graders’ report of which
mathematics mathematics courses they

Algebra .37 .48 attended that year

Urbanicity
Urban .20 .40 Constructed from an NCES variable
Rural .36 .48 with the suburban as the base 

category

Source: All information is obtained from the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 to
1994.
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NOTE

1. In preliminary analyses, we ran three-level models nesting students within schools
within states but decided against using them because we are not interested in school ef-
fects per se and the results were substantively similar but more robust with the two-
level models.
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TABLE 13A.2 / Sources, Coding, and Descriptive Statistics for State-Level Variables

State Testing Standard
Policies Mean Deviation Source and Coding

High school 9.960 3.203 “Please indicate your state’s high school 
graduation graduation requirements for the class of 1992”
requirements —The variable is the sum of the number of 

Carnegie units required for a “regular 
diploma” in English, mathematics, science, 
and social studies.

Extensiveness 4.020 3.461 “At what high school grades, and in which
of testing content areas, does current state policy 
(α = .8949) require that student performance be 

assessed?”—Summed across mathematics,
reading, science, and history/social studies 
for ninth through twelfth grades.

Consequences 2.066 2.189 “Does your state currently require or set 
for students guidelines for high school student testing for
(α = .5976) any of the following purposes?”—Coded 

2 = “state has mandatory policy”; 1 = “state
has guidelines”; and 0 = “neither.” Summed
across high school graduation, placement in
remedial (compensatory education) 
programs, diploma eligibility, and promotion.

Consequences 1.137 1.929 “Does state policy set standards for high 
for schools school’s performance based on student test 
(α = .8485) results?”—Coded 0 if “describes neither 

acceptable nor unacceptable results.” 
Otherwise, number of rewards for meeting
standards (financial incentives, official 
recognition or publicity, accreditation, 
waivers from testing or reporting 
requirements, waivers from other regulations
or deregulation) and sanctions for failing to
meet standards (negative publicity, loss of
accreditation, loss of control to higher
educational authority).

Source: National Longitudinal Study of Schools.
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Chapter 14

School Transition Programs in
Organizational Context:

Problems of Recruitment,
Coordination, and Integration

Kathryn S. Schiller

Perennial problems for all organizations are created by turnover in member-
ship, whether or not the process is predictable and gradual. An organiza-
tion’s failure to replace former members may raise questions of institutional

legitimacy and severely hamper its ability to obtain resources (Meyer and Rowan
1977). Whether new members are obtained through conscription or recruitment,
organizations are usually required to communicate with the suppliers of these in-
dividuals to, at minimum, exchange information concerning them (Stinchcombe
1990) and possibly to provide feedback or coordinate their internal operations
(Coleman 1997). The arrival of new members creates the potential for structural
and social disruptions of the organization as they are allocated to positions and
learn the established norms and values (Coleman and Hoffer 1987). Most organi-
zations have structures, such as personnel departments in businesses or coun-
selors in schools, to systematically address such potential problems and at least
partially smooth the transition of new members into their daily operations.

Schools are among those organizations that experience a large, regular turnover
of membership each year as graduates depart and novices enter. This latter transi-
tion process is potentially problematic for both the new students, regardless of
whether they are kindergartners or college freshmen, and the schools they enter.
Faced with adjusting to a new social and academic environment, many students
experience academic difficulties and report emotional distress following school
transitions (Roderick 1993; Tinto 1988). At the secondary and postsecondary lev-
els, these difficulties often lead to students leaving school before completing their
courses of study. In addition to helping new freshmen adjust successfully, schools
try to predict the resources needed by the new students each year (Delany 1991).
Unanticipated changes in the number of students, or of a particular type of stu-
dent, may require dramatic reallocation of resources such as personnel and class-
room space. Communication with feeder schools may reduce uncertainty con-
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cerning these issues, but coordination of academic programs between schools is
often impractical (Riehl, Pallas, and Natriello 1999).

This chapter focuses on the transition to high school as an institutional feature
with various sets of organizational problems related to coordination with other
schools, recruitment of new students, and integration of freshmen into the larger
student population. Using a national sample of over one thousand high schools at-
tended by the 1990 sophomore cohort, I explore variation relating to institutional
type and geographic location in organizational practices designed to facilitate the
transition process. These two organizational characteristics reflect the institutional
environments of schools that shape the particular problems created by the annual
turnover of student membership.

INSTITUTIONAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL FEATURES
OF THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL

In most nations, secondary school enrollments have dramatically expanded over
the last century. The transition to high school is a normative transition that, in con-
trast to school transfers, involves not only entry into new physical and social set-
tings but also institutionalized changes in students’ social roles and the academic
environment they negotiate (Felner, Primavera, and Cauce 1981). The institution-
alized nature of these transitions is evident in the initiation processes that often
mark entry into the new social status as high school students, even when the tran-
sition does not involve changing school buildings.

Schools have routinized processes to facilitate the transfer of information and
allocation of resources (Cicourel and Kitsuse 1963), but they are also organiza-
tions in a state of flux as they absorb freshmen classes (DeLany 1991; Felner, Gin-
ter, and Primavera 1982; Gamoran 1992a; Riehl et al. 1999). Problems inherent in
the process of moving individuals across organizational boundaries can disrupt
the receiving organization’s daily activities and reduce its effectiveness. Because
of the numbers involved, even normative transitions can exacerbate organiza-
tional problems related to the recruitment of new members and the integration of
freshmen into the established social system (Bidwell 1965). This chapter explores
the types of uncertainties that high schools are likely to experience during this
transition process.

In anticipation of problems related to the transition process, schools have devel-
oped ways of reducing the resulting uncertainties (Mac Iver and Epstein 1991).
However, the particular techniques and programs adopted are likely to vary based
on the particular types and amounts of potential uncertainty. I argue here that, in
general, high schools with tight links to middle or junior high schools may find co-
ordination of curriculum with these feeder schools a more efficient way to reduce
uncertainty about freshmen’s preparation for high school. Those high schools
without close ties to feeder schools may find it more important to make freshmen
feel a part of their school community as they facilitate a smoother integration of
new students.

School Transition Programs
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Problems of Recruitment

As client-serving organizations, high schools must try to predict how many and
which students will attend classes because organizational resources depend on
these numbers. Public school funding allocations, especially those from states or
the national government, are usually based on student enrollment in classes at the
beginning of the year. Similarly, most private schools are dependent to a large ex-
tent on tuition paid by enrolled students. Having too many students enrolled,
however, can be as problematic as too few. As the number of students increases, so
does the amount of information that is processed to allocate students to courses
(DeLany 1991; Riehl et al. 1999). Significant changes in the size of freshmen cohorts
between successive years are also highly problematic for schools, especially if the
demands on facilities and personnel vary dramatically from year to year.

Schools, however, differ in how they obtain their students—some do so through
conscription and others through recruitment. Traditional public high schools have
been described as enjoying a “monopoly” (Chubb and Moe 1990) or as being “do-
mesticated” (Carlson 1964). As such, traditional public schools are viewed as
buffered from environmental uncertainty through a steady supply of resources
and students. Public high schools can often predict years in advance how many
freshmen they will have based on elementary school enrollments, owing to stable
feeder patterns established by district central offices. Although neither the student
nor the school selects the other, the size and source of the freshman class is pre-
dictable for public schools.

In contrast, private schools have no institutionally guaranteed constituency and
must be concerned each year with attracting and keeping students, which makes
them more responsive to their clientele (Chubb and Moe 1990). Breaking the pub-
lic school monopoly to introduce more competition for students and encourage in-
creased organizational effectiveness was one rationale behind the school choice
movement (Cookson 1992). By design, magnet schools—and more recently, char-
ter schools—must attract sufficient numbers of students to justify their costs be-
cause their enrollments are not based on residential assignment. For private and
choice public high schools, the sizes of their freshmen cohorts may not be deter-
mined, depending on the system, until late spring, or maybe even not until stu-
dents arrive in the fall.

In addition to institutional type, unstable institutional environments also make
predicting enrollments of freshmen each year difficult (DeLany 1991; Riehl et al.
1999). Frequent shifts in district policies and mobile populations create unpre-
dictable environments for urban high schools, which draw freshmen from multi-
ple middle schools, many of which feed different high schools (Schiller 1995). The
minority and poor populations in urban areas are more mobile than the more af-
fluent populations in suburban areas (Jarrett 1995). Thus, predicting which stu-
dents will attend a particular high school is more difficult for urban schools than
for rural or suburban ones.

In summary, fixed attendance zones help decrease the organizational uncer-
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tainty about students’ movements from middle to high school through stable
feeder patterns. However, schools with fixed attendance zones have little control
over which students enroll, so they must maintain flexibility in their allocation of
instructional and other resources. On the other hand, schools without attendance
zones face greater uncertainty over how many students will enroll but have more
control over the types of students they will receive through their recruitment ef-
forts and the application process. These mechanisms increase the likelihood that
students who end up enrolling fit the schools’ goals and are suited to their curric-
ula. Thus, as one form of uncertainty is decreased, another increases.

Problems of Coordination

Regardless of whether new students are conscripted or recruited, their movement
across organizational boundaries creates potential problems for high schools re-
lated to their relationships with feeder schools (Bidwell 1965). The loosely coupled
nature of school systems reduces the need to tightly coordinate activities across
not only classrooms but also schools (Weick 1976). However, communication with
feeder schools can facilitate the processing of information concerning freshmen
and provide at least some measure of quality control.

Because most students change schools during the transition to high school,
some of the problems encountered by schools result from the process of transfer-
ring information across organizational boundaries (Stinchcombe 1990). With the
vast amount of information being transferred, details of individual cases are often
missed or glossed over. One particularly problematic aspect of information-
processing in school transitions is the allocation of students to courses—especially
in unstable social and political environments (Useem 1991) with scarce resources
(Gamoran 1992a)—and variations in grouping practices among feeder schools
(Hallinan 1991). Elizabeth Useem (1991, 240) notes that “details of a system’s [track-
ing] policy often changed from year to year depending on such factors as cohort
size, teacher assignments, and changes in administrative personnel and philoso-
phy.” The process of allocating students to courses often verges on the chaotic, and
adjustments are frequently made well into the school year (DeLany 1991; Riehl et
al. 1999; Weiss 2001). To increase the efficiency of this process, most high schools
send counselors to meet with middle school students and their counselors to dis-
cuss academic programs.

Another way schools might decrease uncertainty concerning the educational
preparedness of freshmen would be to coordinate academic programs and curric-
ula across schools. What curricular materials were covered in middle school
classes may directly affect the topics that a high school teacher is later able to cover
with freshmen (Weick 1976). Although such coordination of teachers’ efforts with
feeder schools might result in less repetition of the materials taught to some stu-
dents and not others, each meeting between faculty at different schools is likely to
require that teachers spend time away from classrooms and that teachers at the
other school cooperate as well. Thus, efforts to build relationships with feeder
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schools are more likely to be undertaken by principals and counselors, who have
more flexible schedules than teachers.

Problems of Integration

The structure of American school systems is such that entry into adolescence coin-
cides with entry into the new physical, social, and pedagogical environments that
mark teenagers’ transition to high school. On average, eighth-grade classes tend to
disperse over three high schools, such that at least one-third of high school fresh-
men attend a school with few of their earlier classmates (Schiller 1999). Such tran-
sitions to a new school disrupt teenagers’ relationships with teachers and peers at
a time when they are also becoming more independent from their families and ex-
periencing less parental involvement in their schooling (Dornbusch and Ritter
1988). The maintenance of social norms, obligations, and expectations built up
during middle school among classmates may contribute to the continued aca-
demic success of adolescents (Coleman 1988). Thus, the transition to high school
can be a critical turning point in teenagers’ social and academic lives.

TRANSITION PROGRAMS IN 
ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT

As described earlier, the movement of students between organizations creates for
schools uncertainties about which freshmen will be enrolling and problems of in-
formation management. Douglas Mac Iver and Joyce Epstein (1991) suggest that
schools’ adoption of transition programs for entering students is fairly recent.
Some schools may adopt these programs in the best interests of students, while
others may do so specifically to address organizational problems.

The analyses presented here take advantage of the diversity in school contexts
captured by the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88), which
followed a nationally representative sample of eighth-graders as they made the
transition from middle school to high school. The base year sample was drawn
using a multi-stage cluster sampling design to select a sample of about 25,000
eighth-graders in approximately 1,000 schools (Ingels et al. 1992). During the two
years between the base year and first follow-up data collections, the initial sample
members dispersed among approximately 3,000 high schools. To reduce data col-
lection costs, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) approved the
subsampling of 1,500 of these high schools, producing a sample of 15,197 students
in 1990.1

As part of the NELS:88 first follow-up, high school principals were asked to in-
dicate which programs from a list of ten options their schools used to facilitate stu-
dent transitions into high schools. Over 90 percent of principals reported that their
schools used at least one of the programs, with the average being between four
and five. Thus, the vast majority of American high schools have some system in
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place to facilitate students’ transition to high school. The wording of these ques-
tions is given in table 14.1, along with the percentage of students and schools
whose principals reported that their schools used such programs.

Recruitment Programs

Recruitment programs involve students and parents before the transition to high
school and include activities that provide initial contact between high schools and
these potential new members. In some cases, such as magnet or private schools,
these programs are designed to “sell” the school to prospective students who may
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TABLE 14.1 / Programs to Facilitate Students’ Transition to High School

Students in a
High School High Schools

with a with a
Type of Program Given Program Given Program

Recruitment programs
HSSTV: “High school students present 
information to middle-grade students.” 54.4% 56.5%

MSTAS: “Middle-grade students visit the 
high school for an assembly.” 59.1 57.2

MSSTV: “Middle-grade students attend 
regular classes at high school.” 12.7 13.9

MSPV: “Parents visit high school while 
children are still in middle grades.” 52.3 53.5

Coordination programs
Teachers: “Middle-grade and high school 
teachers meet together on courses and 
requirements.” 47.0 45.7

Principals: “Middle-grade and high school 
administrators meet together on articulation
and programs.” 63.6 61.9

Counselors: “Middle-grade counselors meet 
with high school counselors or staff.” 71.3 66.9

Integration programs
PfallO: “Parents visit high school for orien-
tation in the fall after children have entered.” 51.9 54.7

Smeet: “Summer meetings are held at the 
high school.” 30.7 30.3

Buddy: “Buddy or Big Brother/Sister program
(pairs new student with older upon entry) is 
in place.” 16.2 21.0

Source: Author’s compilation from NELS:88 first follow-up school questionnaire.
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also be considering another school. Recruitment efforts may be crucial for these
high schools, which may cease to exist if they cannot attract enough new students
to replace their graduating classes. For other schools that are assured of a fresh-
man class, these programs may provide students with information about the
choices they must make for the next year (Cicourel and Kitsuse 1963), such as re-
quired courses or the availability of clubs and other extracurricular activities. In
this case, freshmen are being recruited for particular classes or groups.

Most high schools have at least one of the four programs targeted at recruiting
students for the school as a whole or activities within the school before freshmen
start classes. The most frequently used recruitment program, reported by over 50
percent of principals, is an assembly at the high school for middle school students.
Typically, students are ushered into the auditorium to listen to short presentations
by departments about their classes and by school clubs about their activities. In
many schools, several hundred potential students from several feeder schools visit
the campus on this day. High schools also frequently provide opportunities for
middle school parents to visit. These events are often similar to student visits, but
when they are held at night they are not as disruptive as the daytime student vis-
its. The exchange of information may be minimal or superficial, but the disruption
to the normal operation of the high school can be limited.

Disruptions created by student or parent assemblies can be further minimized
by sending high school students to visit middle schools to present information, an
approach also reported by more than half of the principals. One constraint in this
type of program is that the number of schools that participating high school stu-
dents can visit is limited because they cannot miss their classes.

Very few high schools allow prospective students to attend regular classes be-
fore formally beginning their high school experience. The rarity of this program re-
flects the logistical difficulties in organizing such visits and the resulting disrup-
tions to the daily routine of high school classes. For most schools, these difficulties
outweigh the benefits of providing students with a taste of high school life. For
others, though, the benefits of having direct and more intense contact with
prospective students outweigh the disruption of school routines.

Coordination Programs

The most frequently used types of transition program are those that involve coor-
dination between the middle schools and high schools through meetings with the
former’s staff concerning topics such as coordination of curricular programs or
transfer of student records (Cicourel and Kitsuse 1963; Smith 1997). Principals’ re-
ports, however, indicate that staff involvement in these efforts to coordinate with
feeder schools varies considerably across positions. Most high schools have their
counselors meet with their counterparts at feeder schools, probably to discuss in-
dividual students’ academic progress and problems so as to provide information
for placing them in courses (Cicourel and Kitsuse 1963; Oakes and Guiton 1995).
These discussions, along with school records, are usually the basis for counselors’
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placement of students in courses, which often affects their educational opportuni-
ties throughout high school (Schiller and Hunt 2001). Over 60 percent of high
school principals meet with their counterparts at feeder schools about improving
articulation of their academic programs, which may involve coordination of
course content coverage, academic philosophies, and curricular programs. Finally,
teachers are the least likely staff members to meet with their counterparts at feeder
schools. As discussed earlier, while potentially increasing the efficiency of the tran-
sition process, these coordination efforts may interfere with staff and teachers’
time with current students.

Integration Programs

The last type of transition program examined here involves integrating freshmen
into high school to help them adjust to the social and physical environments in
their new school. These programs are often described as being responsive to fresh-
men’s needs by providing higher levels of peer and teacher support to reduce their
emotional stress and increase their attachment to school (Felner et al. 1981; Smith
1997). Although integrating freshmen may seem like an important step, these pro-
grams are the least likely to be reported by principals. The most frequently used
program, with over half of principals reporting its use, is an orientation session for
parents in the fall. In contrast, only about 30 percent of high schools hold orienta-
tion sessions with students over the summer, which involves arranging time for
freshmen and school staff to meet when school is not in session. However, these
meetings allow more contact between new students and school personnel than the
mass assemblies with middle school students. Pairing new students with older
ones is used less than any other transition program with the exception of having
middle grade students visit high school classes.

In summary, the distribution of transition programs indicates that, while most
high schools have some programs designed to manage the transitions of new stu-
dents, not all programs are used as frequently as others. In general, programs that
focus on coordination with feeder schools are used most frequently, followed by
recruitment programs and, finally, those designed to facilitate students’ integra-
tion into their new schools. The first two types of programs reflect organizational
efforts to manage the flow of information between high schools and their feeder
schools or prospective students. Meetings between school staffs increase the trans-
fer of information about students and feedback on academic programs across or-
ganizational boundaries. However, the use of transition programs also involves
organizational trade-offs. Exposing middle school students to high school classes
and encouraging teachers to communicate with their middle school counterparts
are intensive programs that not only have great potential to facilitate the transition
process but also can disrupt classroom activities. Communication between teach-
ers may be difficult because they are operating on varied schedules and subject to
professional demands. Depending on district size, there may also be an uneven
number of teachers available for potential collaboration, which imposes further
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demands and stresses on those teachers who do participate. Furthermore, when
large numbers of incoming freshmen compromise the efficiency of such programs,
schools often rely instead on large-scale orientation programs, which cannot ad-
dress the needs of individual freshmen and their families.

DIFFERENTIAL USE OF TRANSITION PROGRAMS

While most high schools use transition programs, organizational and environ-
mental factors are likely to influence how many and which programs they use. The
remaining analyses explore differences in the number of programs and propensity
to use particular programs related to two key school characteristics—institutional
type and geographic location.

As discussed earlier, the institutional environments of high schools differ dra-
matically depending on whether they are located in an urban, suburban, or rural
area. For the analyses in this chapter, I use the NCES indicator of school urbanicity
based on U.S. census three-level classifications of metropolitan status. One of the
strengths of NELS:88 is that the data allow for a finer-grained categorization of in-
stitutional type than the usual public-private school distinction. My analyses dis-
tinguish between four types of public high schools and two types of private
schools (Coleman, Schiller, and Schneider 1993). In addition to the traditional high
school to which students are assigned based on residence (assigned schools), indi-
cators are used for whether a student attended a vocational (3.2 percent), magnet
(3.9 percent), or other type of “choice” (14.1 percent) public high school.2 More stu-
dents were enrolled in these nontraditional public schools than attended either
Catholic (6.1 percent) or other types of private schools (3.5 percent).

Number of Transition Programs Used by School Types

Table 14.2 shows some variation in the number of transition programs used by
schools across institutional types: patterns are almost identical regardless of
whether students or schools are used as the unit of analysis. Although the average
number of programs tends to be similar across most institutional types, other pri-
vate schools use significantly fewer programs and magnet schools have signifi-
cantly more programs. Principals of “non-Catholic” private schools are not more
likely than others to report that their schools assist students in ways not listed in
the questionnaire, suggesting that they simply tend to use fewer programs. How-
ever, in multivariate analyses (not shown), only the Catholic schools showed a sta-
tistically significant tendency to use fewer programs than traditional public
schools, controlling for location, cohort size, and a grade configuration including
grades eight and twelve.

The use of transition programs is also related to high school location: urban
schools tend to use more programs compared to suburban and rural schools.
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Urban schools have an average of almost five programs compared to just over four
in rural schools. The difference between urban and rural schools remains statisti-
cally significant when controlling for institutional type, cohort size, and grade
configuration.

Variations in the Types of Programs Used

Despite the prevalence of transition programs across the country, schools may
vary in the particular programs they use. To explore such differences, I computed
the relative usage of each program by institutional type and geographic location.
The tendency of a program to be used by a given group of schools is simply the
percentage of schools in group k that have program i (equation 14.1).

(14.1)

The propensity with which group k uses any transition program is p̄k (equation
14.2), which is equivalent to the average number of programs used by that group
of schools in table 14.2 multiplied by 10.3
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TABLE 14.2 / Average Number of Transition Programs Used by Type and Location of
High School

Weighted by Averaged
Number of Across
Students Schools

Type of high school
Assigned public 4.60 4.67
Choice public 4.73 4.99
Magnet 5.29 5.42
Vocational or technical 4.44 4.64
Catholic 4.52 4.23
Other private 3.13 3.62

Location of high school
Urban 4.96 4.88
Suburban 4.82 4.76
Rural 4.00 4.04

Source: Author’s compilation from NELS:88 first follow-up school questionnaire.
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The relative likelihood that program i is used by school group k is the difference
between pik and p̄k (equation 14.3).

(14.3)

Table 14.3 shows dik, which is the percentage of group k using program i above or
below what would be expected if all programs were used with the same frequency
in that group. In other words, dik indicates the relative use of a particular program
by schools sharing similar organizational characteristics, taking into account their
overall propensity to use transition programs.

Although the number of programs used tends to be very similar, schools clearly
differ by institutional type in their propensities to use particular types of pro-
grams. First, the top two rows of table 14.3 indicate that assigned and choice pub-
lic schools are very similar in their usage patterns. The greatest emphasis is placed
on coordination programs, particularly meetings between middle and high school
principals and counselors. These programs are used by 20 to 30 percent more
schools than would be expected if all programs were used equally. Recruitment
programs, except for having middle school students visit high school classes, are
used the next most frequently. The least frequently used programs are those de-
signed to facilitate students’ integration into their new schools. Thus, assigned and
choice schools are very similar in that they seem to emphasize efforts to coordinate
with their feeder schools while giving little attention to special efforts to integrate
freshmen.

Second, magnet and vocational schools use transition programs in patterns sim-
ilar to those of public schools, but they differ in their use of coordination and inte-
gration programs. Other than counselors’ meetings, coordination efforts are less
likely to be emphasized at these schools compared to other public schools. In par-
ticular, meetings between middle and high school teachers are used much less fre-
quently than other programs—by 23.6 percent fewer magnet schools and by 17.5
percent fewer vocational schools—than would have been expected based on their
general tendency to have programs. Another difference between these and other
public schools is that magnet and vocational schools tend to have more integration
programs, particularly fall orientation for parents. Magnet and vocational schools
do differ slightly from each other in that the former is the only group with a
propensity to use summer meetings and the latter are more likely to emphasize
sending their students as emissaries to middle schools. Overall, however, magnet
and vocational schools tend to be very similar in their tendency to place less em-
phasis on coordination programs and more on other types of programs, such as
promoting direct contact with parents.

Third, Catholic and other private schools tend to emphasize the use of intensive
programs, such as having middle school students visit classes and matching new
students with older ones. Private schools are the only ones to use buddy programs
more frequently than other transition programs: 5.8 percent more for Catholic
schools and 3.8 percent more for other private schools than would be expected if
all programs were used equally. Though not the most frequently used program,

d p pik ik k= −
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having students visit classrooms is used much more often in private schools com-
pared to public schools. Private schools also place less emphasis than public
schools on eighth-graders attending a high school assembly and having middle
and high school counselors meet. The more frequent use of the program in which
middle school students visit high school classrooms may indicate that private
schools tend to give prospective students a more intimate and individualized in-
troduction to high school life. The elevated importance of retaining freshmen may
also account for the high usage rate of buddy programs for freshmen in these
schools. Catholic and other private schools also differ from each other in that the
former are less likely to emphasize coordination programs over recruitment pro-
grams compared to other private schools. In general, however, private schools use
a configuration of programs that is distinctly different from that of public schools
and that emphasizes facilitating students’ integration into the school’s social and
academic community.

Table 14.3 also shows clear differences in the types of programs that urban, sub-
urban, and rural schools tend to use. First, urban (and to a lesser extent, suburban)
high schools are more likely than rural schools to send students to feeder schools
to make presentations than to have middle school students visit for an assembly.
Second, rural and suburban high schools are more likely than urban high schools
to have meetings with teachers or principals at feeder schools. Third, high schools
in urban and suburban locations appear to institutionalize efforts to have contact
with parents of both prospective and new students more than rural schools do.
Thus, in general, urban and suburban schools are more likely to emphasize contact
with parents than are rural schools, which are more likely to have direct contact
with middle school students and their teachers or principals.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Results showed that almost all schools have some program to ease students’ tran-
sitions to high school. Programs that focus on coordination with middle or junior
high schools are used most frequently, suggesting that the transfer of information
about students between the organizations may be one of the most problematic as-
pects of the transition process. These programs may also be used more frequently
than others because they involve the least amount of disruption to the daily oper-
ations of the school. The exception to the pattern of relying on contact between
high schools and feeder schools is the program of having meetings between mid-
dle and high school teachers, possibly because this infrequently used program
would disrupt the daily activities of the school. These patterns may indicate that
transition programs involve organizational trade-offs between increasing flows of
information and protecting classrooms, the schools’ technical core (Weick 1976).

Virtually all schools make some effort to smooth the transition process, but the
particular programs schools tend to use vary substantially between institutional
types and geographic locations. Institutional type is related to the following pro-
gram use patterns: emphasis on coordination in assigned and choice schools; less
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emphasis on coordination and more on the integration of parents in magnet and
vocational schools; and reliance on transition programs involving closer or more
intense involvement of students in private schools. In addition to using more pro-
grams, urban schools make greater efforts to recruit students and ensure their so-
cial integration, while rural schools appear to invest in coordination with feeder
schools.

The differences by institutional type in schools’ usage of transition programs are
probably related to organizational problems created by how they acquire their
freshmen classes. Assigned and, to a varying extent, choice public schools are as-
sured of freshmen classes but have little or no control over which students they are
allotted. The most pressing questions for these schools are how prepared students
are for the high school curriculum and how to allocate them to classes (Cicourel
and Kitsuse 1963; DeLany 1991; Riehl et al. 1999). The relatively greater emphasis
on coordination programs in assigned and choice schools—especially having
counselors meet—may be a response to these issues. Meetings between counselors
facilitate the transfer of information about particular students—for example, by
clarifying transcript information to increase its usefulness for scheduling and
other administrative purposes. During meetings between middle and high school
principals, issues related to the articulation of instruction and other programs can
be discussed. Thus, for traditional public schools these programs address the issue
of what instructional resources are needed—a major organizational uncertainty
created by the transition of students to high school.

Magnet and vocational schools differ from the other two types of public schools
in that they have specialized instructional programs for which they must attract
and keep suitable students. The selection process reduces the need for coordina-
tion with feeder schools, which are unlikely to have a curriculum designed to in-
terface with that of the high school (Riehl et al. 1999). In addition, because students
come in small groups from widely scattered feeder schools, coordination with
these middle schools may not be practical. At the same time, these specialized ac-
ademic programs are likely to be unfamiliar to parents, who may be expected to
provide additional support in the form of volunteering or resources. Fall orienta-
tion sessions provide opportunities for parents to learn about these expectations
and to have direct contact with the school and each other. The relatively high
usage of summer meetings by magnet schools may reflect the perceived unfamil-
iarity of prospective students and parents with the school’s specific features and
programs.

Problems of attracting and retaining adequate numbers of students who suit
the school’s mission and program are more vital for private schools than for pub-
lic ones (Chubb and Moe 1990). If they fail, losing students to either other private
or public schools, these schools will cease to exist. Private schools’ unusually
high usage of transition programs involving disruptions to normal school rou-
tines may pay off by providing students and parents with richer and more de-
tailed information. Because prospective students who visit classrooms directly
experience what life in the school is like, the match between freshmen and the
school may be improved. This benefit may outweigh the costs of having classes
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disrupted by prospective students. Having students more tightly integrated into
the school through the use of a buddy system (matching younger and older stu-
dents) may similarly provide greater benefits to private schools than to public
schools.

The general argument here is that uncertainties over how many and which stu-
dents will attend a school influence which transition programs the school is likely
to use. Coordination programs provide assigned and choice schools with sources
of information about their freshman class, which they have little ability to select
but are assured of receiving. Collaboration with feeder schools is of less concern
for magnet and vocational schools since students enter these schools because they
are interested in a particular academic or other specialized program. Private
schools’ frequent use of transition programs that disrupt its daily functioning
(such as prospective students visiting classrooms) may indicate that concerns
about attracting and keeping students are more vital for them than for public
schools, which use such programs infrequently.

The trends seen in transition program use patterns between urban and rural
schools most likely reflect differences in the organizational problems created by
their institutional environments. Classmates in urban areas are less likely than
those in rural areas to move between middle school and high school as a large
group, tending instead to disperse across several schools (Schiller 1995). Coordi-
nating with a small number of feeder schools may make meetings between middle
and high school teachers more practical and productive for rural schools than for
urban schools. Similarly, having middle school students visit the high school for
an assembly is simplest when the high school has few feeder schools. Sending
high school students to visit middle schools may be more practical for urban
schools than trying to identify prospective students from many feeder schools and
arranging transportation in the other direction. Parents’ knowledge of a high
school is also likely to vary between urban and rural areas (Useem 1991). In
smaller communities, middle school parents are more likely to have had contact
with the high school either directly or through friends and family members. Urban
high schools’ emphasis on transition programs involving parents may be a re-
sponse to a lack of earlier contact.

Regardless of the organizational context and types of programs used, the usual
chaos during the first month of each school year suggests that schools’ efforts to fa-
cilitate the transition process are, at best, only partially effective. Despite efforts to
coordinate with feeder schools, high schools frequently have to adjust students’
course schedules and shift resources (Delany 1991; Riehl et al. 1999). Freshmen’s
academic adjustment to high school is not strongly related to the types of transi-
tion programs used by their school (Schiller 1995). Thus, schools may indicate that
they have transition programs, but their efforts may involve only a small percent-
age of students needing the services, or they may be too limited in detail or scope
to be effective.

Additionally, students and schools may have conflicting interests during the
transition process, such as when the former are sorted into courses. In attempting
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to make efficient use of classroom and faculty resources, schools use students’
previous school records as a readily available and standardized, though incom-
plete and sometimes misleading, source of information about them (Hallinan
1991; Useem 1991). When deciding which classes to sign up for, many freshmen
must depend on course descriptions in the student handbook or on counselors’
advice (Oakes and Guiton 1995). A few may have contact with older students who
offer advice based on their experiences. Conflicts may arise when a student’s
preference for a course does not correspond with the availability of the course or
its perceived appropriateness for the student. What may be considered a success-
ful resolution of the conflict for one party may not be seen as such by the other.
For example, if enough students successfully petition for entrance into a course,
whether or not justified by ability or preparation, either the school must add an-
other section of the course, which costs money, or a teacher must teach a larger
class.

Similarly, schools’ efforts to manage students’ transitions to high school also af-
fect students’ abilities to manage the transition and their subsequent academic ca-
reers (Baker and Stevenson 1986). For example, public school attendance zones re-
duce organizational uncertainty over which students will attend which schools,
while also constraining the ability of families to choose which school their children
will attend. Minorities and economically disadvantaged students often have lim-
ited residential choices and must attend the school to which they are assigned
(Coleman et al. 1993). Both the economic and social resources of more educated
parents equip them with tools to circumvent organizational and environmental
constraints. Educated parents with high educational ambitions for their children
may pressure the school system to transfer their children to a better public school
in the area, or they may invest in private schooling.

In conclusion, as described by Charles Bidwell (1965) almost forty years ago,
schools are formal organizations that are shaped by their environment and the
associated potential problems of recruiting members and obtaining resources. In-
stitutionalized procedures and structures reflect efforts to routinize potentially
problematic processes, such as students’ transition to high school. These efforts,
however, are likely to be only partially successful, owing to the competing de-
mands created by organizational complexity (for example, protecting the technical
core versus obtaining external legitimacy) and by diverse constituencies—teachers
and district personnel as well as students and parents. The analyses presented in
this chapter suggest, for example, that charter schools will differ from traditional
public schools in their use of various transition programs because of their need to
recruit students. However, the recruitment efforts that charter schools are likely to
adopt will reflect organizational trade-offs. Although these schools may make
greater efforts to improve the integration of freshmen and their parents, they are
likely to reduce their efforts to coordinate curriculum or instructional efforts with
the increasing number of feeder schools. The effects of such changes on their social
structures and on students’ educational achievement or attainment are likely to be
as complex as schools’ organizational structures and environments.
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NOTES

1. While the sample of eighth-grade schools in NELS:88 is representative of such schools
around the nation, the high schools were sampled based on the probability that stu-
dents from a base year school attended that school in tenth grade (Ingels et al. 1992). Al-
though the student-level analyses in this chapter were weighted to be representative of
the tenth-grade cohort in 1990, NCES did not provide first follow-up school weights, so
the school-level analyses are not weighted. However, estimates of transition program
distribution show similar patterns regardless of whether students or high schools are
used as the unit of analysis.

2. See Coleman and others (1993) for a description of how these schools were identified
from the NELS:88 first follow-up school administrators survey. In many respects, these
schools were precursors of today’s charter schools.

3. Schools are used as the unit of analysis here because the percentage of schools using a
particular program can be calculated from information in tables 14.2 and 14.3.
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Chapter 15

Mobilizing Community Resources to
Reform Failing Schools

Lori Diane Hill

There is a crisis in urban education that nearly two and a half decades of fed-
eral, state, and local efforts have not been able to curtail. Achievement levels
in inner-city schools continue to fall below national norms, and African

American and Latino urban high school students continue to drop out at distress-
ingly high rates. The reality for most students who do graduate from inner-city
schools is that “they are often so poorly prepared, they cannot successfully com-
pete in the labor market” (Kantor and Brenzel 1992, 278).

Schools in communities characterized by high concentrations of poverty and
high degrees of social isolation are disproportionately affected by this crisis. In the
wake of dramatic labor market shifts, continuing changes in social policy, and con-
tentions over urban space, there is an increased sense of urgency that disadvan-
taged urban communities must arm themselves to face such challenges. One ap-
proach that community leaders have taken to address these issues is to try to
ensure that youth in their communities have access to quality educational institu-
tions. The expectation is that this approach will prepare young people to succeed
in a transformed urban labor market and, in turn, contribute to the future viability
of urban communities.

Grassroots initiatives to reform urban schools emerged in the 1960s, partially in
response to concerns about the practices and ideology of public schools and the ex-
tent to which they were able to address the needs of marginalized groups (Tyack
1974). Those concerns led to a strong push for community control of schools.
Nearly two decades later, in the 1980s, a similar sense of urgency was prompted by
concerns about the country’s ability to maintain its place as a leader in the world
economy (Murphy 1992). During this period, approaches to reform were rooted in
the belief that poor schooling outcomes “are attributable to the poor quality of
school workers and the inadequacy of their tools and that these problems are sub-
ject to revision through mandated, top down initiatives” (Murphy 1992, 5). More
recent efforts to reform public education have focused on increasing standards
and accountability. This policy shift reflects a growing opinion among policymak-
ers that “strong external accountability will impel schools to improve student
achievement” (Newmann, King, and Rigdon 1997, 41). However, research has shown
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that it is difficult to implement practices of strong external accountability. Even
when successfully implemented, external accountability measures may under-
mine a school’s organizational capacity. Requirements for increasing student
achievement can aggravate the existing vulnerabilities that many urban school
administrators and teachers have about their own effectiveness (Bryk and Schnei-
der 2000).

In some respects, the radically decentralized structure of the Chicago public
schools holds a great deal of promise as a tool for communities trying to rebuild
the capacity of their educational institutions. Despite the potential of locally con-
trolled schools to carry out community-level school improvement initiatives, this
characteristic alone is not sufficient for ensuring quality education. The limitations
of the decentralized structure—particularly in the poorest communities, where
school councils have members from the community who may be unfamiliar with
educational practices—are evidenced by the persistent failure of most of Chicago’s
public high schools.

The Chicago School Reform Act of 1995 emphasized accountability within the
framework of reform that had been established in the 1988 school reform legisla-
tion (Bryk, Kerbow, and Rollow 1997). The 1995 reform specified a multi-stage pro-
gression of interventions for schools in which reform initiatives pursued following
the 1988 legislation had not been successful. Reconstitution was the final stage in a
progression of interventions and sanctions that included school remediation and
probation. Reconstitution occurs when the governing agency determines that the
problems (primarily low student performance) cannot be changed by community
control. School reconstitution forces incumbent faculty and administration to va-
cate their positions and reapply for them. This process is viewed by many as de-
structive to the schools: teachers are displaced, in this view, without sufficient at-
tention to the impact on the community’s future educational opportunities.

This chapter focuses on Vernon High School, one of the first Chicago high
schools to be recommended for reconstitution. Vernon High School, unlike other
schools recommended for reconstitution, was already in the process of reorganiz-
ing itself through the actions of local community members, alumni of the school,
and school staff. The Vernon High School Collaborative was organized in 1995 (be-
fore the 1995 act took effect) to revitalize Vernon High School as a community in-
stitution and to improve educational outcomes for students. At the time the Col-
laborative was organized, the structures for democratic localism were well
established: they had been a cornerstone of the 1988 reform. However, the Collab-
orative emerged in the tradition of the grassroots initiatives of the 1960s in re-
sponse to the failure of those structures to meaningfully improve educational
processes in the school.

This group did not resist but rather advocated reconstitution, despite the pre-
vailing belief that reconstitution further stigmatizes poorly performing schools
and holds little promise of success. I employ social capital theory as a framework
for analyzing the ways in which the Vernon High School Collaborative has func-
tioned as an institutional agent for school change, how its activities might be un-
derstood as purposeful mobilization of social capital resources to influence educa-
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tional outcomes, and the implications of such activities for school reform in urban
communities. I analyze this case in terms of the conceptual framework that links
social trust to successful change in urban schools. This study illustrates the way in
which the activities of the Collaborative redefined the expectations and obliga-
tions traditionally associated with social relations between members of the school
community. I argue that building organizational capacity in schools serving dis-
advantaged urban communities may require a new model for community engage-
ment in schools.

INSTITUTIONAL AGENCY AND RELATIONAL TRUST:
RESOURCES FOR SCHOOL CHANGE

The following two sections review relevant literature on social capital and rela-
tional trust and discuss, from a sociological perspective, the Collaborative’s role as
an institutional agent and its focus on relationships inside Vernon High School as
components of a capacity building strategy that suggests the need for new models
to reform urban schools.

Social Capital

During the past four decades the issue of school resource inequality has been at
the center of education policy debates over how to increase educational attain-
ment for disadvantaged students (Coleman et al. 1966; Hanushek 1996; Summers
and Wolfe 1977). As the opportunity structure for members of disadvantaged
groups has changed, so have ideas about the significance of resource inequality at
both the individual and organizational levels. The kinds of resources that are most
salient for understanding persistent disparities in educational outcomes have been
recognized as well. Social capital theory has played an important role in expand-
ing our understanding of the relationship between social resources and outcome
disparities in educational processes (see, for example, Carbonaro 1998; Coleman
1988; Hill 2001; Morgan and Sørenson 1999; Pong 1998).

Social capital consists of resources embedded in social relations that can be mo-
bilized by actors to increase their likelihood of success in pursuing a particular ac-
tion. This definition represents the convergence of a number of conceptualizations
of social capital that have been developed by sociologists and other social scien-
tists in recent decades (for example, Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1994; Lin 2001; Portes
1998). James Coleman (1988) introduced the concept in the field of sociology of ed-
ucation as a tool for understanding how resources that inhere in the structure of re-
lations between individuals are linked to educational processes such as individual
academic achievement and educational attainment. Coleman described several
forms of social capital, including obligations and expectations, norms and effec-
tive sanctions, authority relations, and intentional organization. His framing of the
concept has been extended and refined in ways that better explicate the mecha-
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nisms through which specific forms of social capital operate and facilitate a de-
sired outcome. For example, Rebecca Sandefur and Edward Laumann (1998) spec-
ify three mechanisms (information, influence and control, and social solidarity)
through which social capital can be useful in attaining a particular goal.

Social capital has been defined and analyzed from two perspectives: one focuses
on its usefulness for individuals, and the other on its group benefits. The group-
level perspective emphasizes the ways in which groups develop and maintain so-
cial capital, whereas the individual-level perspective emphasizes the ways in
which individuals “capture” resources embedded in social relations (Lin 2001).
Both perspectives are relevant for understanding the role the Collaborative played
in bringing about change at Vernon High School. My primary interest in this
analysis, however, is in the Collaborative’s role in pursuing organizational change
in Vernon High School. More specifically, I focus on the way in which it was able
to mobilize resources embedded in relations between group members and in rela-
tions between the group and other entities (such as local universities or the
Chicago Public School District) in its pursuit of reform at Vernon High School.

In a study that analyzes the role of social capital in the reproduction of inequality
at the individual level, Ricardo Stanton-Salazar and Sanford Dornbusch (1995) de-
fine institutional agents as individuals who can transmit or negotiate the transmis-
sion of resources and opportunities that lead to successful outcomes for high school
youth. Moreover, they argue, for low-income and minority youth whose families
and communities are less likely to offer them access to resources that facilitate suc-
cessful schooling outcomes and adult occupational success, access to institutional
agents outside of their family and community networks, such as teachers or coun-
selors, is critical. They argue that the absence of access to such agents reproduces in-
equalities associated with students’ social and economic status positions.

In the present analysis, institutional agency is used to frame the unique role the
Vernon High School Collaborative played for the school. Thus, the analysis fo-
cuses in part on the Collaborative’s emergence as an institutional agent for the
school and the way in which the group’s collective assets influenced change in the
school. It is argued that the activities of the Collaborative have broad implications
as a model for community involvement in initiatives to reform schools serving dis-
advantaged communities.

Relational Trust

In addition to analyzing the Collaborative’s pursuit of organizational change at
Vernon in terms of its implications as a model for community engagement in
school capacity building, this study also examines why—in its capacity as an agent
for positive change at Vernon—the Collaborative advocated for reconstitution.

A recent study that examines the role of relational trust in school reform
processes (Bryk and Schneider 2000) argues that a school’s ability to improve is
contingent on the nature of social exchanges between members of a school com-
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munity (teachers, students, parents, and principals). The theory focuses specifi-
cally on relational trust as it exists in role relationships between teachers and stu-
dents, between fellow teachers, and between teachers and parents. Participants in
these role sets understand the obligations that accompany their role and maintain
expectations about the obligations of the other member of the role set. Bryk and
Schneider assert that maintaining relational trust in a role set depends on the “syn-
chrony” of the expectations and obligations of the parties involved. According to
the theory, organizational capacity or organizational function is linked to the de-
gree to which behaviors within primary role sets are consistent with established
expectations and obligations.

Relational trust functions as a resource for school improvement in four ways: it
moderates the risk to individuals that accompanies organizational change; it re-
duces the transaction costs associated with reform-related decisionmaking; it fa-
cilitates clear understandings of role obligations; and it sustains an ethical imper-
ative among members of the school community to advance the best interests of
children (Bryk and Schneider 2000, 33–34). In school contexts characterized by so-
cial relations in which trust is absent or significantly diminished, the capacity to re-
form is limited. As client-serving organizations, public schools are unique in that
there is limited recourse for failures of trust in relations, especially between teach-
ers and students (Bidwell 1970).

In this chapter, I argue that the Collaborative’s pursuit of reconstitution illus-
trates the significance of relational trust as a resource for school improvement and
the difficulties inherent in rebuilding it when teacher investment is limited. In the
absence of relational trust among teachers and staff in the existing school, a new
social system—the Vernon High School Collaborative—was formed with the
shared goal of rebuilding the high school. I examine the Collaborative’s attempts
to foster teacher-student and teacher-teacher trust relations and to sustain a com-
mitment among adult participants in the school community to prioritize the
students’ best interest as they relate to the Collaborative’s decision to pursue
reconstitution.

DATA

The analysis that follows relies on data that were collected during a three-month
period in 1996. The study of Vernon High School was completed as part of a larger
MacArthur Foundation initiative that focused on a broad range of community-
based activities in several low-income communities in Chicago. The project de-
scribed here focused on the relationship between the organizational changes
occurring at Vernon High School and the activities of a group of community mem-
bers—Vernon Heights residents, Vernon High School alumni, parents, and current
students, local community organizations, and area businesses—who became the
Vernon High School Collaborative.

Project data were collected from three main sources: from interviews with mem-
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bers of the Collaborative; from historical information about Vernon Heights and
Vernon High School in public and private archival sources; and from organiza-
tional records (such as meeting minutes, correspondence, action plans, and fund-
ing proposals). Additional data came from sixteen interviews with Collaborative
participants, including the Collaborative’s main organizers and at least two par-
ticipants in each of the primary participant categories (teachers, students, parents,
alumni, community members). For a more detailed description of data collection
and analyses, see Lori Diane Hill (1997).

D. L.Vernon High School

D. L. Vernon High School is situated in Vernon Heights, a low-income African
American neighborhood in Chicago. Like many poor urban schools, Vernon is lo-
cated in a community that is 96 percent African American, with nearly all the stu-
dents receiving some form of federal assistance such as free lunch. In the past,
Vernon Heights was one of the destinations for the many blacks who were among
the first wave of migrants to arrive in Chicago in search of employment and other
opportunities, including better schools. Vernon High School was once the center
of a thriving, racially segregated, but economically heterogeneous neighborhood.
Alumni of the school from the late 1930s through the 1960s recall their experi-
ences at Vernon High School and revere its former status as a center of commu-
nity activity and an institution that offered the youth of Vernon Heights a good
education and solid preparation for adulthood and the world of work. As one
alumnus put it, the high school was once considered central to the surrounding
neighborhood: “Vernon used to be the center of things in the black community.
The school was well used by members of the [Vernon Heights] community, and
generally people were very pleased with the education their children were get-
ting at Vernon. Many of the students were members of families that recently ar-
rived from the South.”

In Vernon Heights, as in many urban neighborhoods, demographic shifts over
time have precipitated the erosion of the institutional infrastructure (see Spear
1967; Wilson 1996). Businesses have disappeared from what used to be a thriving
business district in Vernon Heights, but schools, on the other hand, have registered
this pattern of deterioration in the community’s organizational infrastructure not
in terms of their absence but in terms of their severely diminished capacity to op-
erate in a way that consistently benefits students and the larger community. The
Vernon High School Collaborative emerged in 1995 as a grassroots initiative to
help transform the school into a viable community institution. The Collaborative
was intended to mobilize a broad range of resources that would increase the
school’s capacity to serve a community where the realities of economic and social
isolation had imposed severe constraints on the structures that otherwise would
have offered a forum for community participation and on teaching and learning
processes.
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THE COLLABORATIVE: FORMATION AND 
ACTION AGENDA

The Vernon High School Collaborative was organized to bring together parents,
teachers, students, and community members to participate in the transformation
and revitalization of Vernon High School. The Collaborative grew out of a long-
standing discussion among its organizers about the problems Vernon was facing.
They decided that something “dramatic” had to be done to change the course of ed-
ucation at the school. The broad agenda for the Collaborative’s organizers was to
bring together a diverse group of stakeholders possessing a range of skills and as-
sets to deal with problems that had significant implications for the future of the
school and the Vernon Heights community. The Collaborative developed from a
shared sense among its core organizers that the changes in district structure and
practice that were instituted as a result of the 1988 school reform legislation (for ex-
ample, decentralized school governance) did not adequately consider the connec-
tion to the surrounding community or what was going on in the classroom between
teachers and students. A motivating factor for many Collaborative participants was
a shared memory of Vernon High School’s former place in the community struc-
ture. An alumnus and longtime resident of Vernon Heights reflected on how the
community’s high esteem for the school began to fade over time:

Vernon High school was once very highly regarded by members of the community.
Much more so than now. Back then the community had a much more positive sense
of itself. . . . People had a strong sense of pride in the community and in themselves.
They acted as if they were as good as anyone anywhere. The factor that eliminated all
that was economic.

Two members of the Vernon Heights community with long histories of commu-
nity involvement and two Vernon administrators, in cooperation with a commu-
nity development collective, worked together to organize the Collaborative. The
community development collective included local community organizations,
banks, hospitals, and a nearby university. The group’s broad planning objectives
were to strengthen the organizational capacity of the school by taking steps that
would improve teaching and learning and make Vernon High School the center
for local economic and community development. The notion of Vernon High
School as a hub of economic and community development reflects the Collabora-
tive’s view of what the school should be able to offer its students and the larger
community. Members of the Collaborative recognized that the impediments to
meaningful improvement in Vernon’s organizational capacity were complex.
Among them were the ways in which Vernon Heights’ extreme political, social,
and economic isolation had penetrated the school organizational boundary
through the limitations of the local school council and the attitudes and behaviors
of students and teachers in the school context.
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The Chicago school reform legislation of 1988 made the individual school the
primary governance unit. As a result, school-level decisionmaking was carried out
through local school councils (LSCs), whose members included teachers, parents,
community representatives, and, at the high school level, students. Local school
councils were vested with academic and fiscal decisionmaking authority as well as
authority to hire and fire principals. The Collaborative’s organizers conceived of
the group as complementing the LSC’s function by drawing on a larger set of re-
sources than those that were available in the LSC. Moreover, as an independent
body, the Collaborative would be able to take on issues and employ tactics that ex-
tended beyond the legitimate domain of the LSC. Although the Collaborative de-
fined itself as a complement to the LSC, the group formed in part as a response to
the LSC’s ineffectiveness as a vehicle for improving education at Vernon. As one of
the Collaborative’s main organizers pointed out:

Leaders in the [public housing development near the school] took over the LSC, so it
was being run by people who had already been corrupted by the system of patronage
[and] who did not have the academic or professional background to deal with the ed-
ucation issues. The LSC became a political tool, and education was relegated to the
background to some extent because the people running it didn’t have that kind of ex-
perience [or] know-how.

The Collaborative’s formation and the agenda for action it pursued was also in-
formed by the participants’ clear understanding of the ways in which students’ at-
titudes toward and behaviors in school were influenced by characteristics of the
community setting. According to one teacher involved in the effort, students and
their attitude toward school and their ability to succeed are influenced by the
problems being experienced in the surrounding neighborhood. She made a con-
nection between students’ low test scores and low motivation, on the one hand,
and

environmental factors like the education level of the parents. . . . Some of the students
have children, there are gangs, students are afraid. There is something going on all
the time, some crisis. Students have to deal with living in the housing developments,
where there are too many people crowded in one place. Kids are in families with sin-
gle parents, and some of them are parents themselves. Kids stay out of school because
they have children; some of them don’t have a place to live. Students come to school
unprepared, and each day teachers may have a different group of students.

The community context presented a formidable challenge to teachers at Vernon.
However, the attitudes displayed by teachers toward students and toward their
fellow teachers were an impediment to the organizational capacity building that
helped frame the Collaborative’s agenda for action. The Collaborative needed to
address the fact that many staff members were not prepared to deal with students
coming to school unprepared for learning and with the realities of the problems
those students faced.
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There is no question that the Collaborative’s strategy was to improve educa-
tional outcomes for Vernon students, but the group’s objectives went beyond a de-
sire to raise students’ test scores. Its objectives were much broader in scope than
those that might have been set if it had focused narrowly on meeting standards
imposed by the school system. Instead, the Collaborative wanted to reintegrate
Vernon High School back into the surrounding community as a unifying force. The
plans the Collaborative developed reflect a realistic perspective on the context in
which the school operates and an optimistic view of the impact that true reform at
Vernon would have on the future of the school and the community.

Goals and Strategies

The Collaborative pursued a relationship with Vernon High School that would
allow it to advance its goal of building Vernon’s capacity to operate as a viable ed-
ucational and community institution by mobilizing resources and channeling
them to the school. As one teacher stated, the group’s goal was “to create partner-
ships between the community and the school [and to] provide resources for the
school and the teachers in the form of money and other things. The Collaborative
is trying to see to it that kids in the school have a safe environment [and to] make
things better for those who are here.”

It was clear among Collaborative organizers and participants that as a group
they did not want to be the administration or the LSC. One Collaborative member
reported, “Given the talents of the group, we wanted to be a force to alter the di-
rection the school was going in and [to] bring the community into the school, sup-
port the teachers, and support the principal.” Given the role it was organized to
play for the school, the Collaborative pursued a strategy for change at Vernon that
was distinct from traditional approaches to urban school reform, not only in terms
of its scope and content but also in terms of the assumptions upon which the strat-
egy was developed. The group pursued its agenda for school improvement based
on the assumption that, in the words of one alumnus, “the school has to operate
from the premise that the child’s only hope is the school. They’re not going to get
it from home, or church. The school is their last hope.”

The Collaborative also felt it was important that what was going on in the
schools be informed by the reality of the children’s lives. Thus, the group set out to
develop a strategy that would address the way in which “changes in the commu-
nity” were associated with the school’s diminished capacity to educate students in
the community. The group identified and appraised five improvement areas: cur-
riculum and instruction, educational facilities, professional development, student
life and family, and community development. The five improvement areas were
based on a thorough assessment of the range of obstacles to student achievement
at Vernon. They also reflected an understanding that both the community and the
school system had failed to provide students with the resources and support they
needed to succeed.

The Collaborative developed an ambitious strategy to realize the group’s initial
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goals for Vernon High School based on an evaluation of the five improvement
areas. The components of the plan were a clear articulation of the kinds of changes
that would be necessary in each area if student outcomes were to improve. As a
consequence, it translated the resources generated by its formation into some sig-
nificant accomplishments for the school. The process also yielded important les-
sons about the obstacles to student achievement that proved resistant to even the
most well conceived resource mobilization effort. To understand the position the
Collaborative took on reconstitution, it is important to understand the kind of in-
sight its participants and organizers gained from the year and a half of activities
that preceded the school board’s recommendation that Vernon be reconstituted.

Implementation Successes and Failures

The Collaborative’s agenda for capacity-building at Vernon High School was to
create a physical, curricular, and social environment that would enable quality
teaching and learning. More than fifty attendees at the group’s initial meeting
were divided into working committees that focused on one of the five improve-
ment areas. The components of their ten-point strategy targeted facilities, curricu-
lar change, and student life and illustrated some of the group’s significant accom-
plishments. Improvements in the physical plant emerged as a priority on the
Collaborative’s agenda because in the group’s judgment the condition of the
school building did not communicate to students and other members of the school
community the value of respect and the importance of education that they saw as
necessary to the learning process. Thus, one of the group’s most visible accom-
plishments was securing more than $4 million in capital improvement funds for
renovations to the school building and the surrounding landscape.

The school’s receipt of capital improvement funds is one of the clearest exam-
ples of how the Collaborative helped the school gain access to resources that
were available in the district (that is, in the institutional environment) as a result
of the school reform legislation. Although the funds were available in the dis-
trict, the school was able to benefit from those resources to the extent that it did
only through the relationships between members of the Collaborative and key
district-level decisionmakers. As one of the Collaborative’s organizers pointed
out, Chicago public schools CEO Paul Vallas “has kept most of the promises he
made to Vernon [because] the Collaborative just keeps at it until things get
done.”

The group also succeeded in meeting some of its objectives for changing the cur-
riculum. The Collaborative was concerned that the curriculum lacked integration
across subject areas and that its content was disconnected from the life experiences
of the students. They were also concerned that it did not sufficiently communicate
the connections between school and work, career, or preparation for higher edu-
cation. The general mission of the Curriculum and Instruction Committee was to
provide a comprehensive curriculum that would meet the needs of the student
body. The committee was especially interested in increasing the rigor of the cur-
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riculum so that students at Vernon would be prepared for the demands of higher
education and the workforce.

One of the issues they faced was that an overwhelming proportion of the enter-
ing freshman class was not even prepared to meet the demands of high school. In
1996, more than half of the incoming class of nearly 250 ninth-grade students were
reading at the third-grade level or below. The Collaborative proposed a Freshman
Academy to address the academic deficits of the incoming students and prepare
them to perform at higher levels by their sophomore year. The Freshman Academy
had not been established by the start of the 1996 to 1997 academic year, however,
because of problems associated with space, staff, and curriculum.

Despite the difficulties encountered with the Freshman Academy, the Curricu-
lum and Instruction Committee was able to add German and several advanced
placement (AP) course offerings for 1996 to 1997. Much of the success of the ad-
vanced placement program can be attributed to the outside support and resources
that were available to both the students and the instructors. The AP physics pro-
gram received significant support from the Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT),
which provided lab space, student tutors, and mentors. Likewise, the AP English
course benefited from a weekly writing seminar taught by a professor at another
nearby university. Commenting on the kind of support the advanced placement
program received from local universities, one of the AP instructors observed that
“there’s lots of goodwill out there, [and] goodwill is the theme of community.
There are lots of informal partnerships going on to help black children succeed.”
The Collaborative’s ability to facilitate the formation of such partnerships between
Vernon and outside entities that were willing to lend their support had a signifi-
cant positive impact on the advanced placement program and on other aspects of
the rebuilding process.

The student life issue that emerged as a priority for the Collaborative was secu-
rity in and around the school. Securing safe passage to and from school for the
students was a particular concern for the group. The security problems were am-
plified by the alleged gang affiliation of some members of the security staff. The
Collaborative worked with the school administration to replace some of the exist-
ing security personnel with a private security firm, and this arrangement showed
a great deal of promise. For the short time it was in place, the private firm proved
quite effective. However, the Collaborative’s restaffing of the security force was
short-lived, in part because the bureaucratic Chicago public school system did not
pay the security staff in a timely fashion. Although the private security firm
showed promise as an effective response to security problems that impinged on
educational processes, the experience is also an example of the Collaborative being
less effective in securing resources for which the school still had to rely on the dis-
trict—in this case, to pay staff salaries.

Despite the group’s accomplishments, there was a consensus among members
of the Collaborative that a Summer Institute convened in the summer of 1996 was
its biggest failure. The Summer Institute was originally designed to be a two-week
institute to prepare students, faculty, and staff for the “new” Vernon High School
to be opened that fall. The institute was shortened to one week, however, because

Mobilizing Community Resources

/ 311



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000312 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

of limited financial resources. Moreover, the number of faculty committed to par-
ticipating decreased significantly because the limited resources supported faculty
compensation at a rate of only eight dollars per hour. In the end, the institute’s
focus was narrowed to faculty and curriculum development and included leader-
ship training sessions for the small number of students who participated.

The Summer Institute marked an important turning point for the Collaborative
and its implementation strategy. One Collaborative organizer described the Sum-
mer Institute as the biggest disappointment of the Collaborative’s process, mainly
because the education consultant hired to run it failed to meet the group’s expec-
tations. Despite the disappointment with the consultant and his handling of the
Summer Institute, in some ways the institute was a source of valuable insights
about a set of problems whose solutions seemed beyond the scope of the resources
available to the Collaborative. The experience with the Summer Institute led Col-
laborative organizers to conclude that large-scale restructuring of staff, curricu-
lum, and management might not be the best strategy for improving school per-
formance in the short term. As a result, they developed a revised improvement
strategy that focused on advanced placement support, security, and the Freshman
Academy.

Another important lesson taken from the Summer Institute was about the diffi-
culty of changing the way instruction occurs in the classroom. A report on the Col-
laborative’s progress acknowledged that even though the group’s organizers saw
the changes proposed at the Summer Institute as positive—particularly those hav-
ing to do with the school’s reorganization—the only way fundamental change
would occur would be if the Collaborative’s activities generated a change in in-
structional style, expectations, supervision or monitoring, outcome measures, and
teacher coordination in the classroom. It became clear as the Collaborative contin-
ued its implementation process that the critical elements of the school that shaped
the educational climate—that is, the effectiveness of the school’s leadership and
the commitment and professionalism of the faculty—would be the most difficult
to influence, despite the significant financial and social resources the Collaborative
could offer the school’s staff (for example, an implementation grant and connec-
tions to school district officials).

One of the characteristics that distinguishes the Collaborative as a model for
urban school reform is that the group’s strategy for improving education reflected
its view that parents and other members of the Vernon Heights community had an
obligation to take a more active role in the life of the school and the education of
its students. However, they operated under the assumption that, at least in the
short run, typical expectations about parents’ obligations and involvement in pro-
moting their child’s education were likely to be unfulfilled for many students.
Consequently, the level of relational trust in teacher-teacher and in teacher-student
relations would play a more critical role in informing the success of the school im-
provement strategy.

Thus far, I have focused on the Collaborative’s activities and the ways in which
it mobilized resources through relationships among members as well as through
relationships between the group and other actors. I have also noted the extent to
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which social exchanges among participants in a school community (teachers, par-
ents, students, administrators) had important implications for the success of
school improvement initiatives. The next section examines the impediments to
trust that existed at Vernon and their implications for the Collaborative’s capacity-
building strategy.

Impediments to Relational Trust

An important area of concern for the Collaborative was the way in which relation-
ships between teachers and students, between teachers and other teachers, and be-
tween the principal and other members of the school community defined a climate
that did not support effective educational processes. As previously indicated, rela-
tionships between participants in the school community (role sets) define roles
that are characterized by specific expectations and obligations. For example, in the
teacher-student role set, teachers are expected to teach students and to continue to
challenge them academically. Students, on the other hand, are expected to invest
themselves in absorbing the material that teachers present to them. A recent Ver-
non graduate described the obligations and expectations for teacher-student rela-
tions in the following way: “Students have to take advantage of what’s there [in
school]. Absorb what is available. Teachers have to let students know that they are
really there and are willing to help them. Teachers have to show they care and re-
ally stay on the students.”

Successful school improvement initiatives depend on the high levels of rela-
tional trust that result when participants in a school community have a clear un-
derstanding of their role obligations and these are demonstrated and reinforced in
day-to-day practices (Bryk and Schneider 2000). Successful school reform initia-
tives also depend on high levels of relational trust as a means for sustaining an eth-
ical imperative among members of the school community to promote the interests
of students. The organizational climate characterized by student attitudes, teacher
performance and expectations, and the principal’s performance was identified as
a serious problem by Collaborative participants.

Reflecting on the challenges that teachers face in their relationships with stu-
dents as a result of the students’ attitudes about school, one teacher with seven
years’ experience at Vernon and thirty-five years’ experience as a resident of Ver-
non Heights pointed out that “energizing and creating interest on the part of stu-
dents is a big problem. The students are very negative, but they can still be
reached. You’re not taught to work with these kids, you learn as you go along. The
kids need a lot of love, a lot of patience. You can’t teach them according to a script,
you have to deal with something new every day.”

A balanced set of expectations in the student-teacher relationship in which both
students and teachers understand their obligations and can forge strong trust rela-
tionships must be based on behavior that supports that understanding. However,
the teachers’ observations about the approach required to “reach” students at Ver-
non reflect the reality in the school at the time when the Collaborative began to de-
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velop its plan. Although the ultimate goal was to pursue a strategy that would
build trust on both sides, the success of the Collaborative’s strategy depended on
the teachers’ willingness to not only pursue their standard obligations to teach stu-
dents but also to make the extra effort often required to reach and teach Vernon’s
students.

The extent to which a critical mass of teachers were failing to meet their basic ob-
ligations in their relations with students is illustrated in a statement from one Col-
laborative participant whose comments communicate a perspective that was uni-
versal in these interviews: “The institutional makeup, the mind-set of much of the
teaching staff, and the failure of the leadership [both in the school and in the com-
munity] have all contributed to the failure of the high schools. There was very lit-
tle teaching and learning going on at Vernon.”

One of the primary goals of the Summer Institute was to provide a context that
would bolster relational trust in student-teacher exchanges as well as relationships
between school staff. The Collaborative organizers had concluded early on that
the only way the group would be able to foster fundamental change at Vernon
would be to change what was going on in the classrooms, including instructional
styles, teacher expectations, and supervision of students. Their attempt to address
these issues through the Summer Institute’s focus on staff development was un-
successful. The problems related to climate and teacher performance at the class-
room level—the level that is central to the education process—were problems that
the resources readily available to the Collaborative proved ill equipped to address.

Collaborative participants acknowledged that some of the school’s problems re-
sulted from the ineffectiveness of the school’s leadership. It was clear to many who
respected the principal’s commitment that her leadership style would not benefit
Vernon in the long run. As a student stated: “Vernon needs someone strong who is
sure about what they want the school to become. Discipline is important, but the
person should be understanding about what the students are going through, be-
cause most students are embarrassed, ashamed to tell about their problems.”

This comment was echoed among the adults, as one community member indi-
cated: “Students [at Vernon] need a disciplinarian, nurturer, one who knows cur-
riculum, a true educator. Filling these roles is the real challenge, task for a school
leader. . . . [Vernon’s former principal was] warm and caring, but not a discipli-
narian and not about the task of education.”

Before the end of the 1995 to 1996 academic year, illness compelled the principal
to resign, giving the Collaborative an opportunity to seek out the kind of leader
the school would need to move its agenda forward. Before she left, the principal
had encouraged the Collaborative to pursue reconstitution for Vernon. From the
school board’s perspective, reconstitution for Vernon was the next stage in a con-
tinuum of sanctions for schools that failed to raise student achievement to levels
established by the school system. For the Collaborative, however, reconstitution
was an opportunity to bring additional resources to bear on a process—initiated
long before reconstitution was being seriously considered in Chicago—that had
been stalled by precisely the kinds of barriers that reconstitution could serve to
remove.
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Principal Selection and Reconstitution at Vernon

By the spring of the 1996 to 1997 academic year, the Collaborative had been pur-
suing its strategy for reform at Vernon for a year and a half. The collective assets of
the group not only had allowed it to achieve a number of the goals in its broad
agenda for change but also had emerged as an effective structure for “capturing”
resources that addressed the school’s needs. In its role as an agent for the school,
the Collaborative was particularly influential in the principal selection process. Be-
cause of the Collaborative’s involvement with the school up to that point and its
perspective on the kind of leadership the school needed, it was in a unique posi-
tion to influence the principal selection process. As one alumnus reported:

[The Collaborative] wanted someone who could relate to students, deal with gang
members, someone strong and forceful who knew what should be done and would
say, this is the way it’s going to be. An implementer, not just someone who had rules,
but someone who could implement things, who could delegate responsibility. The
principal needed to make sure that each teacher had an organized program for stu-
dents, a clearly laid out curriculum that the teacher followed. A strong counseling
program that dealt with the kinds of problems the students were facing. . . . [Someone
to] make sure that security was a priority. Someone who would push for whatever the
school needed, who would go to the board and fight for the school.

The Collaborative’s engagement with the school during the year and a half be-
fore the selection of the new principal had allowed it to formulate a clear vision of
the kind of leadership that was required to make the school work. As a result, the
Collaborative wanted to identify a principal who shared its vision for the school
and who could effectively meet the needs of the institution and the students by
functioning as both manager and advocate for the school. Helping to identify an
effective leader for the school meant that the Collaborative had overcome a signif-
icant obstacle to the kind of reform it had envisioned for Vernon. Reconstitution
would give the new principal the authority he or she would need to assemble a
group of faculty and staff with the more unified sense of mission that would be
critical for the success of the rebuilding effort.

The school board’s recommendation for reconstitution came after Vernon had
selected its new principal. The Collaborative developed a rationale in favor of re-
constitution that included the following points:

• Reconstitution under the astute leadership of Vernon’s recently appointed
principal would begin the next phase of restoring Vernon to its status as one of
the leading schools in Chicago.

• Vernon had languished at a very low point for many months, exacerbated by
the illness and subsequent retirement of its past principal.

• Vernon served a very special population that needed to be challenged in ways
that would ensure they were able to meet and take advantage of the challenges
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and opportunities being provided in their community and able to compete
with their peers in the twenty-first century.

• Reconstitution would remedy the problems that had arisen because many, if
not all, of the faculty members at Vernon had simply lost interest in the chil-
dren. A student survey found great and widespread student dissatisfaction
with the rigor of the curriculum, the quality of instruction, and the overall level
of civility in the school environment.

• Reconstitution at this juncture would be very timely given the millions of dol-
lars invested in the capital improvement work at Vernon and the community-
wide revitalization and restoration of Vernon Heights. An investment in the
students of D. L. Vernon High School, the future adult members of this com-
munity, made good business sense to ensure a return on the city’s investment.1

These insights illustrate the group’s understanding of the importance of the se-
lection of the new principal and its belief that the reconstitution of Vernon High
School needed to be tied to an agenda to rebuild not only the school but the com-
munity. From the Collaborative’s perspective, reconstitution would bring dra-
matic change to an environment in which teachers were distanced from their stu-
dents. The three main advantages of reconstitution, in the group’s view, were that
it would demand that students be at the center of reform efforts, it would give the
principal power to move the educational agenda forward, and it would give the
principal access to resources that never would have been available to him or her
under other circumstances. As a group, the Collaborative took a positive position
on reconstitution for Vernon because it allowed for a more complete implementa-
tion of its strategy for change.

CONCLUSION

Schools serving urban communities with extremely limited social and economic
resources are caught in a double bind: the problems of the community often affect
both the quality of the school and the extent to which students are able to benefit
from school (Hill 2001). Nonetheless, these schools operate in institutional envi-
ronments where they are expected to respond to ever-increasing standards and ac-
countability expectations without the kinds of resources that are required to build
their capacity to meet those standards. An emerging perspective (see Anyon 1997)
on the requirements for meaningful improvement in “ghetto” schools is that fun-
damental social change (change that addresses the root causes of the extreme eco-
nomic and racial isolation that persists in some urban communities) must take
place first. Despite the consensus that fundamental change in the urban social and
economic landscape is an essential long-term goal, school districts and communi-
ties are faced with the need to “do something now” that will help schools work
better for urban youth.

The Vernon High School Collaborative was organized in part to help free Ver-

The Social Organization of Schooling

316 /



Distiller Server - 99624_BULK.pdf - 000317 of 000366 - April 19, 2005

non High School from the constraints of this double bind that results from the
complex intersection between a school and its community setting. Drawing on its
knowledge of Vernon High School, its students, and the surrounding community,
the Collaborative developed a strategy that systematically addressed a wide range
of issues that consorted to stall the education process at the school. The idea that
the most promising strategies for reforming urban schools are those in which local
communities take an active role has maintained its currency through several
decades of school reform activity. However, there appears to be no clear consensus
about the specific ways in which communities, broadly defined, should be in-
volved in schools. Urban communities have tended to become involved in sys-
temic reform by mobilizing political power to influence reform at the district level
or by monitoring the implementation of reform and its effects on individual
schools (Orr 1996). The activities of the Vernon High School Collaborative address
a different issue: in the context of comprehensive district reform (for example, the
Chicago School Reform Act), what model for community engagement is needed to
advance meaningful change in schools whose community settings define a set of
needs that extend beyond the resources provided by public schools and also be-
yond the resources available from parents and neighborhood infrastructure?

When the Vernon High School Collaborative was organized to reestablish the
school as a vital community institution, it created a kind of resource that researchers
and policymakers have long recognized as critical for successful educational out-
comes but that does not figure prominently in school reform strategies. The Col-
laborative’s formation established a relationship between the school and a set of
actors who not only wanted to improve education for youth in the community but
collectively possessed a set of skills, knowledge, and ties to networks both inside
and outside the community that were essential for meeting the group’s objectives.
Coordinating members of the community who were committed to the school and
whose collective assets would allow the group to be a strong link to a broad com-
plement of resources that were necessary to change the course of the school was a
key component of the group’s strategy. The resources embedded in the structure of
relations among Collaborative participants played an important role in advancing
the group’s objective. This was particularly apparent in the Collaborative mem-
bers’ cooperative participation in the five work groups. However, this analysis has
focused on the Collaborative’s role in pursuing change in Vernon High School and
the ways in which an array of resources were mobilized that served the interest of
the school by responding to the broad range of problems that limited the school’s
organizational capacity. The Collaborative is an organization whose action was
purposefully directed at improving the quality of education at the school as an in-
vestment in the community’s future. Thus, the Collaborative provided a vital link
between the school and the kinds of resources that are essential to making schools
work and building strong community institutions.

One of the strongest indications of the Collaborative’s function as an agent for
the school was the role it assumed in selecting a new principal for Vernon. The
group was able to be a strong voice in helping to select the school’s new principal
in part because it had developed and was able to articulate a clear sense of what
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the school needed in a leader. Like the priorities the group set for rebuilding the
school’s organizational capacity, the priorities it set for choosing a principal were
defined by a commitment not only to establish a strong academic program but also
to create an organizational context that was cognizant of and responsive to the
challenges facing the community.

For the Collaborative, school reconstitution, like so many other resources em-
ployed in its reform strategy, was a means to an end. The group’s attempts to fos-
ter the kind of relational trust that is essential for the organizational change it had
proposed proved unsuccessful. The negative attitudes and low commitment levels
of a significant proportion of the teaching staff proved to be insurmountable ob-
stacles for the group’s capacity-building strategy. Reconstitution, which from the
district’s perspective was a sanction for Vernon’s persistent failure to meet district
standards for achievement, was an opportunity for the Collaborative, in coopera-
tion with the newly selected principal, to help identify a faculty with a common
perspective on their expectations and obligations as members of the Vernon High
School community.

If Vernon experiences a sustained increase in achievement following reconstitu-
tion, then policymakers are likely to point to Vernon as evidence that reconstitu-
tion is sound policy, but little acknowledging the complex causal configuration
that influenced what has happened at the school. Components of that configura-
tion include the organizing infrastructure and legacy of community action in Ver-
non Heights, the determination of the Collaborative organizers and participants,
the selection of a principal who has the capacity to get things done, and the op-
portunity to identify a staff with a common sense of mission and commitment to
Vernon and its students.

This case is noteworthy for a number of reasons, but perhaps most importantly
because it represents action that is likely to make a significant difference in a
school and a community that are both struggling to rebuild. Another important as-
pect of the case is that it stands as a powerful illustration of why we need to ex-
pand our ideas about how to reform urban schools, particularly urban high
schools. School reformers have two main options in their pursuit of effective re-
form strategies. The first is to continue to develop reform models that give little or
no attention to the contexts in which schools operate and that as a result are not
likely to have any significant impact on student outcomes. The second option is to
acknowledge the challenges created by the community contexts, to take what we
know about the resources that lead to successful educational outcomes for stu-
dents, and to figure out how to generate those resources in communities where
they are sorely lacking.

Vernon is one of many high schools embedded in a community burdened by the
consequences of extreme poverty. Like families in most communities, the families
in Vernon Heights want their children to have access to a quality education. Un-
fortunately, the exigencies of the lives of many of the parents leave them ill
equipped to force the kind of action that is needed to effectively reform schools in
their communities. As noted previously, education researchers and policymakers
acknowledge the importance of social capital resources for educational success.
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However, the enduring assumption is that unless those resources are available in
relationships that already exist in families and communities, there is little hope for
devising interventions that will generate social capital resources in other ways. Re-
constitution is often seen as a reform effort that has a negative influence on the
community, but it can be a positive solution when it comes from the people on
whom it is most likely to have a direct impact. Although extreme in its operation,
reconstitution in the Vernon High School community became a mechanism for
mobilizing social resources, including a shared vision and plan of action for school
improvement. To the extent that the Collaborative’s activities can be described as
purposeful mobilization of social capital resources, this case provides significant
support for a broader conceptualization of the kinds of resources that can be mo-
bilized to fix failing schools. It also suggests that a new model for community en-
gagement in the school reform process may be necessary to move the education re-
form agenda forward.

The research reported in this chapter was funded by the John D. and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation. Additional writing support was provided by the Ford Foun-
dation Postdoctoral Fellowship in Poverty, the Underclass, and Public Policy at the
University of Michigan.

NOTE

1. These points were abstracted from comments made at a school board meeting.
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