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ABSTRACT
This study was designed to identify the processes and
devices used by special education administrators to
coordinate the work of principals in implementing programs
for handicapped students.

Based on literature of

organizational structures and of school district
administration, interview protocols were developed to elicit
information about the use of coordinating mechanisms in
schools.

Data was gathered through field interviews with a

stratified sample of ten special education directors and
twenty-one principals in ten school districts in Arizona.
The data were subjected to two iterations of analysis:
computer assisted analysis yielding frequency distributions,
percentages, and cross tabulations, and descriptive
analysis.
Four coordinating mechanisms were found to be used by
directors in working with principals:

commitment to common

goals, direct supervision, standardization of processes, and
mutual adjustment.

The use of coordinating mechanisms

varied in relation to school level, structural complexity,
and environmental stability and complexity.
The major mode of coordination was mutual adjustment, with
both directors and principals relying on direct contact more

------- ---
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than any other device for information sharing, decision
making, and conflict resolution.
The study revealed a surprising level of conflict
surrounding the implementation of handicapped programs.
This conflict was discussed in relation to various aspects
of school practice, management, and governance.
Implications of the findings for administrative training
programs, public policy developers, and practicing
administrators were discussed, and recommendations were made
for further research.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The passage of PL 94-142, the Education of All
Handicapped Children Act (EHA), was the result of an intense
effort on the part of parents and advocacy groups to reform
schooling by insuring the integration of handicapped
children into the public education system (Gage, 1979).
Schools were required to provide a detailed set of
assurances, including an active search for all handicapped
children, comprehensive evaluation, individualized education
plans, instruction in the least restrictive environment,
parental involvement in decision making, and due process
procedures.
The law generated much discussion and concern among
both regular and special educators as to how such
comprehensive requirements could be articulated with the
existing structures and culture of the schools (Kendall,
1979).

Although special education programs had increasingly

been part of public school systems since the beginning of
the 20th century (Gearhart & Wright, 1979), they had
developed in separate structures parallel to regular
education programs (Almanza, 1976; Leitz & Kaiers, 1979;
Mayer, 1982; Sage & Burrello, 1986; Sarason & Doris, 1979).

14

The emphasis in teacher training programs and in pedagogical
theory had been on the different characteristics and needs
of handicapped children, and on the specialized expertise
necessary to plan for, teach, or supervise them (Burrello &
Sage, 1979; Davis & Heyl, 1983; Sarason & Doris, 1978).

As

a result, regular educators were quick to surrender
responsibility for these exceptional children to the experts
(Mayer, 1982; Podemski et al., 1984).

By the early 1970's

special classes were often located in regular school
buildings, but handicapped children were generally
segregated in those classes, which were taught by
specialized teachers and administered by special education
administrators (Davis & Heyl, 1983; Howe, 1981; Mayer, 1982;
Podemski et al., 1984; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1978).
EHA placed primary emphasis on the provision of
instruction in the least restrictive environment., commonly
referred to as "mainstreaming".

Its arrival required that

these separate, parallel structures adapt to accommodate
youngsters who, in addition to their specialized services,
would also be served by regular teachers, in regular
classrooms (Leitz & Towle, 1978).

In addition, new and

elaborated processes were now required for decisions about
appropriate placement of children, developing individualized
educational programs, and insuring parental participation in
these activities.

These processes required both regular and
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special education staff to accept new constraints on their
discretionary powers (Podemski et al., 1984).
The organizational response to such new demands as
these emerges through the interaction of affected
individuals and groups as they act to further their own
goals, to maintain pre-existing priorities, and to retain
limited resources (Bacharach & Mitchell, 1981; Blau & Scott,
1963; Cyert & March, 1963; Pfeffer, 1978).

utilizing the

power or influence available to them, interested groups
negotiate to develop and maintain organizational structures
which will enable them to sustain or expand their spheres of
action (Thompson, 1967).

It is the tension and interaction

between two of these units in the schools--the special
education department and the regular school--that has
determined the evolution of local special education policy
and the emergence of a decoupled structure for the
implementation of PL 94-142 (Singer & Butler, 1987).
special education departments have expanded to assume
the responsibility for those aspects of the law addressing
district compliance l;lhich are separated from instruction-child find, evaluation, IEP development, and due process
activities.

The director of special education is the

administrator responsible for district compliance with the
formal procedural requirements of the law.

Responsibility

for programmatic implementation of the law, the heart of

16

intention in the federal legislation dealing with the dayto-day activities surrounding handicapped children in their
schooling, is delegated to the schools.

The regular

principal is the administrator responsible for the eligible
students' instructional programs in the least restrictive
environment (David & Greene, 1983; Handler, 1986; Hargrove
et al., 1981; Mayer, 1982; Robson, 1981; singer & Butler,
1987) .
The structural decoupling of these two aspects of
implementation, procedural compliance and programming, is
not unusual in educational organizations.

In fact, this has

been the most common organizational response to federally
imposed policy (Rowan, 1982).

School districts have

buffered their technological core (teachers in classrooms)
from the destabilizing demands of the environment, including
governmental interference, by developing specialized units
removed from the regular education processes (Campbell et
al., 1987; Montjoy & O'Toole, 1979).

These specialized

units buffer disturbing influences, enabling the schooling
process to function in a stable atmosphere (Thompson, 1967).
with increasing federal intrusion into schooling during this
century, central office units have concomitantly grown,
developed for such programs as Title I, Title VII (Bilingual
Education), vocational Education, Follow through, Refugee
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Education, Indian Education, Title VI (Civil Rights Act) and
IV-C (School Improvement Programs) and others (Fullan,
1982).

These specialized administrative units handle data

collection, government reports, relations with the public
and state department agencies, district compliance and the
maintenance of continuing funding for the programs, and
other non-instructional responsibilities (Rowan, 1982).
At the same time, responsibility for the programmatic
aspects of these varying programs, including daily
supervision of the programs, evaluation of teacher
performance, coordination of instructional activities and
schedules within the schools, grading, retention, promotion,
discipline, purchase of instructional resources and routine
parent involvement--all aspects which cannot be easily
separated from instructional processes--are generally
delegated to the local school staff (Hargrove et al., 1981;
singer & Butler, 1987).

When district guidelines are

developed for principal and teacher behavior in these areas,
they tend to focus on procedural matters, leaving enormous
discretion in actual decision making to the frontline
professionals (Weatherly, 1979; Weatherly & Lipsky, 1977).
When organizations differentiate into specialized
subunits, one of the effects is the development of
coordinating mechanisms, required to integrate the work of
the various groups.

These coordinating mechanisms serve to
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bridge the gaps between units of the organization
(Mintzberg, 1979), to maintain focus on organizational goals
(Ouchi, 1977; Peterson, 1983), to preserve and perpetuate
the organizational culture (McPherson, Crowson, & Pitner,
1986; ouchi, 1979), and to insure that organizational energy
and resources are applied to the survival of the
organization (Pfeffer, 1978).
Although there is wide agreement as to the vital role
of coordination in the structure of organizations (Anderson,
1968; Blau & Scott, 1963; Galbraith, 1973; Gortner et al.,
1987; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Ouchi, 1977; Scott et al.,
1981; Thompson, 1967), there are diverse views as to how it
takes place.

The traditional view of organizations as

rational, tightly coupled and closed systems has focused on
hierarchical methods of coordination such as direct
supervision, planning and control systems, and the
development of rules and regulations for organizational
behavior (Anderson, 1968; Simon, 1976).
Studies of professional organizations have led to a
realization that not all organizations are tightly coupled,
and that hierarchical methods of coordination are not always
the source of systemic control.

Some organizations rely

instead on common goals and standards of behavior, instilled
into participants through long periods of professional
socialization.

Hierarchical structures may exist in such
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organizations, as well as elaborate systems of policies and
procedures.

However, the professionals working directly

with clients make decisions about their work with great
autonomy (Etzioni, 1965; Hall, 1968).
More recent studies have perceived that some
organizations operate with multiple or ambiguous goals, as
open systems in relation to their environments, and in a
loosely coupled manner (Scott, 1981; Weick, 1976).

In these

studies, organizations are seen as coalitions of groups,
held together by important commonalities but functioning
with great looseness, fluidity, and ambiguity.

In these

organizations coordination is achieved through negotiation
between subunits (Bacharach & Aiken, 1976; Pfeffer, 1978)
and through a shared conceptualization of organizational
reality which enables participants to assume that
appropriate activities are taking place within the
organization without the need for close monitoring or
interference (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Weick, 1976).
Educational organizations display, at various times, in
various functions, and at various levels, all of these
methods of coordination.

schools are tightly and loosely

coupled, closed and open, amenable to administrative control
and autonomous, ruled by procedures and ruled by negotiation
(McPherson et al., 1986).
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The factors which lead to the use of different
coordinating mechanisms in organizations have been theorized
as being rank of the subunit (Etzioni, 1965), type of
subunit (Firestone & Herriott, 1982; Mintzberg, 1979), and
nature of the conflict leading to the need for interaction
between subunits (Mitzberg, 1979; Thompson, 1967).

Studies

of coordinating mechanisms in school districts have
generally focused on only two levels or types of subunits,
the relationships surrounding the superintendent, and those
between principals and teachers.

Despite the growing number

of specialized administrative units resulting from
increasing size of school districts and proliferating
governmental mandates, little attention has been paid to the
mechanisms used to integrate these units into the decision
making processes of the schools.

Even the nature of these

units appears to be poorly understood.

They are considered

to be both change agents, intended to alter the behavior of
the organization and bring about adaptation to new demands
(Mintzberg, 1979; Katz, 1968), and staff units, intended to
bring only advice in their area of specialty and lacking any
line authority (David & Greene, 1983; Kimbroug!l & Nunnery,
1976; Podemski et al., 1984).

Their interaction with other

subunits is characterized by lateral relationships, in which
they have no hierarchical advantage and little access to
organizational sanctions.
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The purpose of this study is to investigate the
coordinating mechanisms that are utilized under varying
circumstances by one of these specialized units, the special
education department, in its interactions with schools.
Although it may be expected that decisions about the
schooling of handicapped children would be handled routinely
through the detailed written procedures outlined in and
required by ERA, the law also inserts into the educational
system novel opportunities for increased external demands.
The conflict engendered by these demands, and the constant
possibility of legal action accompanying them, can be
expected to increase the need for interaction between the
special education department and the schools and to
influence the type of coordinating mechanisms employed
between them.
Theoretical Framework of the study
This study identifies and describes organizational
mechanisms which affect the implementation of politically
developed mandates into the already well established
structures of the public schools.

It recognizes the dilemma

school district administrators face in trying to satisfy
both political and administrative imperatives in the
implementation of such mandates.

The study is guided by

theories of organizations and adopts an open systems
framework (Katz & Kahn, 1966; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967;

-_

....... -.
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Scott, 1981), with a political perspective on organizational
behavior and decision making (Bacharach, 1981; Cyert &
March, 1963).

School districts are conceptualized as

systems of interrelated units with permeable boundaries,
operating in highly politicized environments.
The Open Systems Model of organizations
The systems view of organizations is based on the
concept of interdependency, both internal and external.
Complex organizations are seen as social systems.

The

individuals and units of the system do not behave as
isolated elements; to one degree or another, the actions of
any part affect all other parts.

This view also recognizes

the interdependence of the organization with its
environment.

The organization is dependent on its

environment for resources, which it utilizes and transforms
into outputs.

It is also dependent on the environment to

accept its outputs, a process crucial to maintaining
legitimacy and existence (Katz & Kahn, 1966; Lawrence &
Lorsch, 1967).
Thus the open systems perspective emphasizes the
interdependence of the organization with its environment for
resources and outputs, and the interdependent relationships
of its internal structure for processing of resources.

In

order to survive, the system strives for both adaptability
and internal &tdbility.

Adaptability is required to meet
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the various contingencies of the environment.

Internal

stability is necessary in order to ensure the ability of the
organization to function--to carry out the processes of
transformation (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Scott et al.,
1981).
The individuals and units of the organization are
linked by a variety of control and coordination mechanisms
through which flow the processes of the organization, such
as communication, work processes, and decision making
(Galbraith, 1973; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Mintzberg, 1979).
Through the operation of these coordinating mechanisms,
information and decision making networks emerge which often
bear little semblance to the formal structure of the
organization (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Scott, 1981; Scott et
al., 1981).

The recognition of such networks, or operative

structures, does not suggest disorder in organizations.

It

does point out, however, that complex organizations have
many more dimensions than those recognized by classic
organizational theories, which center on formal hierarchical
structures and their attendant principles of unity of
command and scalar authority (Scott et al., 1981).
A systems framework offers several advantages for the
study of school districts.

First, it presents a clear

delineation of how schools respond to demands in their
environment, and offers the opportunity to examine the
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structural and process components of the relationship
between the school district and its community.

Secondly, it

permits empirical examination of the district's activities
of exchange with governmental agencies as a factor in the
openness assumption.

Finally, the scope of a systems

framework is broad enough to encompass both the school
district and its subunits as units of analysis, providing
the necessary context for an analysis of intradistrict
interaction (Bacharach, 1981).
By identifying the various relationships that bind the
school district to its environment and the coordinating
mechanisms that bind subunits to one another, the systems
model provides a general orientation for studying school
district structures.

However, without empirical examination

of how processes actually flow through the system, it is not
possible to identify the operative structures and processes
of the system (Katz & Kahn, 1967; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967;
Mintzberg, 1979).

Because research on administrative

structures in school districts has not utilized these
perspectives, there is a tendency to confuse normative
structure, or how the school district should be governed,
with operative structure, or how the school district is
actually governed.

This conflict is often evident in

external efforts to bring about change in schools (Sarason,
1982).
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The Political Model of Organizational Behavior
The political perspective on organizations illuminates
the flow of processes through the system and offers a
theoretical model for incorporating individual behavior and
choice into organizational constructs.

In this view,

organizational members are recognized as actors who have
their own needs and goals, and who act to realize those
goals.

Coalitions of actors emerge in organizations through

commitment to common goals, and develop strategies to
achieve their objectives (Bacharach, 1981; Cyert & March,
1963; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978).

Coalitions may develop

within organizational boundaries, such as staff of an
individual school; outside organizational boundaries, such
as parent advocacy groups; or across organizational
boundaries, such as professional organizations.

The actions

of individual actors and of coalitions are constrained by
the structures, technologies, and goals of the organization,
but individual and coalitional actions also affect and shape
those dimensions of the organization.
As with the broader systems approach, the political
perspective recognizes information and decision making
networks as operative structures in organizations.

These

systematic relationships among roles are dynamic rather than
static, adapting to meet the demands pressed upon them by
various coalitions.

They are seen as developing from the
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interplay of the organization's context (purpose, size,
resources, technology, and environmental dependencies) and
management decisions (Scott et al., 1981).
Management decisions normally involve commitment of
organizational resources toward various objectives.

In

classic organizational theories, such decisions are based on
technical rationality, which directs the distribution of
resources toward the most efficient means of accomplishing
defined organizational goals.

In a political view,

decisions are based on the need to gain consensual support,
and resources are distributed in ways that satisfy the goals
of individuals and subunits whose participation is required
for organizational survival (Bacharach, 1981; Cyert & March,
1963; scott et al., 1981).
Thus, the dominant process in this perspective is that
of decision making, through which resources are distributed
and individuals or groups are able to secure representation,
thereby increasing the probability of reaching their goals.
Every actor and unit can be expected to approach a decision
with the objective of maximizing personal or group goals
rather than the more general goals of the organization.
Each can also be expected to enter the decision process with
a different view of who has or should have the authority to
make the decision.

The political perspective views the

organization as an open system, one in which the main issue

--_._-_._.
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is the acquisition and allocation of authority or power for
achieving individual and group goals (Bacharach, 1981), and
an understanding of which requires knowledge of the goals,
needs, personality, or other dispositional characteristics
or the social entity under study (Pfeffer, 1982).
As public organizations functioning in political
environments, schools face the dual task of maintaining
stability while adapting to changing societal demands.
order to ensure survival, they must

r~tain

In

the commitment of

their members and secure legitimacy with their publics.
Managing such complex, interdependent relationships requires
the negotiation of acceptable balances among sometimes
conflicting contingencies, and necessitates political
behavior on the part of the decision makers (Scott et al.,
1981).
While the systems view focuses on the broader issues of
organizational and subunit interdependencies, the political
perspective emphasizes the importance of individuals, both
as independent actors and as members of groups.

It provides

a conceptual foundation for exploration of the dynamics
surrounding the resolution of conflicts generated by
environmental imperatives demanding adaptation, and
administrative imperatives requiring stability.
School environments have become increasingly complex in
recent years, both horizontally in relationship to the
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community, and vertically in relation to state and federal
government agencies.

Declining enrollments, taxpayers'

revolts, population mobility, influxes of refugees and
immigrants, changing family structures, and militant special
interest groups have all impacted the schools' efforts to
maintain excellence and efficiency.

At the same time,

legislative and judicial efforts to satisfy demands for
equity have increasingly brought federal and state
intervention into local school governance, affecting
administrators' discretion in decision making.

The

theoretical models adopted for this study offer a viable
framework for describing the behavior of school
administrators within the constraints imposed by these
contingencies.
statement of the Problem
There is little understanding of how special education
administrators operate in schools to bring their districts
into compliance with the provisions of EHA.

Implementation

studies suggest that special education directors administer
the procedural aspects of the law, while principals retain
authority in making discretionary decisions about
instructional programming.

Little information is available

about how the activities and decisions of these two roles
are coordinated.

This study sought to investigate and

describe the processes through which special education

-.
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administrators influence the behavior of school principals
to insure that the mandates regarding handicapped students
are met in the schools.

In doing so, the following

questions were posed:
1.

What are the coordinating mechanisms utilized by
special education administrators in working with
principals?

2.

How do different environments and structural
characteristics of school districts affect the use
of coordinating mechanisms?

3.

Do individual characteristics of administrators
affect the use of various coordinating mechanisms?
Significance of the Problem

There is little research focusing on the mechanisms
used to integrate the work of specialized administrative
units with the work of schools (Boyan, 1988; Kraatz, 1987).
In fact, studies of how middle-level, central office
administrators function in school districts are almost
nonexistent (Fullan, 1982).

This study will provide

information to help fill this gap in our knowledge.

The

literature on special education administrators has focused
on functions or tasks of the role, on different groups'
perceptions of the role, and on identification of problems
encountered by persons in the role (Anastasio & Sage, 1982).
The literature is generally not informed by conceptual
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perspectives on schools and does not address the
organizational mechanisms through which special education
administrators fulfill their roles, nor how various
conditions may impact those mechanisms.

This research will

increase understanding of the special education
administrator's role in the schools.

It will provide

information useful for practicing administrators and for
administrative training programs, and for organizational and
public policy theorists, particularly those interested in
how organizational structures condition the implementation
of policy at the local level.
Definition of Terms
Coordinating Mechanisms.

Processes or devices which

regulate behavior to bring about common action in
organizations.
Open systems Theory of organizations.

A macrolevel

perspective that views organizations as sets of interrelated
units which operate in interdependent exchange with each
other and with the organizational environment.
Political Theory of Organizational Behavior.

A

microlevel perspective in which organizational action
results from interaction among individuals and coalitions as
they act to further their own goals.
Principal.
school.

The chief administrative officer of a
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Special Education Administrator.

The highest level

administrator in a school district with operational
responsibility for the special education programs for the
district.

This title is used interchangeably with that of

special education director.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter reviews literature related to school
administrators' use of organizational coordinating
mechanisms in school districts.

It draws from two lines of

research, studies of general organizational structure and
studies of school administration.

Following an introduction

to the basic concepts of line and staff, the organizational
functions of the principal and the special education
administrator are reviewed, and literature on coordinating
mechanisms is examined.

Coordinating mechanisms are

identified from general organizational literature, and their
application to principals and special education
administrators in public schools is reviewed.
The Concepts of Line and Staff
In the study of administrative structure, the idea of
hierarchy is a key concept (Campbell et al., 1980), and the
most stable component concepts within organizational
hierarchies are those of line and staff.

An understanding

of the relationships expressed by these two concepts is
essential to any comprehensive review of control and
coordination in modern organizations.
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Line positions are those which carry responsibility for
direct operational functions of the organization.

Line

officers derive authority by virtue of their position, which
is empowered by discretionary decision making.

These

positions give vertical dimension to the organization, and
contribute to its stability through the principle of unity
of command (Galbraith, 1977; Katz, 1968; Mintzberg, 1979;
Scott et al., 1981).
Staff positions vary from line positions on the bases
of task function and type of authority (Galbraith, 1977;
Scott et al., 1981).

Staff personnel serve as support to

the operational functions of the organization.

In order

that the organization maintain clarity in responsibility and
avoid the problems of dual authority, staff are granted
power only to advise or administer; line positions retain
all discretionary decision making authority (Galbraith,
1977).

Staff authority is based on specialized expertise,

and the addition of staff positions gives horizontal
dimension to the organization (Blau & Scott, 1963;
Galbraith, 1977; Katz, 1968).

Staff specialists assist the

organization in adapting to shifts in technological,
political, and environmental demands, and serve to bring
about change and innovation in the organization (Katz, 1968;
Mintzberg, 1979).

-~-.~--
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Although the distinction between line and staff seems
clear to theorists, it seldom is clear in practice.
Conflicts about the partition of decision making authority
continually arise in organizational relationships, and lead
to continuing efforts to understand, to explain, and to
design the actual structures in which people work
(Galbraith, 1977).

Despite these limitations, the idea of a

chain of command permeates most school organizations and
underlies both public and organizational perceptions of
school structure (Campbell et al., 1980).
The Functions of the Principal
The principalship is the oldest administrative position
in public education (Pierce, 1934) and has been studied
extensively, with several major shifts over time in the
activities and behaviors selected for examination (Boyan,
1988).

These studies have emphasized and encouraged many

different roles for principals, including scientific
manager, democratic leader, decision maker, systems manager,
and instructional leader (Boyan, 1988); McPherson et al.,
1986).

However, throughout the shifting emphasis on one or

another aspect of principals' work, the conceptualization of
the principalship's in relationship with the other units of
the district and the organization as a whole has remained
constant.

The principal's function is that of school site

manager, providing instructional leadership and managing

._-
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school affairs (Blumberg & Greenfield, 1980; Morris et al.,
1981, 1984).

While the attendant duties and

responsibilities have grown and increased in complexity, the
essential function of the principal has not changed in any
sUbstantial way since the early 1900's (Blumberg &
Greenfield, 1980).
As an administrator charged with operational
responsibility for the major functions of the system, the
principal is a line officer (Scott et al., 1981).

He is

responsible for fitting together the many activities
required to carry out teaching and learning, to manage and
negotiate the school environment, to provide for physical
facilities, and to allocate resources (Blumberg &
Greenfield, 1980; Campbell et al., 1980; Knezevich, 1984;
Morris et al., 1981, 1984).

More than any other single

individual in the American school hierarchy, a principal is
the pivotal exchange point, the working broker between the
school staff and other district units, hierarchical and
community influences, and the political establishment
(McPherson et al., 1981).

He thus derives power not only

from his status and legal authority, but also from his
ability to satisfactorily manage exchanges and
interdependencies crucial to the organization (Campbell et
al., 1980; Morris et al., 1981, 1984; Pfeffer, 1978;
Thompson, 1967).

36

The Functions of the Special Education Administrator
The organizational function of the special education
director is less clearly defined.

until relatively

recently, the position was found only in larger school
districts (Howe, 1981) and has therefore emerged within
already established administrative structures.

It is one of

many second-level central administrative positions that have
proliferated in conjunction with increasing federal activity
in public education and which have been found to be directly
associated with innovation efforts in school districts (Deal
et al., 1975; Fullan, 1982).
A number of studies have identified sets of activities
performed or expected of special education administrators
(Burrello & Sage, 1979; Idiong, 1982; Kohl & Marro, 1971;
Newman, 1979; Raske, 1979; Sage, 1968).

Anastasio and Sage

(1982), building on the work of Burrello and Sage (1979),
moved beyond this level of investigation and proposed three
major dimensions of the director's role.

Through surveys

completed by superintendents, principals, and special
education administrators, Anastasio and Sage identified
tasks expected of special education directors.

These tasks

were analyzed and grouped into three role factors.

The

factors were termed "facilitator trainer", which involved
technical specialist activities; "policy planner", which
included program management tasks; and "legal rights

---~-
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guarantor", a boundary spanning role involving work with the
public and government agencies.

The relative importance of

each of these dimensions to different units of the
organization was assessed.

The least important to all three

administrators was the role of technical specialist, which
involved curricular activities and assistance to teachers.
For superintendents, the most essential was the boundary
spanning role, which included such activities as development
and coordination of due process procedures and handling
complaints and other public relations problems.

Principals

and directors rated as most important the program manager
dimension involving activities as advocate, program manager,
and monitor-evaluator.

This lack of consensus over relative

importance of aspects of the special education director's
role likely results from the different responsibilities
borne by superintendents and principals, and the needs
fulfilled by the director for each of them.

For the

superintendent, who is responsible to the public for the
state of the school district, the boundary spanning
activities of the special education administrator are more
important.

For the principal in his school, advocacy,

program management, and monitoring of compliance are more
salient.

In either case, the director is seen as assisting

the district in adapting to the special demands which arise
from implementation of EHA.

--

~--
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studies of special education in public schools since
the implementation of EHA suggest that the special education
administrator's position is that of a staff specialist
(Hargrove et al., 1981; Howe, 1981; Podemski et al., 1984;
Sage & Burrello, 1986; Singer & Butler, 1987), whose job is
to focus on compliance oriented activities (Singer & Butler,
1987).

Thus, the director appears to function as an

organizational change agent, assisting the operational units
to adapt to changing demands, and possessing advisory
authority only.
Mechanisms of Coordination in school Districts
This study is concerned with organizational interaction
between the special education department and the school, and
between the formally appointed decision makers for these
units, the special education administrator and the
principal.

A systems approach requires concurrent

consideration of the formal authority of these
administrators, of environmental contingencies, and of
interdependencies with other units and individuals of the
district.

The political perspective prompts examination of

individual as well as organizational goals, of the
administrators as coalitional members and individual actors
in the system, and of the interactional dynamics between
them.

The use of organizational coordinating mechanisms as

a device for studying the interaction provides the link
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between the microconcepts of political behavior and the
macroconcepts of open systems (Galbraith, 1973; Scott,
1981).
In most organizations, the establishment of line-staff
structure is the first formal adaptation designed to control
and coordinate work when hierarchical mechanisms alone prove
inadequate to contain the dilemmas of specialization
(Galbraith, 1977; Scott, 1981).

However, as modern

organizations often face even greater technological and
environmental complexity, other mechanisms have been
incorporated into organizational relationships.

Singly or

in combination, these mechanisms enable differentiated units
to share information, manage interdependencies, and resolve
conflict.

They are "the glue that holds organizations

together"" (Mintzberg, 1979, p. 3).
The importance of linking mechanisms in complex
organizations is widely acknowledged among systems
theorists.

The need for internal stability requires the

existence of structures or devices which support the
integration of differentiated subunits, and alternative
structural forms have arisen in organizations as a result of
varying solutions to the task of balancing the needs of
differentiation and integration (Gortner et al., 1987;
Mintzberg, 1979).

-~--
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Although there is wide agreement about the importance
of integrating mechanisms, there is also wide diversity in
the terms used to identify them.

They are referred to in

the organizational literature as maintenance structures,
regulatory mechanisms, adaptive structures (Katz & Kahn,
1966), integrative devices (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967),
coordinating mechanisms (Mintzberg, 1979), conflict
resolution mechanisms (Bacharach, 1981), and control systems
(Scott, 1981).

Their major purposes are control and

coordination, organizational functions which are the same in
principle (Mintzberg, 1979).

Furthermore, they are as

essential to communication as to coordination.

What

function they actually provide is often unclear, but they
remain crucial to generating an accurate description of
operative authority and of influence in an organization.
Clarification of their function in any context requires a
knowledge of both actors' intentions and organizational
outcomes.

While outcomes may be examined through several

methods, such as observation, participant reports, or third
party reports, an understanding of individuals' intentions
necessitates eliciting the interpretation of these actors.
The devices and processes that constitute coordinating
mechanisms have also been given different names by various
theorists and researchers.

With the addition of the term

"Commitment to common goals" (MacPherson et al., 1986;
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Scott, 1981), this study utilized a set of terms devised by
Mintzberg (1979):

Direct supervision, standardization of

skills, standardization of outputs, standardization of
processes, and mutual adjustment.
commitment to Common Goals
Organizational goals are images or conceptions of
desired ends (Hoy & Miskel, 1987; Scott, 1981) which
organizational members attempt to achieve through the
performance of their jobs (Etzioni, 1965; Scott, 1981).
Within a single organization, multiple goals may exist, such
as official and unofficial goals, or individual and
organizational goals (Bacharach, 1982; Hoy & Miskel, 1987;
Leavitt et al., 1973; McPherson et al., 1986).

Furthermore,

goals have different origins and functions; they may be used
to unite, to direct, to motivate, to evaluate, and sometimes
to justify actions (Scott, 1981; Scott et al., 1981).
Simon (1976) distinguished between individual goals,
which express preferences held by individuals within the
organization, and organizational goals, widely shared sets
of constraints which guide the behavior of participants.
Simon refers to the former as "personal motives", to clarify
their different nature and clearly distinguish them from
organizational goals, which are sets of constraints imposed
by the organization, intended to bind the actions and
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decisions of organizational members toward predetermined
ends.
organizational goals include both official and
unofficial, or operative goals.

These goals may not always

be congruent, because they have different origins and
functions.

Official goals are set at the institutional

level and seek to legitimize organizational action to
various publics (Scott, 1981; Scott et al., 1981).

In

schools, such goals are usually established by the governing
board and published in district policy statements.

Official

goals tend to be inspirational or abstract, suitable for
generating widespread agreement, with complex operational
implications.

The function of these goals is to secure

support from the public rather than to guide administrative
or teacher behavior (Hoy & Miskel, 1987).
Operative goals, which mayor may not be formally
stated, reflect the true intentions of the organization (Hoy

& Miskel, 1987).

These goals are developed through internal

negotiation among organizational subunits, and often reflect
real or imagined constraints on organizational action
(Leavitt et al., 1973).

Operative goals and official goals

may be congruent, or they may express differing and
conflicting intentions for organizational activity (Nadler &
Tushman, 1977).

Leavitt et ale (1973) gave as an example of

an official school district goal providing lithe best
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possible educational preparation for life", with
simultaneous operative goals of keeping school costs as low
as possible, making taxpayers happy, and getting the
teachers' union to ease up on applying pressure.
Dysfunction or conflict may result from lack of fit between
official and operative goals, reducing the organization's
effectiveness (Nadler & Tushman, 1977), or an official,
publicly worthy goal may be used as a cover for less
attractive operative ones (Hoy & Miskel, 1987).

The

function of operative goals is to direct administrative and
teacher behavior, or to serve as practical guides in
decision making.
When groups of organizational members with similar
individual goals act in concert to achieve their common
objectives, their shared intent becomes an operative goal
for their coalition.

This does not, however, constitute an

operative goal of the organization, and in fact may be
incompatible with organizational goals, creating conflict
with other coalitions or units.
A major responsibility of administrators in educational
institutions is to implement the policies of the governing
board and to clarify and pursue the operative directions and
priorities of the district (Knezevich, 1984).

Principals in

particular are viewed as the linch-pin between systemic
goals and the operating core, the teachers in the classrooms

-=w- __ ._ -..
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(Crowson & Porter-Gehrie, 1980; Morris et al., 1984;
Sarason, 1982; Wiles, 1967; Wiles & Bondi, 1967).
The view that commitment to common goals may be used as
a coordinating mechanism is normally based on a rationalist
concept of the organization.

A basic assumption of

rationalist conceptions is that members consider possible
alternatives against the stated goals and make decisions
based on relative efficacy in reaching those goals (Cyert &
March, 1963; Lotto, 1981; Scott, 1981).

However, this

mechanism can also be salient under a perspective of schools
as a professionalized system, in which administrators and
teachers are highly socialized to norms which guide their
behavior (McPherson et al., 1986; Ouchi, 1979; Scott, 1981).
In either case, so strong is the view that
administrators understand and implement the operative goals
of their organizations that it is assumed rather than
investigated in most of the literature on principals (e.g.,
Peterson, 1983).

However, a number of researchers who have

conducted in-depth studies of principals, informed by the
perspectives of the subjects, have found that those
principals share a clear understanding of their primary
operative goal.

They are expected, above all, to maintain a

smoothly running school, containing any conflict and
maintaining the support of both public and teachers.

In his
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ethnographic study of an elementary principal, Wolcott
(1973) found that his dominant goal was to immediately
contain every actual or anticipated problem that might
possibly disrupt the smooth operation of the school.
Wolcott characterized the principal as a "monitor for
continuity", rather than an agent of change or innovation,
as is often suggested in formally stated district goals.
Blumberg and Greenfield's (1980) qualitative inquiry into
the work lives of eight principals uncovered a common
understanding among them that "keeping the peace" was the
primary operative organizational goal, and also discovered
that they all pursued diverse individual goals within the
constraints of district goals.

In later studies, Morris et

al. (1981, 1984) replicated this finding, and added a new
dimension.

They concluded that the responsibility of the

principal to resolve conflicting interests in the schools
imposes a heavy burden to serve as a moral agent, to
conscientiously "do the right thing" for all whose welfare
and interests are affected by his decisions.

Morris et al.

point out that the responsibility of moral leadership was
once considered the special province of the superintendent,
with principals only expected to administer system
directives.

Now, however, that principals' autonomy is

often emphasized in school districts, they are expected to

------.--
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resolve difficult issues and take the heat when conflict
arises and events flare up in their schools.
Bacharach (1981) has argued that goal consensus is an
important predictor of conflict within an organization.

He

hypothesized that the degree to which organizational actors
share the same goals, consensus in decision making is easier
to achieve, and to the degree that goal compatibility
results in consensus, the management of conflict can be more
likely routinized.
This study examined whether both principals and special
education administrators rely on a common commitment to
district goals, formal or operative, in coordinating
activities for handicapped students, and whether their
individual goals coincide with those of the district and
with each other.
Direct supervision
Mintzberg (1979) defines direct supervision as a
mechanism through which "one individual take(s)
responsibility for the work of others, issuing instructions
to them and monitoring their actions" (p. 4).

This

mechanism assumes a hierarchical relationship (Blau & Scott,
1963; Buchele, 1977; Mintzberg, 1979), with clear
understanding of means-ends relationships in the work of the
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organization (Blau & Scott, 1963; Burack, 1975; Ouchi,
1977), and low need for professional autonomy (Blau & Scott,
1963; Mintzberg, 1979).
The hierarchical relationships in public schools tend
to be simple and standard.

The authority structure that

extends from the governing board to the teacher seldom
exceeds three levels:

superintendent, associate or

assistant superintendent, and principal (Kimbrough &
Nunnery, 1976; Knezevich, 1984; Mayer, 1982).

These

administrative positions have line authority, i.e.,
authority to direct and evaluate the major goal activities
of the schools (Etzioni, 1959).

The many other central

office administrators, such as directors, coordinators, and
supervisors, are considered staff positions.

These

positions serve as support to the operational functions of
the district (Etzioni, 1959; Kimbrough & Nunnery, 1976;
Knezevich, 1984).
A few studies have examined the use of direct
supervision in controlling or coordinating the work of
principals.

Wolcott (1973), and Peterson (1978, 1983), in

their studies of principals' work, and Mintzberg (1977) in
studying superintendents, found that direct supervision was
seldom used by superintendents.

Likewise, Blumberg and

Greenfield (1980) and Morris et al. (1981, 1984) concluded
that direct supervision is not a factor in the coordination
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of principals' work, and that they operate with great
autonomy in their schools.
The emergence of unusual or specialized needs in an
organization may alter the traditional line/staff
relationship, creating limited structures through which
staff administrators assume authority over line personnel.
One such arrangement, in which an individual or department
may have authority over specified processes, practices, or
policies, creates functional authority, authority based on
specialized expertise (Brown, 1982; Flippo & Munsinger,
1982; Koontz et al., 1986).

Functional authority is

consistent over time, but limited to those functions which
fall within the designated area of expertise.

Podemski et

al. (1984) describe the special education director as an
administrator with functional authority over principals and
teachers in matters relating to special education.
Another structure, limited both in time and function,
is termed "project structure" by Flippo and Munsinger (1982)
and confers situational authority on staff experts.

When

unique situations arise that cannot be managed through the
established structures of line or functional authority, or
unfamiliar situations which are critical to the organization
with respect to possible disruption but viewed as temporary,
situational authority over line administrators may be
temporarily assumed by others (Carroll, 1981).
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Direct supervision of principals by central office
administrators other than superintendents was examined by
Peterson (1983).

He found that such supervision was

infrequent for elementary principals, with a median and mode
of two visits per month from all central office personnel
(who were not differentiated in the study by role or
position).

He concluded that the nature of principals' work

and the complexity of their goals cannot be influenced
easily through direct supervision, which undermines the
autonomy required to effectively lead a school.
This study examined what types of authority, if any,
are exerted over principals and their staffs by special
education administrators, and the types of situations that
might generate an opportunity for direct supervision by the
director.
Standardization of skills
Where means-ends relationships are not clear within the
core tasks, and work complexity requires a high level of
autonomy, organizations may employ standardization of skills
as a method of control or coordination (Blau & Scott, 1963;
Lortie, 1969; Mintzberg, 1979; ouchi, 1977; Scott, 1981).
Standardization of skills occurs in an organization through
the selection process by requiring that candidates have
completed specified training, and is enhanced through on the
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job training and socialization (Etzioni, 1975; Gortner, et
al., 1987; Mintzberg, 1979; Ouchi, 1979).
In public schools, selection is a major mechanism of
control for regulating the work of teachers (Peterson,
1983).

Moreover, prospective principals are drawn from the

ranks of teachers, and must present state certification as
evidence of further specialized training (Baltzell &
Dentler, 1983; Hoy & Miskel, 1987; Wynn & Wynn, 1988).

Such

extended prior training not only develops necessary skills
and knowledge, but also socializes individuals to important
norms and values, as is typical of professionalized
occupations (Anderson, 1968; Etzioni, 1975; Gortner et al.,
1987; Hall, 1968; McPherson et al., 1986).
In addition to formal training, most principals achieve
their first administrative position through the support of a
mentor, usually a building principal (Valverde, 1980).
Through this informal training process, aspiring principals
learn acceptable ways of carrying out duties and dealing
with staff members, colleagues, central administrators,
school boards, and the public (McCullough, 1981; Valverde,
1980; Wolcott, 1973).

Peterson (1983) found that

superintendents often participated in mentorship activities,
identifying prospective principals and providing training
prior to the formal selection process.

Selection based on

appropriate socialization is a useful mode of control when
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role tasks are highly varied or complex (Lortie, 1969) or
when an organization has subunits which are dispersed and
have diverse but potent environments, requiring local
discretion (Peterson, 1983).
Although the process of selecting principals has been
studied (Baltzell & Dentler, 1983), only Peterson (1983) has
empirically investigated this process as a mechanism of
central office control.

He found that superintendents

employ selection as an important form of control, selecting
for the principalship those who have demonstrated skills in
administrative positions, internalized administrative norms
and values, and acquired norms and values appropriate to the
district.

Such individuals can be granted the necessary

autonomy to manage schools with the assurance that their
behavior and decisions will be conditioned by district goals
and priorities.
Once selection has occurred, active training of
principals on the job inculcates skills and knowledge as
well as socialization into the norms and values of the
administration and the district (Gortner et al., 1987;
Peterson, 1983).

Teaching new principals the rules of the

organization and more subtle aspects of its mission is
accomplished not only through formal inservice training, but
also through manuals and handbooks, orientation sessions,
and briefings (Gortner et al., 1987).
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While selection was found to be a significant factor in
coordinating the behavior of principals by Peterson (1983),
inservice training was found to be negligible.

McPherson et

ale (1986), concluded that under the pattern of continuing
formal education among public school educators, reified in
the requirements for adding to or maintaining certification
and for advancement on district salary schedules, teachers
and administrators normally rely on evening and summer
courses in colleges for continuing training.

School

districts do not ordinarily organize or require significant
levels of inservice training for principals.
In the area of special education, the preparation and
training of principals has been minimal and fragmentary
(Gage, 1979; Lindsey, 1986; Mayer, 1982), and a number of
commentators have stressed the need for inservice training
of principals in special education matters (Hargrove et al.,
1983; Kerr, 1981; Lindsey, 1986; Marino, 1984; Rehill, 1982;
stile & Pettibone, 1980).
Participation in or influence over the principal
selection process could enable a special education director
to influence the perspective and behaviors of principals
with regard to handicapped children even without direct
forms of control.

The opportunity to present in service

training or pursue other forms of socialization, such as
orientation activities or the use of handbooks and manuals,
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could provide a further means of developing among principals
the skills, norms, and values conducive to successful
implementation of special education programs in the schools.
Standardization of outputs
Standardization of outputs is the regulation of
activities through specification of work outcomes (Flippo &
Munsinger, 1982).

This control mechanism requires both

predetermined standards, and measurement or evaluation of
the completed product or performance (Anthony, 1975; Flippo
& Munsinger, 1982; Mintzberg, 1979).

This mode of

coordination in its purest form (i.e., without the addition
of direct supervision to prescribe corrective action) leaves
organizational members the discretion necessary to decide
how to adjust their behavior to meet the established
standards (Mintzberg, 1979).
Since the early part of this century, standardization
of product and performance outcomes have been attempted as a
method of coordinating work in the schools (Callahan, 1962).
The product outcome that has generally been adopted is
student achievement scores, but reliance on such data as
legitimate measures of school success has fluctuated over
the years.

During the 1980's, increased emphasis on

achievement testing as the primary evidence of educational
outcomes has been a keystone of school reform debates
(Glasman, 1986) and has been reinforced by the effective
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schools research, which relied almost exclusively on student
test scores to identify schools that are meeting their
educational goals (Clark et al., 1984; Edmonds, 1982; Purkey
& smith, 1983; Rowan et al., 1983).

Peterson (1983) examined the use of standardization of
outputs to control principal's behavior.

If considering

outputs or results alone, student performance and public
reactions were found to be the results most frequently
watched by superintendents.

other results, such as teacher

performance and morale, principals' adherence to district
rules and procedures, and student behavior were ranked much
lower.

Peterson found that, among elementary principals,

control through standardization of outputs exhibited a
strong dual nature.

Principals were expected to accomplish

technical goals such as improving student performance as
well as political goals such as ensuring local community
support of schools.

He concluded that while attention to

outputs constrained principal behavior toward organizational
goals, principal autonomy was preserved as a necessary means
of achieving often conflicting ends.

Sproull and Zubrow

(1981) and Glasman (1986) also reported that student
achievement scores were routinely collected by central
office, but both studies found that seldom was there any
action taken as a result of examination of these outputs.
Principals in Glasman's study also reported that they were
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less inclined to report the achievement scores of students
in innovative programs, apparently believing that such data
could not accurately reflect the complexity of values and
goals of novel programs.
Performance evaluation may include assessment of
product outcomes or may rely on other criteria (Dornbush &
Scott, 1975).

Generally it is concerned with overall

results for given periods of time, and with a span of
activities expected to lead to desired outcomes (Mintzberg,
1979).

Thus, a principal's performance evaluation may

include attention to students' test scores in his building
as well as to other areas of concern.

However, the

evaluation normally will cover activities during specified
periods of time, rather than being conducted at the
conclusion of each specific activity, and will be concerned
with a school's performance in areas considered critical to
the district.
In Peterson's study (1983), the most important
criterion in principals' formal performance evaluations,
ranked considerably higher than any other, was public
reaction ("parents are happy, no complaints, public
relations").

Ranked second to the need to maintain

community support was "teacher reaction", the expectation
that principals would insure good morale among their
teaching staff, with no grievances and with positive
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teacher-principal relations.

Ranked lower were compliance

with district rules, student performance and the
instructional program.

Peterson concluded that principals

are far more constrained by the need to keep parents and
teachers satisfied than by the need to comply with district
rules or to improve student performance.
If principals believe that certain outcomes are more
important than others to their superiors, they are more
likely to pursue these preferred outcomes (Peterson, 1983).
Thus, if information is collected on special education
outputs, if special education directors have input into
principal evaluations, or if special education programs are
emphasized in principals' performance evaluations,
principals may be expected to attend more carefully to these
programs and to accept more readily the influence of the
special education administrator in their schools.
Standardization of Processes
Standardization of processes is the structuring of
activities through rules and regulations, and is often used
to control behavior when the transformation process for the
primary organizational function is known and requires a high
concentration of routine tasks (Galbraith, 1973; Gortner et
al., 1987; Mintzberg, 1979; Ouchi, 1979; Thompson, 1967).
Organizations turn to coordination through rules and
regulations when work becomes differentiated, that is,

--........-.- --
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divided among different levels or specialized units
(Anderson, 1968; Burack, 1975; Mintzberg, 1979).

As public

school districts have become larger and more complex, most
have developed elaborate systems of rules which cover
diverse aspects of school life, and are often viewed as the
fundamental mechanism of control (Hoy & Miskel, 1987;
McPherson et al., 1986).

The development of rules is

closely tied to the establishment of formal goals, and is
expected to focus organizational members' attention on those
goals and to constrain their behavior towards attainment of
them (Anderson, 1968; Gouldner, 1970; Min"tzberg, 1979;
Thompson, 1967).
organizational rules may originate from the
authoritative hierarchy of the organization, or they may be
imposed by groups outside the organization (Gouldner, 1950).
The intent of rules is to routinize work and reduce
uncertainty within the organization (Thompson, 1967), and
this intended consequence may be achieved most readily if
the organization operates in a simple, stable environment
with easily standardized tasks (Gortner et al., 1987;
Mintzberg, 1979; Thompson, 1967).

In an unstable

environment, with competing and conflicting demands, rules
may reduce uncertainty by constraining the behavior of
individuals and groups from outside the organization
(Anderson, 1968) through regulating how, when, or where they
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may enter the organization and participate in organizational
activities.

Among schools, this last function is often used

to limit the intrusion of parents and to control their
participation in decision making.

Anderson (1968) has also

suggested that rules reduce uncertainty in schools by
mediating conflict between superiors and subordinates.

By

depersonalizing the exercise of hierarchical authority,
rules make it more tolerable to professionals, who believe
that their work cannot be easily standardized and that they
require autonomy for making appropriate decisions for their
clients.
In the sparse literature on controls on principals'
behavior, the use of this mechanism has received more
attention than any other method of coordination.

Wolcott

(1973) found that the principalship is heavily constrained
by directives and rules from central office.

However,

principals' response to the rules is to mediate rather than
implement.

Principals perceive as their responsibility

assessing both the school's needs and what the system will
allow, and then using judgment in interpreting the rules.
Principals expect considerable flexibility from superiors
when applying district regulations.
Principal flexibility when applying district rules was
also noted by Willis (1980), Blumberg and Greenfield (1980),
Crowson and Porter-Gehrie (1980), and Lortie (1982).

All
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concluded that the intensive and nonrecurrent nature of most
principals' work make standardization of work processes
inappropriate, and that principals utilize flexible
interpretation of rules as a common coping mechanism in
dealing with the ambiguities of school life.
Sproull (1981) concluded that principals do not rely on
written rules and procedures to guide their actions.
Although they may read guidelines once, principals do not
turn to them faithfully whenever a problem arises.

Rather,

they turn to known individuals for oral solutions.

Sproull

contends that this process of personal consultation gives
rise to a "mythology of regulation", an oral tradition of
what can and cannot be done within a particular district.
The keepers of the oral tradition are essentially the
"district office bureaucrats" who are trust.ed by the
principal.

Not only did Sproull find that principals rely

on oral rather than written rules, but also that once known,
rules often are intentionally ignored if there is some
perceived benefit to the school.

Sproull concluded that the

oral tradition is functional for principals because orally
conveyed rules may be more easily ignored than those
conveyed in writing.
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The need to maintain the loyalty and cooperation of
school staff is a major factor in principals' decisions to
bend the rules.

Mitchell et ale (1981) noted that

principals even used individual discretion when applying
regulations fixed through collective bargaining in order to
meet the immediate needs of staff in their schools.
Principals, in the course of accommodating teachers' self
interest and serving student needs, were described by Morris
et ale (1984) as bending the rules on special education
placements, teachers' leave days, extra-duty assignments,
class size limits, and pupil discipline procedures.
These studies all describe rules and procedures as
ubiquitous features of principals' work life.

They also

suggest that the amount of control effected by standardized
processes is highly problematic, because principals engage
in discretionary decision making to meet their varied
demands.

To the extent that special education

administrators are able to establish written rules and
procedures and to serve as oral sources or interpreters of
rules, and to the extent that principals feel constrained to
apply the rules as presented, directors will gain influence
over the behavior and decisions of principals and thus
increase their coordination of special education activities
across their districts.
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Mutual Adjustment
When groups must share resources and information, and
solutions are not predictable, mutual adjustment through
lateral relations is required.

Rather than one unit or

another making the decision or referring contested decisions
upward, members of the affected departments make contact and
cooperate in joint decision making processes (Galbraith,
1973).

The use of these processes moves decision making

down to the level where the information exists rather than
pushing the information up to a higher level for a decision.
This process reduces hierarchical overload and
organizational time lag in responding to needs, as well as
supporting the autonomy required by professionals, and
allows for intraorganizational innovations (Galbraith, 1973;
Mintzberg, 1979).
Lateral decision making devices include direct contact,
liaison positions and integrating managers, task forces and
standing committees, and matrix structure (Galbraith, 1973;
Mintzberg, 1979).

Each of these devices mediates between

functional structure and line structure, that is, between a
structure in which a specialist (such as the special
education director) has the power to make a decision, and a
structure in which a line officer (such as the principal)
has decision making power.

Matrix structures generate an

equal balance of power between the two (Mintzberg, 1979).
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Direct contact.

Through direct contact, affected

managers can achieve mutual adjustment by the simple process
of communication.

This is the least costly coordinating

device, used in the simplest organizations, where there are
only a few individuals involved, but also in the most
complicated, because it is the only mechanism that works
under extremely difficult circumstances (Mintzberg, 1979).
It gives rise

to the unofficial structures referred to as

the "informal organization" (Barnard, 1938; Galbraith,
1973), and requires clearly understood goals in order to be
an effective organizational control mechanism (Galbraith,
1973).
Observational studies of principals ' work report that
they spend the majority of their time in direct, verbal
contact with others (Gronn, 1983; Kmetz & Willower, 1982;
Martin & Willower, 1981; McPherson et al., 1981; Sproull,
1981; Thomas et al., 1981; Willis, 1980; Wolcott, 1973).
None of these studies, however, have focused on the use of
such contacts by central office personnel to control or
coordinate principal behavior.
Pitner and Ogawa (1981), in their study of
superintendents, found that superintendents generally used
their contacts with school personnel to gather information
about preferences and concerns.

This suggests that

principals may use such contacts to constrain the behavior

63

of superintendents by controlling the flow of information
upward, a tactic used by the principals studied by Morris et
al. (1981, 1984).

Gronn (1983) analyzed direct verbal

contacts between a principal and two of his staff members.
He determined that personal verbal interaction serves the
purpose of tightening and loosening control within the
building.

Thus, it appears that direct contact may be a

major mode of control used by principals to coordinate the
work of others, both their superiors and subordinates.
Liaison Positions and Integrating Managers.

When

considerable contact is necessary between two groups because
of differentiated functions with sUbstantial
interdependency, liaison positions are developed (Galbraith,
1973; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Mintzberg, 1979).

Liaison

positions may emerge informally or may be formally
established (Hoy & Miskel, 1987).

These positions serve to

increase routine communication between units, providing
higher levels of information necessary for unit managers to
adjust their behavior toward achievement of understood goals
(Galbraith, 1973; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; Mintzberg, 1979).
The liaison function is for communication only; it does not
enter the established decision making processes except to
facilitate information flow.
Schools sometimes establish or make use of liaisons
with community groups, outside agencies, or governmental
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entities (Campbell et al., 1980).

However, a review of the

literature on the work of principals and central office
ad~inistrators

reveals no information on the use of liaison

positions within school administrative structures.
Integrating managers are liaison positions with formal
authority.

The position helps to avoid possible problems of

dual authority, absorbing uncertainties generated by
conflicting goals or needs of the two units involved and
coordinating decision making between them.

The

responsibilities of the integrating manager always include
some aspects of the decision processes that cut across the
affected departments.

The integrating manager may have his

own unit, and must maintain a position between two often
conflicting groups without being completely absorbed by
either (Galbraith, 1973; Mintzberg, 1979).

The position is

usually held by someone with a functional (expert)
orientation superimposed on a line structure to encourage
specialization (Mintzberg, 1979).

Integrating managers are

found where frequently occurring problems require ongoing
mutual adjustment between two departments sharing reciprocal
interdependencies, and where size makes the cost of such a
position feasible.
As with liaison positions, information about
integrating managers is not available in the literature on
school administrative structures.

The use of such
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positions, which bridge the needs of specialized and
generalized units, have apparently not been a part of
district administrative organization.

However, the rapid

rise in specialized units resulting from increasing federal
involvement in the public schools (Fullan, 1982; Rowan,
1982) creates new contingencies which may be expected to
lead to the emergence of new administrative structures in
the future.
Task Forces and standing committees.

When extensive

and fairly regular contact--at least for a period of time-is required among members of different units to discuss
common concerns or for joint decision making, committees are
established.

These may be of two kinds, task forces or

standing committees.

A task force is formed to accomplish a

particular task, and exists only as long as the initiating
problem remains (Galbraith, 1973; Mintzberg, 1979).
Conversely, a standing committee is a permanent
grouping that meets regularly to discuss issues of common
interest, solve problems, and make decisions (Galbraith,
1973; Mintzberg, 1979).

The composition of standing

committees is based on the interdependence patterns among
the units involved, and on the authority structure of the
organization (Galbraith, 1973).

Problems that arise out of

pooled or sequential interdependence among units are
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amenable to solution through standing committees (Thompson,
1967).

In pooled interdependence, the outputs of various

units contribute to the effectiveness of the organization as
a whole, but do not become inputs for other units.

Thus,

elementary schools have pooled interdependence in a school
district.

In sequential interdependence, the outputs of one

unit become the inputs for another unit, but the exchange is
not reciprocal.

Elementary, junior high, and high schools

have sequential interdependence.

Pooled and sequential

interdependence lead to contingencies generally addressable
through the stable structure of a standing committee.
Relationships of reciprocal interdependence, in which the
outputs of each unit become inputs for the others, lead to
more complex contingencies, requiring different resolutions
between different units.

such contingencies lead to the use

of task forces for temporary problems, and to integrating
managers or matrix teams for recurring ones (Thompson,
1967) .
The authority structure of the organization may also
dictate the composition of standing committees (Galbraith,
1973).

If the organization is structured with a line/staff

pattern of authority, decision making teams will be made up
of line officers, but where a functional authority structure
is in place, decision making must include both line officers
and staff experts.
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Administrative meetings and teams are a regular part of
principals' lives, a part that they often seem to regard
with exasperation and contempt (Blumberg and Greenfield,
1980; McPherson et al., 1986; Sproull, 1981).

The

participants, roles, and uses of such structures have
received little attention.

Knezevich (1984) notes that

school districts utilize administrative teams, and that
there may be a hierarchy among and within them.

Within

school administrative teams, positions dealing with
instruction, business administration and general
administration tend to hold higher rank than those concerned
with staff personnel, public relations, and pupil services.
Among teams, the superintendent's cabinet, described as an
advisory and strategy planning group, is usually the highest
ranked team within the administrative ranks.
Several researchers make reference to principals'
participation in meetings (Kmetz & Willower, 1982; Martin &
willower, 1981; Peterson, 1983; Sproull, 1981; Willis,
1980), but the nature and purposes of the meetings are not
investigated.

Gronn (1984) conducted an in-depth study of a

meeting between a principal and his school council and
argued that the principal used his position and authority to
influence the decision of the committee.

Gronn's work

emphasizes the strategies of principals in controlling
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others' behavior, but does not describe how others constrain
principals' decisions.
Peterson (1983) found that principals in small school
districts attend more central office meetings than those in
large districts.

He concluded that small district

principals were more constrained because, being out of their
buildings more often, they had less time for self-initiated
activities.

However, if the views of Gronn (1984) and

Morris et ale (1981, 1984) are considered, more meetings
with central office may also increase the principals'
opportunity to constrain the behavior of other
administrators.

As with other researchers, Peterson does

not differentiate central office meetings for type, purpose,
or participants.
The use of a task force, and its evolution into a
standing committee, was reported by Singer and Butler (1987)
in a study of the implementation of EHA in five school
districts.

In response to external pressure, the Milwaukee

School Board established an Exceptional Education Task Force
in 1971, as an independent advisory group to the board.
After successfully lobbying for statewide special education
legislation and negotiating terms of implementation with the
district, the task force was designated a standing
committee, serving as an advisory board to the special
education director.

-~-----
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Having already coopted the task force,
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the district thus increased its control over dissent,
substantially reducing the group's effectiveness as a
watchdog and its ability to marshall external pressure for
change.

Singer and Butler note that similar coaptation of

advocacy groups occurred in three others of the five school
districts they studied.

They conclude that one effect of

this structure has been to give greater power to special
education directors who manage the committees.
Matrix Teams.

When organizations face recurring

situations of complex interdependencies calling for
nonstandardized solutions, where each occurrence may require
the information and cooperation of different group members,
organizations may turn to a matrix structure for decision
making (Galbraith, 1973; Mintzberg, 1979; Sayles, 1976;
Thompson, 1967).

The basic structural principal of matrix

organization is dispensation of the principle of unity of
command, and direction of resource usage by two often
conflicting sets of managers (Mintzberg, 1979; Sayles,
1976).

Sayles points out, however, that there is no law of

nature to discourage three sets of managers.
structure is a committee.

Matrix

Unlike task forces, it is an

ongoing structure, institutionalized to address frequently
occurring problems of similar types.

Unlike standing

committees, the membership changes to meet the particular
needs of each occurrence.

~------
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Because of the frequencies and complexity of
interdependencies, a continuous process of brokerage is
required between, on the one hand, highly trained
professionals acting as advocates of technical goals and
restraints, and on the other, generalist advocates of the
system's needs.

If political goals and constraints are

added, decision making becomes even more problematic, and
forces a constant process of interchange and trade-off not
only between the overall system and its specialized
components and interest groups, but between and among those
in the interest groups themselves (Sayles, 1976).
Matrix structure is a most effective device for
developing innovative solutions and for coordinating
multiple interdependencies.

However, it requires highly

developed interpersonal skills and considerable tolerance
for ambiguity, and is no place for those in need of
stability (Mintzberg, 1979).
EHA implementation studies provide information about
the use of matrix structure in school districts.

The law

mandates that placement and program decisions for
handicapped children be made by multidisciplinary teams
composed of generalists, specialists, and parents.

The

teams' decisions are expected to be achieved jointly, after
input from all participants.
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Hargrove et al. (1983) found that multidisciplinary
team meetings were not held when students were placed in
resource rooms or received other part-time services.
Instead, screening and parental participation requirements
were fulfilled by resource teachers and principals.
Multidisciplinary teams were convened only when district
professionals believed that a student should go to a selfcontained class.

In addition, the Individual Education Plan

(IEP) was not developed by the team, but was designed by the
special education teacher after placement.

Thus, it

appeared that even when a multidisciplinary team was
convened, its purpose was not decision making, but to
formalize and document a previously made placement decision.
The analysis did not examine the roles taken by principals
or special education directors on the team, but suggested
that decisions were made within the school, prior to
inviting the district's director.
A similar pattern of prior decision making in placement
determinations was described by Singer and Butler (1987).
They found that direct contact with principals was routinely
used by special education personnel for informal negotiation
before the formality of convening an IEP team.

In some

schools, an IEP team manager met with the principal before
the IEP was formulated to see if a slot was available for a
child whom special educators wished to mainstream, thus
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allowing the principal to retain control over use of
resources in his building.

Singer and Butler also found

that, in four of their five schools, fewer than 50 percent
of parents had attended their child's most recent IEP
conference.

Matrix teams were convened, but in at least

half the cases, the need for matrix decision making was
avoided, as the specialists and principals had already
negotiated a decision through direct contact, and no parent
appeared to add a third dimension to the process.
Weatherly and Lipsky (1977) and Weatherly (1979)
studied the implementation of matrix teams in special
education, but focused on the role of parents and the
strategies used by district personnel to control parent
participation in decision making.

Weatherly and Lipsky did

note, in their study of seven elementary schools, that both
principals and specialists reduced the demand for resources
by simply failing to act on initial referrals from classroom
teachers, thereby obviating any need for mutual adjustment
through matrix decision making.
In their study of IEP committees, Gilliam and Coleman
(1981) investigated the relative influence of various
participants, as rated by team members.

They found that

specialists--special'education teachers, psychologists, and
special education administrators, in that order--were ranked
as having the most influence.

~--,---
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Principals actually exerted
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little influence in the proceedings, ranking even below
parents.

The authors speculate that specialists gain status

over principals in the IEP meeting because their expertise
fulfills the demands of the conference functions:
diagnosis, planning, placement, implementation, and due
process.

This may be a factor in principals' reported

tendency to avoid such meetings.
The information available from existing research
suggests that principals have a pattern of using direct
contact to handle building decision making.

They find

meetings with central office staff burdensome, and they
(along with special staff in their schools) act to
circumvent ERA requirements for matrix decision making by
controlling access to resources and by negotiating
placements prior to team meetings.
Most information about the use of mutual adjustment
mechanisms is available in studies of principals and their
staffs or of principals and their superintendents, both
hierarchical relationships.

Information about how the more

recently established, lateral position of special education
administrator fits into this system of mutual adjustment is
not yet available and will lead to a better understanding
of how directors coordinate special education activities in
the schools.

--_
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Summary
Research on the administrative control or coordination
of principals' work is minimal, and information about the
role of the special education director in that process is
almost nonexistent.

Studies indicate that principals

require and exercise great autonomy in their schools.

There

is data to suggest that their high level of autonomy is
necessary in order to fulfill a primary operative goal of
IIkeeping the peace", which includes maintaining the support
and cooperation of the parents in their community and of
their school staff.

commitment to this goal is enhanced

through performance evaluations of principals, which stress
the importance of public reaction.

The use of rules and

regulations, while widely promulgated in the public schools,
is problematic in actual practice.

Especially in

environments that are complex or unstable, principals
approach the application of rules with flexibility,
balancing technical requirements with political demands.
Direct contact appears to be the dominant mode of
administrative communication and decision making.

While

this is the simplest of the lateral coordinating mechanisms
in terms of structure, it is also the only one functional
under the most difficult circumstances.

The few studies

which have investigated the implementation of matrix
approaches in public schools at the administrative level
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have concerned ERA requirements, and results indicate that
the use of direct contact often predetermines outcomes.
There is an almost complete lack of information about
the work of middle level central administrators in school
districts and how they operate to fulfill their
organizational functions.

If, as the literature suggests,

special education directors have advisory authority only,
and principals are expected to act with great autonomy to
balance the needs of their schools, how do directors
influence the activities and decision making of principals
in order to bring districts into compliance with ERA?
The review of the literature leads to another, more
general question.

Is the lack of information about use of

certain coordinating mechanisms, such as liaisons or
integrating managers, because they are not used in the
public schools?

Or does their absence result from studies

which have assumed certain structural characteristics rather
than first exploring and describing carefully the
relationships which exist among school administrators?
These

~~estions

suggest the need for research which

examines not only the organizational relationship that
exists between special education directors and principals,
but also the various informal and unstructured linkages and
processes within which they work.

While the use of

coordinating mechanisms identified from organizational
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literature provides a guideline for investigation, and has
already pointed out a gap in information about school
structures, there is a need for an exploratory approach that
can describe administrative work as it actually occurs.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The selection of methodology for this study was
conditioned by its exploratory nature, and by two major
requirements of its theoretical framework.

The open systems

approach calls for the identification of the operative
structures of the school districts, including informal or ad
hoc structures which may arise outside of those formally
designated in organizational charts.

The political

perspective on coalition building and decision making
requires an understanding not only of outcomes of action,
but also of the intentions of individual actors.

The need

to explore the actual workings of the administrative
structures in school districts, and to gain an accurate
description how they function in relation to the
implementation of EHA, necessitated an approach which
allowed both for first hand knowledge and for participant
interpretation of the phenomena (Marshall & Rossman, 1989).
For these reasons, a qualitative approach was chosen (Goetz
& LeCompte, 1984).

The guiding procedural principle of qualitative
research is direct examination of ongoing organizational
life.

The most elementary question in research, and the
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most difficult to adequately answer, is, "What is going on
here?"

Qualitative methods give precedence to the aims of

revelation and disclosure over those of explanation and
prediction in order to attempt to answer this basic question
(Van Maanen et al., 1982).
The methods of qualitative research entail entry into
the everyday life of the setting chosen for study.
Researchers must value participants' perspectives on their
worlds and seek to discover those perspectives; they view
inquiry as an interactive process between the researchers
and participants; and they produce primarily description and
rely on people's words as the primary data (Marshall &
Rossman, 1989).
The literature review suggests that six mechanisms are
used in the coordination of organizational behavior, some of
which have been examined in previous research into the work
of principals or other school administrators.

The use of

these mechanisms is believed to be related to organizational
and environmental contingencies, which influence the choice
or efficacy of mechanisms (Mintzberg, 1979).

In order to

study this hypothesized relationship, it was necessary to
investigate more than one school district and to observe the
use of coordinating mechanisms in a variety of environmental
situations.

A mUltisite study was planned, involving

districts chosen to reflect different levels of stability
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and organizational complexity, size, and legal structure
(i.e., unified, elementary, or high school districts).
The practicalities of combining on-site investigation
with multiple sites and a finite timeline led to the
decision to use first person field interviews as the primary
data gathering technique.

This method allows for the

collection of a large amount of data relatively quickly.

It

also provides the opportunity for immediate follow-up
questions and clarification, and where two or more
respondents are available within the same organization it
allows the researcher to check for common understandings and
perceptions, strengthening conclusions drawn from the data
(Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Marshall & Rossman, 1989).
Document collection was planned as a supporting technique of
data gathering, but this was found to be ineffective, for
reasons which will be discussed.
The use of field interviews following a hypothetical
framework provides an "outsider perspective" on
organizational behavior.

Because the categories of data to

be collected are specified according to preselected
theories, the interpretation of what is observed is not
necessarily obvious, natural, or perhaps very interesting to
those studied (Van Maanen, 1982).

However, Van Maanen

points out that this approach has advantages.

The

information that is gained through an outsider perspective
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based on established theories contributes to a larger
understanding of organizational life by helping to extend,
reconstruct, or disprove existing theoretical perspectives.
It allows for comparison and integration with previous and
future research, a factor which in this case may help to
improve the unfortunate lack of cumulativeness and linearity
in the research on control in school system administrative
structures (Peterson, 1983).
In summary, this research is designed as a formalized
mUltisite qualitative study (Firestone & Herriott, 1984).
The study employs formalization in the prior codification of
variables, in the standardization of data collection through
interview protocols based on theoretical constructs, and in
the systematic classification of verbal data to prespecified
categories.

This approach allows for comparability of

qualitative data across sites (Firestone & Herriott, 1984)
and for the use of some quantitative analysis of the data
(Junker, 1960).
Data Sources
Data were collected through field interviews with
special education administrators and principals in selected
school districts, utilizing interview protocols developed
for each of the two positions.

Twelve school districts in

the state of Arizona were contacted by phone and letter (see
Appendix A), and asked to participate in the study.

-------

._-

Two,
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both high school districts, declined.

Access to both the

special education director and principals was gained in
seven of the ten districts that agreed to participate in the
study.

In three districts, two elementary and one unified,

only access to the special education director was available.
In four districts, access was provided to every principal,
but time constraints allowed for taking advantage of this
opportunity in only one district.

In the high school and

elementary districts, at least two principals were
interviewed.

In all but one of the unified districts, at

least three principals were interviewed, representing
elementary, junior high, and high schools.

In most

districts, principals were identified for interviews by the
central administrator who gave permission for the research.
Interviews were scheduled with each administrator by
phone, and were conducted by the author in the
administrator's office.
two and a half hours.

Each interview lasted from one to
Questions were asked according to the

prepared protocol, and administrators were encouraged to
expand on those questions as they wished.

Probing questions

were asked often to encourage the respondents to share all
aspects of an issue, especially their own intentions,
beliefs, and thoughts.

The pattern of responses that

emerged in the interviews was that the administrators
generally answered questions fully and carefully.

Most
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appeared comfortable discussing how things ran in their
districts and schools, and many seemed to actually enjoy the
opportunity to discuss their work.

Very often, when the

questions were complete, the administrators continued the
conversation, discussing their work histories, philosophies,
and concerns.

A total of 31 interviews was completed, 10

with directors and 21 with principals.
In the original research plan, documents were to be
collected, including district special education policies and
procedures, principals' job descriptions, special education
administrators' job descriptions, district organizational
charts, curriculum guides for special education programs,
and curriculum guides for selected regular subjects and
grade levels.

In the first districts entered, these

documents were requested.

Almost invariably, special

education administrators and principals found it problematic
to collect them.

In those cases where job descriptions were

available, they were denigrated, usually with comments that
they were old, no longer applicable, did not reflect the
administrator's work.

organizational charts may have

existed somewhere in the districts, but principals and
special education directors did not appear to have them
available.

Curriculum guides for regular education had been

developed in most districts, and some principals brought
them out, but separate curriculum guides for special
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education programs did not appear common, possibly because
of the emphasis on mainstreaming handicapped students into
regular classrooms.

In two districts where the directors

indicated that there were curriculum guides for special
education, both stated that they were outdated and that the
district needed to develop new ones.

It became obvious

early in the interviewing phase that written policies and
procedures were not a salient factor in the daily work of
these school administrators, an observation made by Sproull
(1981), and later borne out by the data from this study.

It

was decided not to pursue this part of the research plan,
but to concentrate instead on the interviewing process,
which was clearly yielding a great deal of relevant data.
The Interview Protocols
Interview protocols were designed for directors (see
Appendix B) and for principals (see Appendix C).

The

development of the interview protocols was based on a
careful review of the literatures pertaining to the roles of
the special education administrator and of the school
principal in regard to special education programs, and to
the use of coordinating mechanisms in school districts.

The

questions were designed to elicit information about the use
of six coordinating mechanisms identified and defined in the
literature on organizational governance:

commitment to

common goals, direct supervision, standardization of skills,

mrwu;
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standardization of outputs, standardization of processes,
and mutual adjustment.

In addition, information was

gathered about variables identified as affecting the use of
coordinating mechanisms.

These variables include

environmental and structural characteristics of the schools
and districts, and individual characteristics of the
administrators.

Some questions were adapted from the study

by Peterson (1983).
Initially, the protocols were sent to three principals
(high school, junior high, and elementary), and two special
education directors who would not be taking part in the
study.

The administrators were asked to review the

protocols and recommend changes which might improve the
applicability of the questions to the work life of
practicing administrators.

Suggested alterations were

incorporated into the protocols.
During the course of the interviews some questions were
altered when it was found that changes in wording elicited
richer, and sometimes more spontaneous responses.

For

instance, the question, "How would you describe your
district's philosophy toward special education?" was
expanded with the phrase, "What really matters?"

Wherever

such phrases were added routinely, they have been included
in the protocols displayed in Appendices Band C.

~--.-

.... --"
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The Sample
A stratified sample was drawn from school districts in
three counties distributed across the southern, central, and
northern parts of the state, in order to provide variation
in geographic location, socio-economic and ethnic
composition, and political environment of the districts.
Districts from these counties were selected to reflect
variation in size, as defined by the number of students
enrolled, and in type of district--elementary, high school,
or unified.

The 10 participating districts were classified

as "elementary" if they operate no high schools, as "high
school" if they operate only high schools, and as "unified ll
if they operate both elementary (including middle and junior
high schools) and high schools.

Background information

gathered about the school districts and the directors is
summarized in the following descriptions of each
participating district.

Immediately following each

description, in table form, is information about the
principals interviewed in that district.
The names of the districts, and any names of
individuals presented in this study, have been changed.
Therefore, any name used is fictitious, and any inadvertent
association to an actual district, community, or person is
purely coincidental.
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Table 1.

Sample of districts.
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Maricopa Elementary District
Located just outside the limits of a large, university
city, the Maricopa Elementary District serves a suburban and
rural area of attractive homes, small ranches, and horse
farms.

The families in the district are middle to upper

class, with many professionals.

About 5% of the district's

students are minorities, and the student mobility rate is
low.

After several years of declining enrollment, the

number of students has now stabilized, and slight growth is
anticipated.
The parents in the district are responsive and
supportive of the schools.

The district makes a strong

effort to respond to parents' concerns so that things don't
"get to a point where they have to push".

There are no

organized groups in the community pushing for or against
changes in the district.

Last year the voters

overwhelmingly approved an override election to provide
additional operating funds for the schools.

There has been

one special education due process hearing in the district,
described as "a friendly one", in which the parents and
school district disagreed with the state department of
education over the placement of a student.

The district

administration encouraged the parents to initiate the
hearing, which was settled to the satisfaction of the
district.
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The special education administrator was appointed from
within the district, and has other major administrative
responsibilities as Director of Curriculum and Instruction.
He had previously been a principal, teacher, and dean.
,

'-

has a low key, thoughtful manner.

He

He visits each school two

or three times each week, is well known to all the special
education teachers, and has a personal relationship with
each of the principals.

He is eloquent in discussing his

philosophy of schooling, and has clearly committed himself
to development of that philosophy in the special education
programs of the district.
Three principals were interviewed in the Maricopa
District (see Table 2).

Table 2.

Principals interviewed in the Maricopa District.

Principal

Gender

Years of
Teaching

Years as a
Principal*

Highest
Degree

Elementary

F

6

1 (12)

Masters

Elementary

M

8

10 (19)

Masters

Junior High

M

10

3

( 3)

Masters

*The first numeral under "Years as a Principal" indicates
the number of years as principal in the present school; the
second numeral, in parentheses, indicates the total number
of years as a principal.
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Pima Elementary District
The Pima Elementary District is an inner city urban
district, located in the state capitol.

The district

includes decaying neighborhoods, empty and boarded
businesses, unoccupied warehouses and light industries, and
railroad spurs.

The population of the community is low

income to blue collar, with many disadvantaged families.
Eighty eight percent of the students in the district are
minorities, and enrollment is declining yearly.

Student

mobility is "extremely high", with student turnover in some
schools exceeding 60 percent each year.
A group of parents have organized a move to have a
Montessori magnet school developed in the district.

other

than that group, parents' involvement with the schools is
ordinarily generated by district initiated activities, and
parents are responsive to these efforts.

Two years ago the

community approved a bond election to build a comprehensive
junior high school.

The district has never had a special

education due process hearing.
The director, whose title is Director of Pupil
Personnel Services, was hired from outside the district five
years ago.

She had served as administrator of special

education in two different districts in the state prior to
her appointment at Pima.

committed to decentralizing

handicapped programs, the director has energetically pursued
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a course of empowering principals in special education
matters.

This has required wresting control from the

centralized and powerful psychology department and changing
staff perceptions about how decisions should be made.

She

has established a strong peer relationship with the
principals, and is actively involved in the administrators'
group in the district, having served as a negotiator for
administrative salaries.

Her contacts with principals are

often social as well as professional.
In the Pima Elementary District, no principals were
available for interview.
Ashwood Elementary District
The Ashwood Elementary School District serves 12,000
students in a university city which is part of the greater
metropolis surrounding the state capitol.

The district's

attendance area includes the city's urban center, middle to
upper class suburban neighborhoods, and rural areas which
encompass large, irrigated farms and enclaves of
impoverished Hispanics and Native Americans.

The minority

enrollment of the district is 30 percent, ranging from 1% in
some schools to over 50 percent in others.

Under federal

desegregation guidelines, the district is busing to improve
ethnic balance in some schools.

The overall mobility rate

among students is 30 percent to 40 percent each year and
increasing, with the highest rates in the urban areas where
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cheap motels abound.

After several years of declining

enrollment which led to the closing of some schools, the
district's enrollment has now stabilized.
Parents in the district are interested and supportive.
Except for some organized parent involvement during the
period when schools were being closed, parents generally
become involved with the schools through district committees
and P.T.A. groups.

The community approved elections in the

last two to three years for school bonds and to override the
district operating budget.

There has been one special

education due process hearing in the district, and strong
efforts are made to mediate differences with parents.
The special education director in the Ashwood
Elementary District was appointed from within the district
four years ago.

He had previous experience in both regular

and special education teaching, and as a principal.
Although his title is Director of Student Services, he fills
a more extensive administrative role in the district,
including setting the agenda for and chairing the
principals' meetings.

The superintendent is retiring at the

end of this year and appears to have largely withdrawn from
day to day duties.

The resulting vacuum in administration

has been filled by the Director of Student Services.
energetic, articulate man, he appears to have

An
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a close and collegial relationship with the principals, who
express trust and respect for him and seek his advice.
Three principals were interviewed in the Ashwood
District '(see Table 3).
Table 3.

Principals interviewed in the Ashwood District.

principal

Gender

Years of
Teaching

Years as a
Principal

Highest
Degree

Elementary

F

8

1

( 9)

Masters

Elementary

F

12

7

(14)

Masters

Junior High

F

7

4

(16)

Ed. Spec.

Palo Verde Elementary District
The Palo Verde Elementary District, an urban school
district, is the largest elementary district surveyed.

It

serves an area of the capitol city which includes middle to
low income families, living predominantly in neighborhoods
of low to moderately priced single family homes.

The

district's students are 10 percent to 15 percent minorities,
with mobility rates that vary considerably from one area of
the district to another.

Overall, the district enrollment

is growing slightly.
For several years, Palo Verde has had highly structured
formats for parent input.

School parent groups and citizen

advisory committees are organized by the district, and the

-~----.-.
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community is brought into a strategic planning process.

The

central activity each year is a dinner involving parent
representatives from the various schools.

There are no

active groups in the community pushing for or against
specific school programs, and this is attributed to the
proactive stance of the district, which "heads off these
things".

After turning down bond or override elections the

year before, the community approved extra operating funds
for the district in 1986-87.

The district has recently had

a special education due process hearing, the cost (over
$18,000) and effect of which were quite problematic to the
district.
The special education administrator was appointed from
within the district three years ago and had previously been
a principal for 16 years.

with the title of Director of

Pupil Personnel Services, he is responsible for
psychologists and school nurses as well as special education
programs.

He visits each school in the district two times

each year (some more often on occasion), and emphasizes
using itinerant personnel as a vehicle for communicating
with principals.
No principals were interviewed in the Palo Verde
District.
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Rincon High School District
The high school district surveyed is located in a
university city near the state capitol, and includes urban
and suburban areas, with families ranging from low income to
professional socio-economic levels.

The district averages

25 percent minority students, with some schools as low as 10
percent and some as high as 40 percent.

Enrollment is

stable, and yearly student turnover is low to moderate.
Parents in the district are responsive and predictable
in their interactions with the schools.

There are active

groups in the community interested in various aspects of
curriculum; the board works proactively with such groups and
community relations are very positive.

It is pointed out

with pride that voters in the district have approved every
bond and override election put before them.

The district

has never had a special education due process hearing.
The Director of Special Services was appointed from
within the district, where she had been a special education
teacher and counselor.

She has now been the special

education administrator for twelve years.

She is a strong,

assertive administrator who operates as a peer with the
principals.

As one principal put it, she"

• screams and

cries for her piece of the pie; she's a strong lady, easy to
get along with."
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Three principals were interviewed in this district (see
Table 4).
Table 4.

Principals interviewed in the Rincon District.

Principal

Gender

Years of
Teaching

Years as a
Principal

Highest
Degree

----------------------------------------------------------High school

M

7

11 (11)

Ph.D.

High School

M

4

10 (10)

Ph.D.

High School

M

6

12 (12)

Ed. Spec.

Cottonwood Unified School District
The four schools of the Cottonwood School District are
located in sparsely populated, rolling grasslands close to
the Mexican border.

Up to half the students come from low

income or disadvantaged families and qualify for free lunch.
The remaining families include middle class, managerial, and
professional people who have chosen rural homes and commute
to a nearby city or worksite, and wealthy ranch or farm
owners.

About a third of the students are minorities,

almost exclusively Hispanic.

Student turnover is about 20-

25 percent in a year, with the overall enrollment stable or
slightly growing.
In general, the parents of the district are responsive
and supportive of the schools, although the Hispanic
parents--some of whom are illegal aliens--tend to be more
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passive.

There are no groups organized in favor of or

opposed to specific programs in the schools.

The last bond

or override election for additional school funds was held a
year ago, and was passed by the voters.

The district has

been involved in one special education due process hearing,
six years ago, involving appropriate placement of a severely
emotionally handicapped elementary student.

The district's

position was upheld in the hearing officer's decision.
The Director of Student Services is in his first year
with the district, and has responsibility for a variety of
special programs in addition to those for handicapped
students.

He was hired from outside the district, with

close to 20 years of experience in special education
administration.

During his months as director, he has so

far concentrated on becoming familiar with the personnel,
programs, and processes of the district.

Previously, the

Cottonwood District had a school psychologist coordinate
special education processes, and principals had taken the
leadership role in managing special education, Chapter I,
ESL, and gifted programs.

Administrative roles are now at

the beginning of a period of transition as the director's
position is incorporated into the administrative structure.
Three principals were interviewed in the cottonwood
District (see Table 5).
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Table 5.

Principals interviewed in the cottonwood District.

Principal

Gender

Years of
Teaching

Years as a
principal

Highest
Degree

Elementary

M

7

12 (12)

Ph.D.

Junior High

M

7

16 (16)

Masters

High school

M

3

4

(14)

Masters

superstition unified School District
The superstition unified District has seven schools in
a relatively compact area geographically.

It is situated at

the outskirts of a large city and includes many trailer
parks, low to moderately priced homes, and remnants of the
rural areas that characterized the area until the last 20
years.

Enrollment in the schools is form 80 to 90 percent

Anglo, with socio-economic levels from low income and blue
collar to middle class.

Overall, the level of enrollment is

stable, although the student mobility rate is high.
Parental involvement varies from one school attendance
area to another.

In a school located at the center of

large, relatively new housing developments, parents are
responsive and assertive.

In other areas of higher mobility

and lower income, parents tend to be passive and compliant
or apathetic.

However, there are active community groups

organized in opposition to or in support of specific
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programs and services, such as sex education, Aids policies,
bilingual education, and bonds for a new school.

Last year

the voters approved an increase in taxes in order to
increase the operating budget, and next year the district
expects to put up a bond election for new buildings.

The

district has never been taken to a special education due
process hearing.
The Coordinator of Special Education has been in the
district for one year, and was hired from outside the
district.

A relatively young man, he came from the midwest

with an impressive background, including previous
administrative positions with a social service agency and
with a state department of ,education.

His position with the

district is part-time as a school psychologist.

He finds

this combination of roles to be frustrating, and is
recommending that his position be changed to one of fulltime
administrator.

He feels that there is much to do in the

special education services of the district, including
changes in structures, attitudes, and programs, and he is
taking a proactive, assertive role toward that end.
In this district, three principals were interviewed
(see Table 6).

--_._--

._-

99

Table

6.

Principals
District.

Principal

Gender

interviewed

Years of
Teaching

in

the

Superstition

Years as a
Principal

Highest
Degree

Elementary

F

11

Junior High

M

5

5 (18)

Ed. Spec.

High School

M

2

1

Masters

2

Masters

( 2)

( 1)

Saguaro Unified School District
Si tuated on the rapidly growing outskirts of a large
ci ty ,

the Saguaro school District is in great flux as it

changes from a predominantly rural area to a suburban area
of closely built,

moderately priced housing developments.

The district is split geographically by the state's major
interstate freeway.
established,

To one side stretch the large,

irrigated

farms

which

once

provided

long
the

majority of students for the schools and whose owners still
dominate the politics of the district.

On the other side

spring the row upon row of developer built homes.
the district has about 10 percent minorities,

Overall,

al though in

one older school near the freeway 75 percent of the students
are minority and the same proportion are disadvantaged.
population of the district in general is blue collar to
middle class.

New students by the hundreds enter the

The
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district each year, but once enrolled, the turnover rate is
low.
Parents in the district are responsive and assertive.
Vocal community groups have organized in support of or
opposition to various programs and administrative decisions.
Although voters have approved bonds for construction of new
schools, they have twice in the past three years turned down
override elections, refusing funds for the district to
exceed its base level operating budget.

The district had,

under a previous special education administrator, taken a
tough stand in dealing with parent concerns and has not
hesitated to enter special education due process to resolve
disagreements.

Several such hearings have been held, with

one pursued to Federal District Court.
The current special education director was hired last
year from outside the district, and plans to leave at the
end of this, his second year.

He has considerable

experience teaching in both public schools and colleges, and
has over 20 years experience as a special education
administrator.

He has a very calm and thoughtful manner, is

appreciated by principals as a "good listener", and appears
much more interested in mediating disagreements with parents
than has been common in the past.

He states that he is

leaving his position because of frustration with the very
limited resources available for handicapped services.
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Four principals were interviewed in the Saguaro
District (see Table 7).
Table 7.

Principals interviewed in the Saguaro District.

Principal

Gender

Years of
Teaching

Years as a
Principal

Highest
Degree

1 ( 2)

Masters

----------------------------------------------------------Elementary

F

18

Elementary

M

4

3

( 3)

Masters

Junior High

M

5

2

( 2)

Masters

High School

F

9

2

( 4)

Masters

Pinewood Unified school District
Under the direction of an energetic and assertive
director, the special education programs of the Pinewood
District have undergone significant changes.

The school

system, which serves the community of Pinewood and 200
surrounding miles of rural area, including the small town of
Roseman and portions of an Indian reservation, had for years
placed all handicapped students in self-contained classes
removed from the regular school curriculum and structure.
The current special education administrator has brought
about a restructuring involving less restrictive placements
and integration into regular programs.
The overall enrollment of the district is about 30
percent Native American, although some schools in the town
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of Pinewood have almost none of these students.

The next

largest minority group is Hispanic, about 10 percent, with
most of the remaining 60 percent Anglo.

Socio-economic

levels range from low income and blue collar to professional
families associated with the university located in Pinewood.
The district enrollment is growing, and the student turnover
rate is low.
Overall, parents of the district are interested and
responsive to the schools.

There is a group of parents

organized to support gifted programs, but the group is seen
as "active, not extreme".

Although the voters approved one

override and two bond elections in the last several years,
the one presented to the voters this year was voted down.
The district has been involved in a special education due
process hearing, though not in the past four years.
The supervisor of Special Education was hired from
outside the district.

She has previously been a regular

classroom teacher, counselor, and administrator in both
regular and special education.

She had also been an

assistant professor at a large university, and is very
articulate and outspoken, with well formulated positions on
the relationship between regular and special education.
Although her progress in the district has not always been
smooth, she has successfully established herself as a member
of the administrative team who must be taken seriously.

The
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superintendent is reported to have wondered aloud, "How did
she get all that power?", but also to have sent her flowers
in appreciation of her handling of a very difficult
situation.

Principals respect her expertise and feel they

can rely on her in difficult situations.
Two principals were interviewed in the Pinewood
District (see Table 8).
Table 8.

Principals interviewed in the Pinewood District.

Principal

Gender

Years of
Teaching

Years as a
Principal

Highest
Degree

Elementary

M

4

1

( 7)

Masters

High School

M

10

8

( 8)

Masters

Desert Willow Unified District
Desert willow is one of the largest districts in the
state.

Although it serves several suburban areas, it is

chiefly an urban school district covering the center of the
state's second largest city.

The district has a 43 percent

minority enrollment, and has for some years been operating
under federal desegregation directives, busing students to
achieve racial balance.

The district went through several

years of declining enrollment, but has now stabilized and is
experiencing slight growth.

However, the slight growth is a

balance of rapid increases in enrollment in newer areas, and

-=----- -- -. . -.
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declining enrollment in older, more centrally located
schools.

In order to deal with its various enrollment

imbalances, the district has established magnet programs to
lure middle class, Anglo students to selected schools.

The

overall mobility rate in the district is moderate, but
again, this is an average of areas with very high mobility
rates and others which are very stable.
In this large district it is difficult to characterize
the interaction of parents with the schools, except to say
that it varies from one extreme to the other.

In some parts

of the district, there is apathy; in other parts there is
assertive involvement.

There are many organized groups in

the community which are actively pressing for and against
programs or decisions in the district, and some groups are
skilled and aggressive in utilizing the media in their
causes.

In elections this year, voters turned down both

bond and override proposals for the district.

The district

has twice been taken to special education due process
hearings, receives requests for such hearings three or four
times each year, and has established the position of
ombudsman to deal with these and other challenges to
district decisions.
The special education administrator, titled Acting
Director of Pupil Services, stepped into her position during
this school year when the previous director accepted a

..
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position in another state.

The Acting Director has been an

administrator in the district for ten years, and was a
special education teacher before that.
quiet, methodical manner.

She has a very

Her primary focus is at the

policy level, and she supervises an administrative staff of
eight assistant directors and 14 program specialists.
Although she has fewer contacts with principals than most
otHer special education administrators interviewed, she
speaks knowledgeably about programs and concerns in various
district schools.
No principals were available for interview in this
district.
See Table 9 for total of all administrators
interviewed.
Analysis of the Data
The interview data was subjected to two iterations of
analysis:
1.

Computer assisted analysis.

Information responding to the preselected categories
outlined in Appendix D was coded for computer assisted
analysis.

utilizing SSPS, frequency distributions,

percentages and cross tabulations were generated to compare
the identified variables.
summarized on coded cards.

The results of this analysis were
This process provided

information about the frequency of use of different

,
I
I

Table 9.

Administrators interviewed .

•ur.U~lSn:ATORS lXltla"lI.\rr,"i.:J

I

HIr.1I
II SCHOOL

tI.f:'IL'TA!:Y

!1.arlcopa

DIlECTOl

1~"TaVI£\..tD

yes

PI ...

I

7"

Alhvood

yes

.. I

Palo

\·~rc!r

,.

P.lnco:l
yes

,

I

707.\:-

l:;lrll'
Cottonvood. Su;ten:'t.o!'!!s~;u.aro!'lnC\o"Oo~~ ~~~~

yes

!

y..

!

y ••

I

I,

res

i ,...
,

I

:0

i
I,

I
i

nIIICIPAI.S

u;rnVI~'ED

2

0

2

0

-

1

1

2

1

0

,

1

0

1

0

-

1

1

1

0

0

s

El_CDUt}'

PT1Dc:1pda
Jomlor lU,b

Prlaclpda
Bleh School
PrlDclpala

TOTAL
TOTAL Il!Tt1VIEI/S

- - - - 3
------ --- - --- -- --- - -- - -- -----, -- - -- 3
3
3
1

0

3

0

1

3

1

1

0

2

0

7

----_.
21

31

I-'

o

0'\

107

coordinating mechanisims in relation to preselected
variables.
2.

Descriptive analysis.

This analysis required transcribing onto charts all of
the information collected form each district, including all
direct quotes from each administrator interviewed.
Information recorded on each district's chart included:
a.

identifying information for each
administrator,

b.

individual and school characteristics
identified in the computer analysis as having
a possible relationship with the use of
coordinating mechanisms,

c.

individual responses of each district
administrator to each question indicating use
of a coordinating mechanism, including
frequency of use, persons involved in the
use, or issues involved in the use of each
mechanism,

d.

information from each administrator about the
structure of his/her district, including
size, dispersion, centralization,
formalization, and differentiation,
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e.

information from each administrator about the
environmental stability and complexity of the
district,

f.

each comment offered by each administrator,
either during or after the interview,

g.

any observations or additional information
noted by the interviewer.

This process provided an array of information for each
district, formatted by individual respondent within sections
collating all information about each coordinating mechanism,
including direct quotes.

This allowed for comparison within

and among districts, while retaining the quality and depth
of each administrator's responses.
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CHAPTER 4
PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE DATA
This chapter presents the analysis of the information
collected through field interviews.

Analysis includes both

qualitative and quantitative examination of the data.
chapter is divided into seven sections.

The

The first six

sections examine the relationship between principals and
special education administrators within the framework of the
six coordinating mechanisms identified from the literature:
commitment to common goals, direct supervision,
standardization of skills, standardization of outputs,
standardization of processes, and mutual adjustment.

The

final section synthesizes the findings into an integrated
description of the strategies used by special education
administrators to coordinate the work of school principals.
commitment to Common Goals
The overarching goal of EHA is that each handicapped
student will receive a free, appropriate public education in
the least restrictive environment.

Supporting provisions

elaborate this goal as including individually designed
programs for each child with decisions about resources and
services made by a multidisciplinary committee which
includes the parents.

------_.-

--

.-.

Each public school district is
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required to adopt this goal in its written policies, and to
renew its commitment to the goal in yearly applications for
federal funding.
However, analysis of administrators' discussions of
"what really matters" in their districts reveals clearly
understood, districtwide operative goals that are not
necessarily congruent with the spirit of formal goals.

The

high level of intradistrict congruence among administrators
was striking, particularly given variation among districts
in their goals for special education programming.

However,

within each district there was little confusion or
misunderstanding among principals and directors as to what
focus was expected of them.

The focus of operative goals

appears to be strongly influenced by district type and by
environmental factors.
Type of District and District Goals
Among unified districts, almost all personnel present
their district's goals for special education programming as
limited to maintaining compliance.

The Superstition

District, with its new director, is only now concentrating
on integrating handicapped programs into regular schools and
programs, a requirement that has been part of the federal
regulations since 1975.

The director stated that "The

district has looked at it as minimal compliance--enough to
get by."

Special education had been "outside, separate.
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We're doing some convincing that special education can be
integrated."

The comments of the principals in this

district indicated that some convincing had, indeed, been
done.

They mirrored the director's understanding that

special education should not be "a separate entity, but part
of the team, treated as an integral part of the school

. . ." ,

and that "[t]hese kids have the same rights to a

quality education as other kids.

We're obligated. ••

"

In the Saguaro Unified District, where the director
indicated his frustration with the limited resources
available for handicapped students, the high school
principal described the district philosophy as "very
traditional.

They just don't look at needs and services.

We provide minimal services."

One elementary principal

explained, "I really don't think much attention is paid.
don't think people in charge understand • • • they're not
interested in program development.
than meaning to be that way."

It's ignorance, rather

When asked what really

mattered as far as the board and the superintendent were
concerned, another elementary principal responded simply,
"Money."

This emphasis on providing minimal levels of

service would partially explain the unusual number of
special education due process hearings initiated against
this district, where potential conflict with parents of

I
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special education students does not appear to be a
significant constraint on administrative decision making.
The director of the Desert willow Unified District, the
largest district sampled, presented her district's goal for
special education as " • • • being in minimal compliance.
The tone is such that it's a pain."

After a moment's

thought, she added, "Some willingly care about all
students."

Likewise, in the Pinewood Unified District, the

position of the board and superintendent is described as

..

• conservative, although they do care about kids

care about quality."

The Pinewood District elementary

principal commented that what matters is "being in
compliance, doing things to meet audit standards.

As far as

the district is concerned, they see compliance with mandates
as a primary concern."
For the most part, in unified districts goals were
represented in rather simple terms, as centered on
implementation of the most basic expectations of the law.
The primary concern was aChieving correct compliance.

The

one unified district that exceeded such a basic commitment
in its stated goals was the Cottonwood District, a rural
district operating in a moderately stable and simple
environment.

The special education director, in his first

year with the district, indicated that he had not yet taken
a strong leadership role, but was gradually getting to know
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the personnel and the programs.

Both he and the principals

characterized the district's philosophy toward special
education as "supportive" and "sympathetic to the needs of
children", and as "providing a meaningful education program
to all children • • • allowing the child to develop into a
well-rounded, self-sufficient member of society."

The

importance of special programs' cost was noted by one
principal, but not denoted as the primary focus:
sympathetic to the needs of children.

"They are

However, they are

quite concerned about expense."
In contrast to the unified districts, district goals in
all but one of the elementary districts went beyond basic
implementation of the law.

Elementary administrators tend

to focus on students rather than on legal requirements,
processes, or funding, describing as important "The student-the whole student", "The student comes first", "Very childoriented--to insure that every child will be treated as a
unique person", "To help the child • • • to really support
them", "We like to make decisions in favor of students", and
"Trying to be as much for all kids as you can--we pour
ourselves into them."

with the exception of the director of

the Pima Elementary District, no administrator in an
elementary district mentioned compliance as a focal issue in
the governing body's philosophy toward special education.
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In the Rincon High School District the emphasis is
neither on compliance nor on students as individuals, but on
outcomes, particularly those pertaining to successful
completion of high school.

Comments included statements

such as, "We want to see progress ll , "They pride [themselves]
on their low attrition rate.
getting them through.

The number one thing is

They're proudest of: 'We've

maintained this kid and got him through'", IISafety, welfare,
self-esteem, socialization, future employment."

The goals

for the special education programs reflect the challenge of
accomplishing with handicapped students what is currently
and publicly expected of high schools in general--to prevent
dropouts and to produce employable high school graduates.
This goal was also identified by a high school principal in
a unified district, (" • • . to keep special education kids
in school") but was not identified by any elementary or
junior high principal.
Thus, both unified and high school districts articulate
instrumental goals, focusing on activities which can be
objectively measured.

For unified districts, the common

goal expected of administrators is that they achieve minimal
compliance with federal and state regulations.

For the high

school district, and perhaps for high schools within unified
districts, the expectation is that students will complete
school, preferably with employable skills.

Elementary
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districts, however, present more ambiguous goals, difficult
to define objectively but congruent with the formal goal of
ERA.

Elementary administrators are expected to recognize

and appropriately serve "the whole child".

The elementary

and high schools do not articulate goals for special
education that are discernibly different than those
established for nonhandicapped students.

Elementary and

high school districts enjoy a lower level of differentiation
among students and staff and are able to direct the
district's goals toward the specific needs of their student
populations.

Unified districts, with their broader span of

student needs and greater organizational differentiation,
rely on the simpler goal of compliance, which is applicable
to all levels, and to which all administrators can be held
accountable.
Environmental Factors and District Goals
Environmental factors may influence the choice of goals
in school districts.

Districts which are operating in

stable environments appear more likely to have operative
special education goals which go beyond minimal compliance
and are congruent with the intent of their formal goal.
However, dealing with a variety of changing demands and
needs reduces the human and financial resources available
for development of more refined agendas for specialized
programs.

Furthermore, institutions facing many conflicting
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demands often assume a defensive posture, reacting to the
most pressing needs rather than seeking ways to enhance
required services.
Three districts, one elementary and two unified, that
appear to have very basic operative goals, focusing on
compliance and funding, function in school environments that
are both complex and unstable.

Desert Willow, Saguaro, and

Pima are the three districts in the sample which face the
most problematic and demanding situations with their
communities.

Two of these districts have had recent bond or

override requests turned down by their communities.

Two

have been challenged in formal special education due process
hearings which led, in one instance, to extended litigation.
Two have suffered declines in enrollment, while the third
has had explosive growth, requiring the building of six new
schools in six years (representing an increase of 150
percent in the number of schools in the district).

Two

districts are urban districts with inner city schools, and
all three have active, organized groups in their communities
lobbying for or against various school programs.

One has a

minority enrollment of 43 percent, while another has 88
percent minorities.

Such varying and problematic

contingencies constrain districts' ability to pursue any but
the simplest goals.
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Multiple Goals in School Districts
The existence of multiple goals among administrators is
common in school districts (Peterson, 1983), where building
and program administrators must meet the demands of central
office, while simultaneously satisfying the needs of their
respective client groups.

The individual goals of special

education directors most often expressed a commitment to
developing specialized services and quality programs for
handicapped students in order to meet children's needs.
Among directors in districts with goals of minimal
compliance, comments included, "If I could influence [the
district goals] • • • to offer a continuum of educational
services to facilitate the maximum achievement of
educational and social potential • • . ", "I'm an advocate, a
spokesperson for handicapped kids and parents

. . ." ,

"Within the special education department, our slogan is, 'We
can make a difference'."

Such statements indicate a

commitment to more than meeting the letter of the law, and
are congruent with the districts' formal goal.
Although some special education administrators are
actively attempting to reform special education structures
or attitudes in their districts, they clearly understand
that their own goals for special education exceed those of
the superintendent and the governing board.

One example is

in the Pima Elementary District, where the director is

118

aggressively pursuing decentralization.

During the course

of the interview she returned repeatedly to her
decentralization efforts, its effects on principals and
teachers, and the consequent battles with entrenched and
centralized interests.

Her commitment to developing

autonomy among principals and to encouraging development of
innovative alternatives in special education is intense and
pervasive.

Yet, when asked what really matters in the

district, she replied, "That we • • • are legally correct."
This director was hired by the previous superintendent who
understood and accepted her philosophy of school based
decision making for special education.

The district's new

superintendent apparently has more controlling inclinations
("He was the business manager--he wants to control
everything!").

When asked whether this has created conflict

for her, the director replied that it had not.

The

decentralized approach was already in place when the new
superintendent took office, and he "just thinks this is the
way it's always been."

It was possible, she noted, that

conflict could have arisen, but there were "no complaints
from principals.

I'm sure there would have been if they

were unhappy."
Principals were asked whether they are in agreement
with their district's goals for special education, or
whether they would change them (see Table 10).
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Table 10. Changes in district special education goals
desired by principals.

----------------------------------------------------------Desired
Changes

Elementary

Jr. High

n

n

%

%

High
School
n

%

Total
n

%

----------------------------------------------------------No change

1

11.1

3

60.0

3

42.9

7

33.3

More emphasis
on quality

4

44.4

0

00.0

0

00.0

4

19.1

More emphasis
on regular
teachers

2

22.2

0

00.0

1

14.3

3

14.3

More
resources

1

11.1

0

00.0

1

14.3

2

9.5

Less
paperwork

1

11.1

0

00.0

1

14.3

2

9.5

More
attention to
behavior
disorders

0

00.0

2

40.0

0

00.0

2

9.5

Less
autonomy
for special
education

0

00.0

0

00.0

1

14.3

1

4.8

----------------------------------------------------------Seven principals stated that they would not change
their district's goals, either because they did not believe
that they can ("Districts don't have the latitude to
change", "I don't think it's our district's special
education pOlicies.

We're getting policies form the federal

government"), or because they are comfortable with them
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("I'm comfortable with the laws", "What we're doing is very
functional", "I'd really do what we're doing now").

Two

principals, in different districts, indicated that although
they are in agreement with their district's policies, they
prefer the way it had been before implementation of EHA:
"We did a better job before the law.
diversified district.

This is a very

We had an approach to

individualizing, and we had the resources [before state tax
equalization reduced this district's funding].

The law is

very cumbersome", and "There was no due process; we could do
what we wanted."
Among principals who would like changed focus in their
districts' special education programs, some want more
emphasis on the role of the regular classroom teachers ("The
one thing I would do is more inservicing of regular staff",
"I'd change the focus to help the classroom teacher", "Give
the classroom teacher more emphasis on owning kids--Iet the
teacher realize it's up to them"); others want more
resources ("Programs need expanding; support services need
to be increased", "We need more resources and more
personnel") or less paperwork ("I think the feds should see
how it affects us.

There's lots of paperwork.

If there was

some way to do the same job in the least amount of time--I'm
not sure how.

Getting rules from elsewhere isn't good",

"Special education people are continually buried in paper
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when you first see 94-142, you pull your hair
we're frustrated with the management of it • • • ").

Four

principals, in four different districts, indicated a desire
for more attention to student needs:

"You can't change the

amount of money you get, but you can certainly change
attitudes.
kids.

We're looking at creative ways to deal with

What can we do within the law to benefit kids more?",

"There needs to be more concern given to giving quality, not
just meeting rules", "I'd make them • • . more humane",
"More interactive learning, focusing everything on the
child.

More experimentation--coordination of work--I would

like to see integration."

Two junior high principals, one

in a unified and one in an elementary district, feel that
they need "more addressing of behavior disorder".
Only one third of the principals believe that their
district's approach to implementation of special education
programming should not be changed, suggesting "personal
motives" (Simon, 1976) congruent with their district's
operative goals.

However, of that group, two believe that

they are so bound by federal mandates that they could not
make changes, and their acceptance of their district's
philosophy appears less a statement of agreement than of
resignation to implacable forces.

Two thirds of principals

would like to see change, suggesting a lack of agreement
between their personal motives and district goals.

The
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areas identified as needing reform are quite diversified,
and appear to reflect the diverse difficulties principals
face in responding to district goals while maintaining
effective instructional programming and staff efficiency in
their individual schools.
In those districts where change is taking place, the
movement is in the direction of more integration of special
education into regular schools and more authority and
leadership for principals in special education processes.
This type of reform provides principals with more autonomy
in dealing with special education staff in their buildings,
offering more opportunities to pursue personal motives, but
also brings to principals more direct experience with the
constraints and "red tape" of special education regulations.
In some districts, reform is part of the agenda of the
central governing authority.

In others, it is the agenda of

the special education administrator and extends beyond the
goals articulated by the superintendent and governing board.
In either case, the special education administrator is seen
as the agent of change.

Directors were asked how they bring

about change with principals and gain support for compliance
or reform in special education matters.
In three districts, directors mentioned the positive
effect on principals of clearly expressed support for
special education by the central governing authority.

As

123

one director put it, "The support I receive from my
supervisor and from the superintendent and the Board suggest
to the principals that what is in place is necessary, good,
what they want..

" I n the Maricopa and Ashwood

Elementary Districts, in which administrators identified
more ambiguous, child-centered goals for their special
education programs, the directors (both dual-responsibility,
central administrators) described their own roles in
encouraging a child-centered approach towards handicapped
children.

The Ashwood director emphasized the delegation of

responsibility for special education programs to the
principals, and support for flexibility, innovation, and
creativity.

The Maricopa director described "a subtle sales

job", in which he works actively with teachers and the
psychologist, developing common goals and encouraging
specialized personnel in schools to "talk to the principal;
show (special education's) importance."

As he reflected on

his efforts over the previous three years, he mused, "I do a
lot of coaching with teachers and the psychologist •
teachers are really the carriers."
In the Pinewood, Pima, and superstition districts,
which are undergoing significant change in their special
education programs, the directors describe their efforts at
moving from separately structured special education services
or processes to a more integrated approach.

All emphasize
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one-to-one interactions directly with principals:
a personal basis--an n of one.

"It's on

I relate to each

individually", "Being blunt, inservicing constantly and
individually--I do a lot of stroking", "I try to anticipate
issues and contact the principal."

The directors in these

districts, lacking the authority of the dual-role
administrators in the Maricopa and Ashwood districts, tend
to rely heavily on direct personal contact, persuasion, and
encouragement, an approach which allows them to respond to
the particular situations and needs of individual principals
and their schools.
As might be expected, when varying goals and
commitments exist in an organization, conflict arises.
Directors, in discussing principals' attitudes about special
education programs, were often emphatic about the existence
of such conflict, despite their attempts to work
individually with principals and to recognize their needs.
They state that principals "

• wish it would go away and

leave them alone", that they see special education as "
a necessary evil .
buried", and"

a couple would just as soon it was
it isn't quite evil, but they're not

certain that all we offer is essential • • • much wouldn't
exist if they had a choice", "At least one sees special
education as a pain, useless.

The other five view it as a

necessary part of the educational program, . • • although
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I've noticed that special education doesn't always get a
fair shake."

One director characterized as most principals'

attitude in her district that special education is a "pain
in the ass.

For most, it's just something else they have to

comply with."
Some principals were very outspoken about their
negative feelings in regard to special education.
school principal complained that it was "

A high

• the tail

wagging the dog; it's gone too far--too many rules and
regulations.
it."

The child in the middle is left out.

I resent

Another high school principal, in a different

district, expressed some hostility toward the independence
of the special education staff in his school and his lack of
control over the programs:

"In this district, special

education is like a foreign country, an island unto itself.
Principals don't get involved.

I don't participate • • • •

What I've tried to do is ask, 'What in hell are you doing
down there?'

Not that, 'This is what

X want,' but there's

. . • not much accountability outside the fraternity itself.
I question enrollment.
in them. •
legal stuff."

I question classes with 2 or 3 kids

I don't want to be involved in all that
An elementary principal observed, "The

biggest agony of my life as a principal has been special
education."
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Principals' resentment toward programs intended to
bring benefit to needy children was also noted by Morris et
al. (1984), who attributed the negative attitude to the
burden of balancing a variety of new demands imposed on
urban schools, such as improvement in student achievement,
desegregation of faculties, requirements for bilingual
education, the development and management of magnet schools,
and reduction of budgets, in addition to compliance with
EHA.

However, most administrators interviewed in this study

do not face this spectrum of contingencies.

In fact, two of

the most outspoken critics of the law have been in small,
stable, rural or suburban districts since its inception, and
have not faced the plethora of demands which impacted the
large city principals of the Morris et al. study.
Nevertheless, there is clearly a conflict in attitudes about
EHA between principals and special education administrators,
which is apparently keenly felt by some directors.

Morris

et al. (1984) explain the conflict:
In response to each new command,the principals of
most systems have struggled to acquaint themselves
with new regulations and procedures handed down
through the hierarchy. They have tried to bring
their schools into compliance with each new
guideline, to acquaint their staffs with
complicated changes in procedure, and integrate
the new requirements into ongoing instructional
programs of the school. The broad scope,
intensity, and number of new programs have made
managerial difficulties sometimes seem
insurmountable.
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In many schools there brews a deep anger and
resentment toward the new programs. Teachers have
been required to divert their energies away from
regular programs to accommodate the new demands;
at the same time, staff and clerical resources
have been reduced • • • the principals themselves
have bridled at • • • each new onslaught of
paperwork • • • (pp. 162-163).
In at least one district, conflict has also arisen
between the special education administrator and the
superintendent.

A principal in the Pinewood Unified

District, where the director has instituted a restructuring
of services, commented, "The superintendent is supportive
. . • (but) he and (the director) tangle on spinoff
problems."

Special education directors may see their role

as encouraging certain operative goals and fostering change,
not only with principals, but with superintendents as well.
They do not describe themselves as simply carriers of
established district thrusts or as maintainers of minimal
compliance.

However, as most of them hold positions as

staff administrators, they generally lack the formal line
authority to do more.

They, therefore, turn to personal

contact, attempting to convert, persuade, convince,
encourage, and perhaps intimidate principals into accepting
expanded goals for special education in their buildings.

As

one director commented ruefully, "I've said so often, I lack
the power to do what I have to do [ i.e., bring about
change].

It must be done by moral suasion.

the powerless."

It's change by
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Direct Supervision
The special education director's role may be that of
line administrator, staff advisor or administrator with
specialized functional authority.

Line administrators have

the authority over individuals and groups to make final
decisions and to compel obedience to those decisions.

Staff

advisors have no authority to make final decisions, but act
in an advisory or administrative capacity without power of
enforcement.

Administrators with functional or situational

authority have the power of final decision over specialized
functions or processes, but not over individuals or groups
except as they participate in those specialized functions
and processes (Flippo & Munsinger, 1982) (see Table 11).
Only one principal, head of an elementary school in the
Ashwood Elementary District, stated that the special
education director has line authority over principals.

She

qualified her statement by noting that the line authority
was

II • • •

implied, not on the flow chartll.

The Ashwood

director, alone among the special education administrators
in the sample, also believed that he has line authority over
principals, although the other principals in the district do
not share this perception.

The differing perceptions may be

explained by recalling that the Ashwood director has other
central office administrative duties which involve authority
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Table 11.

Line authority of special education directors.
(In your district, does the special education
director have line authority?)

Elem
n

Principals
Jr. High
n
n

%

Elem.
n

Directors
Jr. High
n
n

%

Over principals
Yes

1

0

0

4.8

1

o

o

10.0

No

9

4

7

95.2

3

1

5

90.0

Over Regular Teachers
Yes
No

0

0

0

0.0

1

o

o

10.0

10

4

7 100.0

3

1

5

90.0

Over Special Education Teachers
Yes

6

3

0

42.9

3

1

1

50.0

No

3

2

7

57.1

1

o

4

50.0

over principals and, according to one principal, has assumed
additional responsibilities as the superintendent withdraws
into retirement.

In the school year after this study was

conducted, the Ashwood director's responsibilities were
reorganized into two separate positions:
services and Director of Schools.

Director of Pupil

He is apparently

circumspect in exerting his authority, saying, "I do (have
line authority over principals), but I always go through the
principal."

This sensitivity to principals' autonomy was
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confirmed by the junior high school principal; in discussing
whether the director has line authority over special
education teachers, she answered, "Yes, but he doesn't use
it.

He delegates to the principal."
The Ashwood director was the only respondent, principal

or director, who indicated that the special education
administrator has line authority over any regular teachers.
Even the elementary principal who feels that he has such
authority over her believes that she alone has line
authority over her regular teaching staff.

principals are

emphatic about their autonomy, at least in regard to the
regular school staff.
In supervision of special education teachers, some
elementary and junior high principals yield authority to the
special education director and the directors in several
districts have assumed line authority.

However, in no

district was there agreement among all principals and the
director with regard to control of special education
teachers.

That finding suggests a lack of clarity about the

authority of both the special education administrator and
the principal when dealing with these specialists.
Elementary principals and directors in elementary districts
are more likely to perceive the special education
administrator as having line authority over specialists
assigned to individual schools, even though virtually all
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these principals are responsible for the professional
evaluations of special education teachers.

No high school

principal conceded line authority over any position, special
or regular, to the director, although the director of the
Rincon High School district believes she has line authority
over the special education teachers assigned to the various
schools.
It seems possible that these discrepant perceptions
about authority are linked to the many specialized functions
and processes of special education, which often involve
regular teachers and principals, as well as specialists.
Some respondents may attribute line authority to directors
when in fact they only have functional authority over
processes such as referral, evaluation, and placement of
handicapped students.

Principals and directors were asked

to identify those positions over which the special education
administrator has such functional authority (see Table 12).
When dealing with specialized processes, the special
education administrator is perceived as having increased
authority over school personnel.

A majority of the

directors feel that they have functional authority over
principals and special education teachers in matters
relating to handicapped programs, and close to half believe
that they have such authority over regular teachers also.
Although more principals yield functional authority than
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Table 12. Functional authority of special education
directors.
(In your district, does the special education director have
functional authority?)

Elem

Principals
Jr. High

n

Elem.

n

n

%

n

Directors
Jr. High

n

n

%

Over Principals
Yes

2

1

1

19.0

3

1

2

60.0

No

7

4

6

81.0

1

o

3

40.0

Over Regular Teachers
Yes

5

1

1

33.3

2

1

1

40.0

No

4

4

6

66.6

2

o

4

60.0

Over Special Education Teachers
Yes

7

3

2

57.1

3

1

3

60.0

No

2

2

5

42.9

1

o

2

30.0

line authority, only a minority acknowledged doing so
regarding themselves and their regular teachers.

Even when

considering special education teachers, only a small
majority of principals states that the director wields
functional authority.

Most principals believe that only

they may make final decisions for their schools, and that
special education directors serve in staff positions as
expert advisors.
schools.

This belief is particularly strong in high

While 70 percent of the elementary/junior high
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principals concede functional authority over special
education teachers to the director, 70 percent of the high
school principals deny that authority (see Table 13).

Table 13. Functional authority of special education
directors over special education teachers.
(Does the director have functional authority over
special education teachers in your building?)

Principals
Elementary/Junior High
%

n

%

10

71.4

2

28.6

4

28.6

5

71.4

n

Yes
No

High School

A principal in the Rincon High School District, in
discussing distribution of authority, explained that the
director has " • • • staff authority, perhaps some line over
the department head.

But I think she'd come to me."

The

director, however, operates under the assumption that she
has functional authority over principals and all teachers,
" • • • I'm told, where it relates to the legal end of
special education."

The high school principal in the

cottonwood District pointed out that the director is new
this year and that his responsibilities are still being
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determined, but " • • • my understanding is that I have the
final direction.

He and I will collaborate."

A collaborative mode is described by most principals,
who often characterize the contribution of the director as
the specialized knowledge expected from a staff position.
"We're about equal.

I want to hear what he has to say.

rely on his expertise", "We mutually agree.

I

He gives

guidelines, an indication of what the board wants, and I
give my input", "It's usually a team effort, even in
litigation • • • collaboration", "It's a collegial
relationship.

We speak openly.

Compromise is worked out.

I'd be surprised if there was a better working
relationship."

Rather than focusing on the partition of

authority, in discussions of actual interaction most
principals emphasized the use of mutual adjustment through
direct contact and expressed respect for the expertise of
the special education administrator.
Administrators who lack authority on a routine basis
may acquire the power to make decisions in specific
situations which demand their specialized expertise.
Respondents were asked whether there are occasions when the
special education administrator assumes such situational
authority (see Table 14).
While most principals indicated that the special
education administrator does not ever direct their actions,
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Table 14. situational authority of special education
directors.
(Does the special education administrator ever outline a
course of actions for principals to follow?)

Elem
n

principals
Jr. High
n
n

Elem.

Directors
Jr. High

%

n

n

n

%

Yes

4

o

2

28.6

2

1

4

70.0

No

5

5

5

71.4

2

o

1

30.0

a similar proportion of directors indicated that they do.
Only in the Pinewood Unified District was there agreement
between the director and principals on this issue, with
everyone stating that the director has on occasion directed
the actions of principals.

The high school principal

explained, "She outlines or advises.
expert.

She's the resident

If it's federal regulations, there's no discussion;

it's done."

However, the director's comment suggested that,

even after four years in the district, her expert authority
is not yet accepted by all principals:
been here since year one.
not expel that child.'

"Two old boys have

I keep telling them:

'You may

They're coming around."

In the other districts, there was disagreement between
principals and the director on this question.

Two

principals from different districts who described the
special education administrator as lacking either line or

, "'-

136

functional authority over principals stated that their
directors do sometimes outline a plan of action for them,
thus assuming situational authority.

However, in discussing

how such direction takes place, most principals described
situations in which they have already decided what action to
take, and the director outlines the process through which
they can accomplish their goal.

"We've gotten information,

like how to go about a process, the procedure • • • in
suspensions", "Dealing with discipline, in order to get from
square one to square five • • • what our duties and
responsibilities are to accomplish that", "There was a
parent concern.

We went through some methods of attack."

In these descriptions, the director retains a staff role,
bringing specialized expertise to the decision maker.
Some principals who denied that the director ever
directs their actions qualified their statements with
comments such as, "It would be a mutually agreed upon
course.

No one has a definitive answer--these are complex

situations.

We do brainstorming."

Such comments suggest

mutual adjustment through direct contact.

A junior high

principal, who has been an administrator in her district for
17 years, emphasized her autonomy, noting that she has
gained the respect of the superintendent by operating her
school autonomously, and she does not expect or want
direction from central office.

However, she knows that the
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director does provide direction
the

cottonw~od

If • • •

for some people".

In

District, where the director is in his first

year, an elementary principal explained, "He hasn't had the
opportunity.
happening.

He's trying to get familiar with all that's
I've tried to push more on him.

I wish he'd

take more responsibility for programming."
Most situations in which the special education
administrator assumes situational authority involve the
discipline of handicapped students, especially suspension
and expulsion.

other occasions for authority shift are a

need for low-incidence specialized programming ("Only for
special needs--I contact him immediately.

Like the legally

blind student . • • • "), and mentioned in the very large
Desert willow Unified District,

If • • •

teacher problems

. there are 10 or 20 teacher problems per year."
With the exception of the Desert willow and Ashwood
Districts, respondents indicated that occasions requiring
the director to assume situational authority are rare:

"Two

cases in two years", "Not this year", "Five times in the
past year", "Not often", "TWo times in the past year".

The

director of the Desert Willow District, however, estimated
that 20 to 30 such situations involving students come to her
office each year, although most are handled by subordinate
special education administrators.

The director of the

Ashwood Elementary District similarly stated that he assumes
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situational authority" • • • constantly, every day.
Eighteen of the twenty-three principals are very comfortable
calling me for advice."

He did not clarify how frequently

the requested advice is about special education or some of
the other administrative responsibilities he has assumed.
Three directors stated that they never specify a course
of action for a principal.

The director of the Maricopa

Elementary District indicated that although he has not given
mandates to principals in the past, he planned to do so
"

• next year.

I'll direct principals to change their

role in MDCs (multidisciplinary conferences)."

In the

cottonwood District, the first year director indicated that
he exercises no authority--line, functional, or situational-leading the elementary principal to express the hope that
the director will assume more authority and responsibility
after settling into the job.

The only other director who

assumes no authority over principals or teachers is in the
Palo Verde Elementary District.

He explained, "I research

the law--especially suspension--and changes in regulations.
I utilize a lot of teachers.

I train a coordinator in each

building and keep them updated on legal changes--the special
education teachers--I keep them trained as a resource to
principals."

This director, who had been a principal in the

district for 16 years before assuming the special education
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administrator's position three years ago, apparently
responds to the principals' preference or building autonomy.
All but two of the directors in the sample indicated a
belief that they exert some level of direct control over
principals, at least in specialized situations, but most
principals suggested that even when special education
administrators enter the decision making process in the
schools they do so in a staff role.

They offer expert

advice and assist in accomplishing a course of action
determined by the principal.

It is noteworthy that in only

one district is there agreement about the scope or type of
authority wielded by the director.

In the other districts,

there appears to be confusion, or at least a lack of
clarity, about the authority of the special education
administrator in relation to the principals.

The concept of

line-staff division is well accepted by the administrators,
but as Galbraith (1977) cautioned, it is much less clear in
practice than in theory.

The frequent mention of

collaboration, or mutual adjustment through direct contact,
appears to be the compromise through which the principals
and directors have avoided potential conflict regarding the
partition of authority.
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standardization of Skills
Selection of principals
The initial selection process for administrators in
public schools is carried out by state agencies and, to a
lesser degree, by universities, as aspirants complete the
steps necessary to acquire an administrative certificate.
The required programs leading to principal certification in
Arizona include courses in supervision of educational
programs, curriculum, school finance, and school law, but do
not include any preparation in special education (in fact,
there is no requirement that special education
administrators have any coursework in special education).
Although certification itself provides no information about
training in special education, it is possible that districts
screen applicants to assure that they have had such
training.

Principals were asked whether they had had any

special education classes in their college preparation (see
Table 15).
Seven principals had completed at least one course in
special education, and three had certification as special
education teachers.

Two principals with such certification

are in the Superstition Unified District, one of the
districts with governing board members having specific
interest in special education.

Without knowing how many

applicants with a background in special education presented
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Table 15. Principals' formal training in special education.
(Have you taken any special education courses?)
Principals
Elementary

Junior High

High School

%

n

n

n

Courses Taken

2

1

1

19.0

Special
Education
Certification

1

o

2

14.3

No Courses

6

4

4

66.7

themselves for consideration, it is not possible to know
whether this percentage of principals with special education
training represents the maximum possible out of the
candidate pool, or whether it represents a chance selection.
However, it is clear that most principals do not enter
school districts with a background in formal coursework
about special education programs.
In selecting from the interested members of the
certified pool, districts may emphasize any area of
expertise felt to be important to the success of the school
being staffed and of the district in general.

One measure

of the relative importance of special education concerns in
the hiring process is whether the special education
administrator participates in the selection of principals,
whether principals are asked interview questions pertaining
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to special education, and whether knowledge of or experience
with special education is an important factor in receiving
an appointment to a principalship (see Tables 16, 17, 18).
In discussing the selection process with
administrators, differences among elementary, high school,
and unified districts emerged.

In general, the selection of

high school principals does not include consideration of
knowledge or skills in special education.

In the Rincon

High school district, the special education director
participates in the screening but not the interviewing of
principal candidates.

Despite this participation, and the

fact that each principal interviewed in the Rincon District
recalled that questions about special education had been
asked during the interview process, the majority of
principals and the director both indicated that experience
in or knowledge of special education is not an important
factor in the appointment of principals.

This viewpoint was

shared by high school principals in unified districts.
In all elementary districts, the special education
administrator participates in the screening and/or selection
of principals, and questions specifically covering special
education matters are asked during most interviews.
However, even with such formal attention to special
education, no principal in the elementary districts believed
that knowledge or experience in special education
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Table 16. Directors' participation in interviews of new
principals.
(Do you participate in interviews for new
principals?)

Directors
Elementary
Districts

High School
Districts

n

n

Unified
Districts
n

Yes

4

o

1

No

o

1

3

occasionally

o

o

1

Table 17. Questions about special education asked in
principals' interviews.
(When candidates are interviewed for
principalships in this district, are they asked
questions about special education specifically?)

Principals
n
%
Yes
No

Don't recall

Directors
n
%

8

38.1

10

100.0

11

54.2

o

0.0

2

9.5

o

0.0
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Table 18. Importance of special education in the hiring of
principals.
(Is experience or knowledge of special education
an important factor in receiving a principalship?)

n

Principals
%

Directors
n
%

4

19.0

6

60.0

No

15

71.4

1

10.0

DK

1

4.8

o

0.0

In some schools

1

4.8

3

30.0

Yes

is an important factor in the selection process.

The

significance of the inclusion of the special education
administrator in the selection process in elementary
districts is confounded by the fact that, in half of these
districts (Maricopa and Ashwood), the director serves in a
dual role and has important administrative interests other
than special education.

For example, the Maricopa director

is also responsible for curriculum and instruction
throughout the regular program, a much more extensive
responsibility affecting many more teachers and students
than his responsibilities with special education.

His

presence in the interview process likely reflects this major
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aspect of his job, rather than signifying particular value
placed on special education in the selection of principals.
In unified districts, the importance of special
education in the selection process is minimal.

In general,

special education directors do not participate in the
interviews of candidates for the principalship, questions
about special education matters are seldom part of the
interview process, and principals do not feel that
experience or knowledge of special education was an
important factor in their selection.
Exceptions to these patterns of selection were found
under two conditions.

When the school being staffed is a

"composite" school, a school with highly visible,
specialized programs for moderately to severely handicapped
students (such as trainable mentally handicapped or multiply
handicapped), or a school with "lots of special education",
both principals and directors indicated that previous
experience or knowledge of special education is an important
factor in principal selection.

Conversely, several

principals explained the lack of attention to special
education in their selection with comments such as, "We
don't have a special program", even though all but one
principal is officially responsible for supervising a
resource program for mildly to moderately handicapped
students in his or her building.
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A second condition which influenced the principals'
selection process was the make-up of the governing board.
In the Maricopa and superstition Districts, where some
members of the board have an active interest in special
education, principals indicated that experience with
handicapped students was an important factor in their
selection.

One superstition District principal, one of

three in the sample who has certification as a special
education teacher, stated that she had been asked no
questions about special education in her interviews.
However, she commented that "they had knowledge of my
background; it had to be a plus.

A couple of members of the

governing board are very interested in special education.
Central office is not interested."

How such specialized

interests of governing board members, when they differ from
those of the districts' professional administrators, are
balanced in the selection of new principals, and the long
range effects on the district of the resulting decisions,
are interesting questions for further study.
In discussions of the hiring process, a pattern of
clearly different perceptions emerged between special
education administrators and principals.

Although not all

directors participate in the candidate interviews, every
director (100%) believes that questions about special
education are asked during interviews for the principalship,
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and most feel that knowledge or experience of special
education is an important factor in receiving a
principalship.

In contrast, only 38 percent of principals

stated that questions about special education were posed
during their interviews, and only 19 percent believe that
previous knowledge or experience of special education was an
important factor in their own appointments.

It seems likely

that the principals, who were present at their own
interviews, would be the more reliable informants on what
actually occurred.

The directors' responses may indicate

what they hope occurs, or what they think should occur, or
may reflect reassurances they have been given by superiors
that the interests of special education are attended to in
the hiring process.

The difference in responses may also

reflect the relative importance special education holds in
the individual role perceptions of principals and directors,
and role perceptions are shaped in part by experiences in
the selection process.

During selection new administrators

normally perceive that they are given a mandate either to
maintain the existing stability or to initiate change and
innovation (Hoy & Miskel, 1987).

Special education

directors and principals apparently receive different
mandates.

At the induction point, many principals are not

given the impression that special education, with its
required adaptations, is an important consideration in how

148

they run their schools, or in how the school district will
evaluate them.
Orientation and Training of Principals
One method of insuring that staff members have the
necessary skills and knowledge to carry out their duties in
an acceptable manner is through inservice training.

This is

a widely utilized approach to standardizing or improving the
work of teachers, and it is regularly used by the Arizona
state Department of Education (SDE) to impart new
information and skills to special education personnel in the
state.

Each fall, at least one major workshop is presented

to local special education administrators to update them in
special education laws, regulations, monitoring guidelines,
and funding.

Other workshops, dealing with specific issues

within special education, are scheduled in various regions
of the state during each school year.

In addition, a one

day service is provided periodically for newly appointed
directors to acquaint them with the state's expectations of
them in their new positions.
In order to determine whether similar methods are used
to insure that principals have the necessary skills and
knowledge to manage special education programs in their
schools, informants were questioned about training in
special education matters for principals (see Table 19).

-~---

-- --
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Table 19. Special education inservice provided for new
principals.
(When new principals are hired in the district, is
any formal inservice or training provided for
them?)

principals
%

n

Yes
No

Directors
%

n

1

4.8

3

30.0

20

95.2

7

70.0

When newly appointed principals begin their tenure as
schoolsite administrators, districts apparently do not
provide any systematic training in special education
matters.

This pattern is consistent despite the fact that

every principal interviewed except one has some type of
special education program in his or her building.

It is

also consistent regardless of whether principals were hired
from within or outside the district, whether they are in
their first administrative positions, or whether they have
had any previous experience with special education.

Formal

presentation of school districts' special education
guidelines and expectations does not occur.
A few principals in different districts indicated that
they had been given a copy of the special education
handbook, or a "packet of special education guidelines".
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However, one elementary principal summed up her orientation
experience, which is apparently commonplace, by commenting
that principals "learn by doing".
Although formal inservice is not given separately to
new principals, it is possible that they receive training
through ongoing inservice activities provided for all
principals in the district (see Table 20).
Table 20. ongoing training in special education provided for
principals.
(Does the district provide any ongoing training
for principals in special education matters?)

principals
%

Directors
%

n

Yes
No

n

5

23.8

4

40.0

16

76.2

6

60.0

In most elementary districts, principals perceive
directors as a source of on-going training in special
education matters.

In the Ashwood district, where the

director also has other administrative duties and authority,
formal workshops on various topics are organized for
principals each spring and fall.

Special education has been

a topic in some of these workshops.

In the Maricopa and
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Pima Elementary Districts, training is scheduled into
districtwide principals' meetings.
In the Rincon High School District, and in all but one
of the unified districts, organized inservice training on
special education is not provided for principals.
Principals' comments about such training reflect their
autonomy in determining their needs as they suggested that
training might be available "on demand", or "If we said
there was a need".

Their comments also reflect their own

view that such activities are best left ad hoc, responding
to the demands of specific situations ("It's left to our own
discretion", "More indirectly than directly, as we deal with
problems").

The last comment reinforces the previous

observation that principals are expected to learn by doing.
Although there is a lack of agreement between directors
and principals about whether skills in special education are
influential in the selection of new principals, there is
general agreement about formal training for such skills
after hiring.

Principals and directors in elementary

districts agreed that there is some effort to standardize
principal behaviors in regard to special education through
formalized training, but such training is not utilized in
the high school or unified districts.

From the directors'

perspective, in most districts, neither the means of
selection nor the formal process of inservice training
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creates any leverage or obvious influence opportunities for
reinforcing the importance of special education or the
principals' role in implementing the program.
Peterson (1983) also found that formal inservice
training is not generally used as a method of insuring
standardized behavior among administrators in school
districts.

His finding was that selection is the crucial

activity in the standardization of skills among principals,
with informal socialization serving to enhance and maintain
already established norms and values.

Because selection

relies on internalized values, it is a very effective method
of control, yielding high and stable commitment to chosen
norms (Ouchi, 1981).

The results of the present research

suggest that special education activities lie beyond those
areas considered central to principal responsibilities and
effectiveness and therefore are not addressed in their
selection or training except in special circumstances.

This

proposition is particularly true with high school
principals, perhaps because they delegate considerable
responsibility to subordinate administrators and department
heads, as opposed to elementary principals who are more
involved in instructional activities.
The primary method of insuring standardized skills
among principals is the selection process, because
administrators are chosen who have already internalized

~~-.-

..
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those norms and values desired by the district.
Administrative behavior and decision making activities are
very predictable as a result of this control mechanism.
Formal training and socialization in special education is
neither required nor common among principal candidates.
During the selection process candidates do not interpret
special education as an important aspect of their
performance in the district, and, thereafter, structured
inservice training is not used to develop skills or impart
values.
standardization of Outputs
Evaluation of Outputs
The most common method of evaluating the outputs of
public schools is analyzing student achievement test scores
(Wynn & Wynn, 1988).

Each year the state of Arizona

requires testing of students in grades 1-12.

Scores are

reported to the SDE for each grade level, school, and
district and the results often are publicized locally.
Achievement scores are used by many legislators, school
administrators, and others as a measure of the success of
educational programs.

principals and directors were asked

whether this information is collected for special education
students (see Table 21).
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Table 21. Separate reporting of special education students'
achievement scores.
(Are the achievement test scores of special
education students reported separately to the
central office?)

Principals
n
%
Yes

Directors
n
%

5

23.8

1

10.0

No

16

76.2

7

70.0

DK

o

0.0

2

20.0

The majority of principals and directors indicated that
the scores of their special education students are not
reported separately.

One principal in the Superstition

Unified District pointed out that "this year, they're
exempted (i.e., from state mandated testing) • • • certain
ones".

The junior high principal in the same district

explained that those resource students who take the test are
listed under their teachers' class lists, and included in
the aggregate on grade level.
In the cottonwood Unified District, the junior high
principal stated that he does not report the scores
separately, but that "central office gets a copy through the
scoring service.
and separately.

Special education scores are computed in
I think he (i.e., the director) reports
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them as Special Education."

However, in that same district

the elementary principal stated that his special education
students' scores are reported separately, but the high
school principal said that his are not.

The director, who

is in his first year in the district, was not sure what is
done with the scores.
One principal in the Rincon High School District
reported that special education achievement scores are
reported separately, but the director and the other
principals all stated that they are not.

In discussing why

achievement scores are not used to evaluate programs, one
principal explained that ".
Parents are concerned.
more important."

the community is very aware.

The community's evaluation would be

This district's focus on public response

rather than on statistical information to determine program
efficacy supports Peterson's (1983) finding that maintenance
of public support takes precedence over student test scores
in evaluating school effectiveness.

The conscious attention

to public reaction may explain in part the very positive
community support enjoyed by this high school district.
In the Ashwood Elementary District a strong effort is
made to include all special education students in state
achievement testing even though many could be exempted, and
all respondents agreed that the students' scores are not
reported separately.

One principal pointed out that
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individual evaluation results are also obtained on all
special education students, and reported to the special
education facilitator by the resource room teacher.

Whether

those data are used for documentary purposes or for program
evaluation was unclear.

The director strongly emphasized

the importance of viewing achievement testing as an
opportunity for integration, and insists that every
handicapped student possible participate in the testing even
though many could be exempted.

He commented that " • • • if

you don't, you make them different • • • it gives a double
message. II
The one district which systematically separates the
achievement scores of the special education students is the
Pima Elementary District.

According to the director, in

this district each school places " • • • all special
education scores under one teacher's name".

However, this

is not done to obtain information for program evaluation.
Rather, liThe purpose is to purify scores in the regular
classroom. II

Special education students tend to score

poorly on achievement tests (failure to achieve is a
criteria for placement in the programs) and regular teachers
and administrators are often very concerned that inclusion
of handicapped children in the classroom will skew the class
achievement profile, reflecting negatively on the teacher or
the school.

Aggregating special education stUdents' scores
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under one teacher's name reduces conflict over this issue
and facilities integration.
Thus, where achievement testing of special education
students is attended to, it is to facilitate student
integration, rather than to produce a measurable output
useful for evaluation and control of programs.

There was

considerable diffidence among both principals and directors
regarding test scores, even to the point of two directors
stating that they do not know what is done with the data.
Unlike any of the other coordinating mechanisms discussed,
standardization of student outputs generated no emphatic
responses except those of the Ashwood director, and his
interest was in regard to the testing process itself as a
factor in integration.
These results support the findings of other studies
that student achievement data are routinely collected, but
not used to evaluate and direct teachers or schools
(Glasman, 1986; Handler, 1986; Meyer et al., 1983; Sproull &
Zubrow, 1981).

The work of teaching and learning occurs

over time through a sequence of numerous, varied, small and
uncoordinated actions, and standardization of methods and
outcomes is very problematic (Glasman, 1986; March, 1978).
Efforts to control through standardization of outcomes often
leads to conflict and dysfunction in any organization as
individuals juggle work to produce the desired outcome,
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ignoring other less measurable goals of the organization
(Flippo & Munsinger, 1982).

Over time, a control system

based on such measurements is likely to systematically
reward a narrow range of maladaptive behavior, and lead to
conflicts with client groups (Ouchi, 1979).

In fact, the

recent emphasis on test scores in schools has generated just
such conflict over the goals of public education.

There is

now widespread criticism that schools have overemphasized
the basic skills measured through standardized testing,
failing to develop critical thinking and inquiry skills, and
that creativity among students and teachers is not
encouraged (Wynn & Wynn, 1988).
Respondents were asked whether principals are required
to provide any other data about their special education
programs on a routine basis (see Table 22).
Of the three principals who indicated that they
routinely report special education data to central office,
one is the elementary principal in the cottonwood District,
where a director in an administrative position has just this
year been hired.

In the past, principals had been

responsible for all special education activities in their
buildings, with a school psychologist coordinating the
processes of identification and placement.

No other

principal in this district stated that he reports special
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Table 22. Principals' reports of special education data to
central office.
(In the routine reports that principals make to
central office, are they required to provide data
or information about special education programs in
their schools?)

Principals
%

n

Yes
No

Directors
n
%

3

14.3

3

30.0

18

85.7

7

70.0

education information, however, and the director's
understanding is that they do not.
The other two principals are in the Rincon High School
District, and both indicated that they provide information
to the special education administrator about " • • •
placements, review of placements, alternative placements",
and other information including IEPs.

One principal

commented that the data is provided "more for information
than for approval".

However, the Rincon director, when

asked if principals routinely submit data on special
education programs to central office, responded, "Not
really.

A principal may select a special education program

to have as one of his curriculum reports [to the board]."
In these high schools, all special education matters are
delegated to a department chair, who is in frequent contact
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with the director.

The director has established a

management information system for routine collection of such
data as placement, numbers of students, ethnic breakdown,
and reports due, which is provided through the psychologists
and department heads.

It seems that some high school

principals regard themselves as the prime providers of
information about their schools, even when that information
is generally furnished through routine reports delegated to
their special education personnel.
Three directors stated that principals are required to
report regularly on special education programs.

In two

districts, the information required is restricted to
enrollment numbers, as part of the routine reporting of
student counts form each school, and includes no information
about the programs themselves.
The only director who indicated that principals are
expected to report special education program information
regularly is in the Pima Elementary District.

As part of

the decentralization of handicapped programs in the
district, principals have been given the responsibility for
the new Child study and Teacher Assistance Teams, and are
required to report on them to the Assistant Superintendent.
They are also required to report all disciplinary actions
taken with special education students.

These reporting

requirements are intended to support standardization in the
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implementation of certain procedures in the district, and
appear to be the only clear instance in the sample of the
use of standardization of outputs to control the behavior of
principals with regard to special education programs.
When the Pima director was hired from outside the
district five years ago, she entered a highly centralized
system established by a school psychologist who had risen
through the special education directorship to assistant
superintendent.

He had designed the information and

decision making processes for special eduction to flow
through the social workers and psychologists, who reported
to the director.

When a question about a handicapped child

or program arose in a school, the answer was sought at
central office.

According to the current director,

principals saw special education as off limits, beyond their
knowledge and skills.

The new director was not in agreement

with the established structure, and when she was hired "the
superintendent knew my philosophy • • • [which is to] let
the principals run their schools."
Three years ago, with the retirement of the assistant
superintendent who had designed the system, the director
embarked in earnest on a program to decentralize special
education.

She had already begun establishing her control

over the social workers and psychologists.

She noted that

the psychologists were the toughest to bring around, but
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"One thing I did that gave me a lot of esteem, I nonrenewed an incompetent psychologist.
years.

They fought for four

Now they respect me."

When she proposed placing the principals in charge of
the student evaluation teams, most principals were willing
but apprehensive, feeling that they lacked the knowledge and
skills to handle special education matters.

The director

provided formal inservice for them, and through routine
interaction continually reinforces their responsibility for
the staff and programs in their schools.

Schools were

encouraged to establish Teacher Assistance Teams in order to
address instructional needs of children through
collaborative assistance within the school, rather than
turning immediately to special education referral.

A formal

reporting system was established, with principals required
to report on their Child Study and Teacher Assistance Teams
(TAT) to the Assistant Superintendent.
After three years, the director now feels that the new
structure is successful.
For the most part, principals run their own
programs. That's what I want. I want them to be
aware of pitfalls, to be knowledgeable, to be
instructional leaders. I want to empower them, so
central office becomes a support • • • when I came
every special every education teacher, principals,
even speech therapists called here for every
question. My decentralizing has helped principals
to see special education as touchable • • • it's
been hard on the staff here [i.e., central
office]. Social workers and psychologists ran
special education; teachers had little say. Now
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principals see that teachers have knowledge of
their kids • • • out of 14 schools, about 8 have
taken the TAT, added extended resource, developed
alternatives for their schools. The psychologists
don't like it. They aren't calling the shots.
Although in most districts principals are not required
to report information about special education programs in
their schools to the central office, all directors collect
information directly from the special education staff or
through the routine procedures of the department.

In the

referral, testing, and placement of students and the
development and review of IEP's, considerable documentation
is generated which may be used to monitor and evaluate
programs.

When asked what information they collect about

the programs in the schools, most directors' responses
reflected a reliance on this type of procedural data (see
Table 23).
In discussing what information they collect and how it
is used, directors emphasized their responsibility for
procedural compliance in special education programs.

The

collection and reporting to the state of census information
is a yearly requirement, and the documentation of the
prescribed processes of special education are monitored
periodically by the SDE.

Data are apparently collected for
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Table 23. Special education data collected by directors.
(What other data do you collect about the special
education programs in the schools?)

Directors
n

%

Demographic or census data

7

70.0

Individual test scores

5

50.0

IEP's/Objectives mastered

4

40.0

Referral/placement data

2

20.0

Progress reports

2

20.0

Self evaluations of programs

1

10.0

Class ratios

1

10.0

Longitudinal studies

1

10.0
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Table 24. Use of special education data collected by
directors.
(How is this information used?)
How is this information used:
Directors
n

%

state reports

5

50.0

Program evaluation-Compliance

4

40.0

Planning, Projecting Needs

3

30.0

Evalution of Student Achievement

2

20.0

Board Reports

1

10.0

purposes of external validation, rather than to generate
internal change.
When asked about whether there is any systematic
provision of feedback about programs to principals, the
responses of the principals and directors presented a mixed
picture (see Table 25).
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Table 25. Feedback to principals about special education
programs.
(Does the central office ever look at the results
of special education programs in the schools and
give the principals feedback about them?)

Principals
n
%

Directors
%

n

6

28.5

8

80.0

No

14

66.6

2

20.0

Ok

1

4.7

o

00.0

Yes

Of those principals who indicated that they do receive
feedback, half are in the Rincon High School District, where
all respondents were in agreement that regular feedback
takes place.

The evaluation and feedback process in this

district occurs in writing, in cabinet meetings, and in
meetings with individual principals.

The director visits

each school about two times each month, and makes a point of
sitting down with the principal regularly to discuss needs
on that campus.

The director commented that she tries to

ask the principals each year what they perceive and want in
their special education programs, but that the information
flow tends to remain one-way, merely her providing data and
feedback to the building administrators.

Her difficulty in

creating a reciprocal sharing of evaluation information may

_ _ _ _ _ _ _

0_
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be due to the apparent lack of direct involvement these high
school principals have with their special education
programs.

All of them delegate to their department heads

operational responsibility for the programs in their
schools.

Indeed, in this district, the special education

director herself meets weekly with all the department heads
to discuss issues with them.

This structural and

communication arrangement may undermine her efforts to bring
the principals more actively into the evaluation and
feedback process.
Principals in the Maricopa Elementary District also
indicated that feedback to them about referral and placement
processes, about trends that may lead to staff changes, and
about program evaluation is a regular occurrence.

If

feedback is of a general nature, such as information about
trends in the district, it is provided through memos or at
administrative meetings.

Information that is school

specific is shared through direct contact in private
conferences.
In both of these districts, the distinction between an
effort to coordinate by providing information about
standardized outputs and an effort to do so through mutual
adjustment is unclear.

The use of direct contact and

administrators' meetings to provide information suggests a
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more interactive process, and may more properly be termed
mutual adjustment.
Only two directors stated that feedback to principals
is not provided.

In the Superstition unified District, the

new director expressed an intention to establish such a
process in the future by responding, "No, not yet."

The

director of the Pima Elementary District, actively involved
with principals in her decentralization agenda, also stated
that she does not provide evaluation information to
principals.

In fact, she illustrated her rationale by

commenting that when principals call her for direction about
staff or programs in their schools, her tendency is to
respond bluntly, "You're in charge of that • • •

"

The most common pattern of response in districts is
that principals feel there is no evaluation and feedback to
them about programs, while directors feel that there is.

In

most districts, at least one principal stated that feedback
flows in the opposite direction:

"They generally ask me for

feedback," "It's the other way,"

"It goes from principal to

central office."

One explanation for this difference in

perceptions may be that directors tend to focus on data
about compliance activities.

Their description of

information that they collect from special education staff
and through routine activities is primarily data required
for the state census, such as placements, categories, and
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demographics, or data to satisfy requirements for periodic
state audits, such as IEP's, individual test reports, and
progress reports.
Principals, on the other hand, tend to focus on the
immediate instructional needs of students and the resource
implications for the building.

The information most often

mentioned by principals as passing between them and the
special education administrator has to do with the number of
students in special education programs:

"

• number of

kids," " • • • the number of special education kids coming,"
"We look at the number of kids we have," "We submit the
number of students • • • • "

The need to have adequate

resources, to have sufficient teachers to accommodate
students' needs, dominates principals' concerns.
Although principals do not perceive the special
education directors as providing them with feedback about
programs, they do frequently mention the information that
they receive from the special education teachers in their
own buildings.

Their general perception is that they have

the most current knowledge of the special education programs
and needs in their schools, and that they themselves provide
such information to the central office.
"

Principals provide

• recommendations for new programs," " • • • types of

materials we need, facilities . • • what we need to
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provide," and, "The idea for extended resource came from
principals."
with one exception, that of the Pima Elementary
District, evaluation of outputs does not appear to occur
systematically, nor is such information used to control
principal behaviors in regard to special education.
Concomitantly, principals' concerns are with evaluation of
inputs (i.e., numbers of students) in relation to obtaining
resources from central office.
These findings support previous research, which has
concluded that schools are unwilling to utilize
standardization of outputs as a method of controlling
instructional activities and decisions (Meyer & Rowan, 1977;
Rowan, 1982).

Establishment of criteria for evaluating

results of work requires both unambiguous goals and clear
technology.

Schools in general have neither of these

prerequisites (Mintzberg, 1979), and special education
programs even less so.

While the traditional goal for

students may be completion of a core curriculum (McPherson,
Crowson, & Pitner, 1986), goals for handicapped students
differ from child to child, being individually selected as
part of the IEP process, which normally precludes normreferenced evaluative measurement.

Further, while there may

be accepted regularities of instructional technology, such
as use of adopted textbooks or standard student-teacher
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ratios, one of the stated purposes of special education is
to depart from such regularities in order to meet the
individual needs of handicapped students.

Thus, it would be

problematic for directors to attempt to control principal
conduct by evaluating the outcomes of special education
programs in the buildings.

Such an effort would undoubtedly

generate immediate conflict.
In special education, as in regular education,
administrators rely on a "logic of confidence" (Meyer &
Rowan, 1977) rather than on measured outcomes to coordinate
work.

There is an assumption that if properly trained

people are carrying out accepted processes with appropriate
resources, the work of the organization is being
accomplished.
Evaluation of Administrators' Performance
Measures of program outputs may also be utilized as
part of an administrator's performance evaluation.

In this

sample of school districts, over three-fourths of the
principals are evaluated by the superintendent, and the rest
are evaluated by an associate or assistant superintendent
(see Table 26).
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Table 26. Importance of special education in principals'
evaluations.
(How much do you believe your evaluation as a
principal depends on your performance with special
education programs?)

Principals
n

%

A great deal

2

9.5

To some degree

9

42.9

10

47.6

Not much

Almost half of the principals indicated that their
performance with regard to special education programs is
essentially not addressed in their professional evaluations.
A slightly smaller number stated that special education
programs are noted in their evaluations, but that it is
"just one other area," and "no more important than other
departments".

Two principals in two different unified

districts indicated that special education receives a great
deal of weight in their professional evaluations.

However,

the other principals in both those districts stated that
special education is not an issue in their evaluation.
One of the principals who believes special education is
influential in his evaluation is the principal of a high
school in the Pinewood School District, where adolescent

------.-.-
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trainable mentally retarded students are being integrated
into a regular campus for the first time.

This principal

mentioned the high visibility of this effort, and his
frequent interaction with the special education
administrator as concerns arise.

A major question, which

involved both school and central office staff, had been
whether a trainably retarded student, completing his school
career, could or should walk across the stage at graduation
(he could and did).

There was concern about public reaction

to conferring a high school diploma on an obviously retarded
person, whether this would be seen as "watering down" the
value of a high school education and diminishing the value
of the diploma.

Such concerns are understandable in a time

of criticism that schools are not rigorous enough, sometimes
motivating citizens to withhold tax support.

A principal's

management of such novel situations with high potential for
staff or community reaction, wherever they arise, is of
major concern to superintendents.

The ability to prevent

disruption, to maintain stability, to "keep things calm", is
a primary measure of principal effectiveness (Blumberg &
Greenfield, 1980; Morris et al., 1984), and success in
maintaining public support of the school has been found to
be the predominant factor in principal evaluations
(Peterson, 1983).
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standardization of Processes
Each district sampled had developed written rules and
procedures for special education functions, and every
principal interviewed stated that he had been given a copy.
In the Rincon High School District, one principal no longer
had his copy because he had loaned it out, and another
principal in the same district was not sure whether he still
had a copy, but knew that his department chairperson had a
copy.

Principals were asked about how frequently they turn

to the written rules and procedures for information or
guidance (see Table 27).
Table 27. Principals' use of written guidelines for special
education.
(HoW often do you refer to you district's written
rules and procedures for special education
functions?)

Elementary

Principals
Junior High High School

n

n

n

%

Often

2

o

1

14.3

Rarely

6

4

3

61.9

Never

1

1

3

23.8
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Principals do not often refer to their district's
written procedures.

Most stated that they may have used the

regulations more when they were new to their positions or
when the regulations were first written, but "
often any more.

I know them."

• not

Furthermore, many

principals' first inclination when an unusual situation
arises is not to search the written procedures for guidance,
but to call the special education administrator.

"The

director is very accessible, or I'd go to it [i.e., the
handbook] more"; "I usually ask the psychologist or Dan [the
special education administrator]"; "For EH students, we call
Jerry [the director]"; "I'd sooner pick up the phone and
call the director of special education."

These results

support the findings of Sproull (1981) that principals do
not rely on written rules, but seek oral solutions for their
problems.

Their preference is for direct contact and

personalized information which they feel is attuned to their
particular situation.
The most frequently mentioned reason for turning to the
procedures is concern about discipline of handicapped
students, especially suspension or expulsion.

Questions

about proper procedures for placement or for transportation
of handicapped students were also mentioned, but no
principal looks for guidance in matters of instruction.

176

In complete agreement, both principals and the director
in each district stated that the written rules and
procedures address the referrals to and placement in special
education, development of IEPs, review of placement, due
process, and the suspension or expulsion of special
education students.

These processes, which are almost

always managed by specialists or administrators, are
consistently standardized.

They are also the processes

which are specifically addressed in the federal and state
legislation and administrative regulations.

Further, SDE

personnel regularly travel to local school districts to
audit student files and other district documentation of
compliance.

Failure to maintain compliance could result in

withdrawal of state and federal funds.

Through the special

education due process procedures outlined in the federal
law, parents may not only charge the district with failure
to adhere to each of the mandated processes, but may also
challenge educational decisions made through the processes.
Failure to strictly comply with each process may have
significant legal and financial consequences for the
district.

A finding that the district has failed to follow

a mandated process correctly may not only require
reconsideration of a question, but may lead to complete
rejection of the district's educational decisions in favor
of the parents' desires, even at great expense to the

-----

......

... -
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district, and may also require the district to pay all legal
costs incurred by the parents in bringing a due process
hearing.

When hearing officers' decisions are appealed to

federal district and appeals courts (and beyond, to the
Supreme Court), legal costs can become staggering.

This

provision for parental intrusion into educational decision
making is unique to special education, and is a source of
great conflict in the public schools (Sacken, 1988).
Each district in the sample maintains control over
these carefully monitored and legally vulnerable areas
through standardization of processes, and the majority of
data collected by special education directors are generated
through the same standardized processes, creating a paper
trail suitable to demonstrating compliance.

However, in

most other areas more intimately and routinely integrated
with students' daily lives in their classrooms, there is
less standardization and more discretion left to the
instructional staff (see Table 28).
Instruction and Grading
In those activities included under the rubric of
instruction, including selection of appropriate methods or
materials for handicapped students and assignment of grades,
written guidelines are usually not provided apart from
whatever general policies exist for the district at large.
In these areas, decisions about what is proper are left to
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Table 28. Areas covered in districts' written special
education guidelines.
(Do your districts' written rules and procedures
address the following?)

Principals

Directors

Elementary

Jr. High

High
School
yes no
n
n

yes
n

no
n

yes
n

no
n

Instructional
Methods

1

8

1

4

0

7

1

9

Instructional
Materials

1

8

1

4

0

7

2

8

Grading

2

7

1

4

1

6

3

7

Promotion

6

3

4

1

5

2

6

4

Mainstreaming

7

2

3

2

2

5

5

5

Discipline

6

3

5

0

7

0

9

1

yes
n

no
n

-----------------------------------------------------------
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the judgment of the school staff.

The regulations of the

federal law do not outline criteria for grading or selection
of instructional methods and materials, and information
about these aspects of student programming is not required
on the IEP.

It appears, therefore, that school districts

tend to follow the implicit judgment of the law's framers,
that in matters of instruction the expertise of the
professionals working directly with the student is the best
basis for decision making.
An interesting departure from this pattern was found in
the Maricopa Elementary District, which had recently
initiated a new structure and approach to programming for
junior high handicapped students.

Called the Learning

strategies Approach, the innovation departs from traditional
remedial instruction by attempting to teach certain
metacognitive skills to mildly handicapped students, and
maintaining those students in regular classrooms after
special training is provided for the classroom teachers
(Schumaker, Deshler, & Ellis, 1986).

Before initiating this

new approach, the principal and special education director
attended a special inservice together and the special
education staff received training.

Implementation has

required considerable cooperative work on the part of all
involved staff.

The director and the junior high principal

enthusiastically mentioned the program several times during
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their interviews.

This principal was the only junior high

principal to indicate that the selection of instructional
methods and materials for handicapped students is
standardized in his district.
The only elementary principal in the sample who
believed that selection of instructional methods and
materials is included in the written rules and procedures
was also from the Maricopa District and is in her first year
with the district, having just come from a principalship in
the midwest.

This is the same principal who observed that

"principals learn by doing", and it is possible that she has
not yet become completely familiar with the local balance of
control in these areas, since the district's other
elementary principal and its director both stated that
selection was left to the discretion of school staff.
Promotion and Retention
The allocation of decision making power is less
straightforward with regard to the promotion or retention of
handicapped students.

Historically, the assignment of

students to appropriate grade levels has been a prerogative
of the principal (Button, 1966; Pierce, 1934).

In Arizona,

the authority to make this important decision has been
statutorily delegated to teachers (ARS 15-521[10]).

The

public and the legislature have been recurrently concerned
about criteria for promotion from grade to grade, and SDE
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has given directives to districts to develop formalized
standards for promotion.

Many districts, serving students

with a broad range of needs, have had difficulty fulfilling
this directive.

Among the sample districts, only one

produced a unified response to the question of whether the
promotion of handicapped students is governed by the
district's special education rules and regulations, or left
to the discretion of school staff.
In the Ashwood Elementary District both director and
principals agreed that the promotion-retention process is
standardized districtwide for special education.

In every

other district, there appeared to be confusion about whether
this decision is guided by the district's special education
rules and procedures.

In some districts principals stated

that the decision is covered under regular district
policies, but not special education policies.

The director

of the Rincon High School District and one high school
principal from a unified district concluded that this
procedure is addressed " • • • only in terms of graduation".
One elementary principal in the Pinewood Elementary
District, where the director and the high school principal
stated that this decision is standardized, simply observed,
"We don't retain", perhaps the easiest reaction to the
increasingly detailed state prerequisites for such
decisions.
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Mainstreaminq
The amount of control attempted through standardized
processes over decisions to mainstream handicapped students
varies by school level.

In high schools, these decisions

are almost invariably left to the teachers, based on their
judgment about an individual student's needs.

At lower

grade levels, the decisions appear more constrained by
district guidelines.

It may be that the simpler and more

uniform structure of the elementary and junior high or
middle school leads to the development of centralized
criteria for mainstreaming decisions.

Firestone and

Herriott (1982), in examining the relationship between
school level and centralization of decision making, found
that high schools, with their larger size, departmentalized
structure, and emphasis on specialization, were less
responsive to centralized influence than were junior high
and elementary schools.

High school teachers exercised more

autonomy in academic decisions than did teachers at lower
school levels.

In addition to the effect of increased

structural complexity at the secondary level, the spreading
range of individual differences as children mature creates a
wider spectrum of differing social and instructional needs
among adolescents, making predetermined decisions about
mainstreaming less appropriate.
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Discipline
In general, there was agreement between principals and
their director over the issue of standardization of
discipline processes involving handicapped students.

Almost

all respondents indicated that discipline is included in
those areas covered by their district's written special
education rules and procedures.

Even in the Rincon High

School District, where the director stated that discipline
is not included, the three principals interviewed stated
that it is.
Although discipline per se is not mentioned in EHA,
long term suspensions and expulsion of handicapped students
have been considered changes in placement, triggering
procedural guarantees of multidisciplinary team decision
making.

Districts have been constrained from routinely

applying their standard due process procedures for
suspension and expulsion to the handicapped, and have been
required to develop separate procedures for special
education students.

SDE regularly monitors these

procedures, requesting the names of all handicapped students
suspended or expelled and auditing documentation of
compliance.

such restrictions on the use of ultimate

consequences inevitably affect decisions made further down
the line, and constrain respondents' sense of the district's
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expectations for compliance with written rules and
procedures for special education (see Table 29).
Only the respondents in the Pinewood Unified District
were in agreement with one another about the level of
compliance expected of them.

They each stated that the

rules are to be followed tightly, although the director
commented that in many cases there is "paper compliance
only", suggesting that principals are careful to generate
the forms required for handicapped students, but exercise
their own discretion in the actual implementation of
programs.

In other districts, a range of understandings

exists about how closely administrators are expected to
adhere to the written rules and procedures for special
education.
In considering this issue, some administrators took
care to delineate different levels of compliance expectation
for different processes.

The comments in such cases, which

are coded in the tables as "Mixed", included " • • • tight
for due process, otherwise, they're guidelines only"; "Some,
to the teachers, are tight"; "In screening, the process is
tightly adhered to; the program is left to the discretion of
the teacher and the IEP"; "Some very tight--some left to the
teacher"; "Tight in legal things, loose in eligility,
mainstreaming".
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Table 29. District expectations for adherence to written
special education guidelines.
(In many districts, some rules and procedures are
expected to be followed very tightly and some are
expected to be used as guidelines only. How would
you rate your district's procedures--very tight,
with little leeway for interpretation, or somewhat
loose, with considerable room for discretion?)
Principals
Elementary
Junior High

High School

n

n

n

Tight

4

1

3

38.1

Loose

o

o

2

9.5

In between

2

2

1

23.8

Mixed

3

2

1

28.6

%

Directors
Elementary

High Schools
n

n

Unified
n

Tight

1

1

2

40.0

Loose

o

o

o

00.0

In between

2

o

2

40.0

Mixed

1

o

1

20.0
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The superintendent's attitude toward special education
also appears to affect the level of compliance expectation.
In the Rincon High School District, the director stated that
her ability to gain principals' cooperation is due in large
part to the superintendent's public backing and support, and
the principals concurred that they are expected to adhere
closely to the rules.

In the Palo Verde Elementary

District, there is a shift in expectations; the director
stated that he is now becoming aggressive about compliance.
"The previous superintendent didn't care about federal laws.
Not now.

The big emphasis now is on the public law."

This

district has recently completed a special education due
process hearing which the director describes as taking a
great toll on staff and other resources, including a cost of
$18,000.

It is likely that the new emphasis on compliance

reflects an effort to reduce the possibility of another such
drain on district resources.
The development of standardized procedures provides an
effective vehicle for control of principals' behavior only
for processes which are highly specified in the federal and
state regulations, regularly monitored by SDE officials, and
vulnerable to legal challenge by parents.

Special education

administrators are also constrained through such processes.
However, the effect of the constraint appears to be
different for the two roles.
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Principals, who have line authority over all personnel
assigned to their buildings, are expected to respond
directly to a broad range of needs presented by students,
teachers and parents as well as to the various directives
from central office.

In order to appropriately manage the

many and varied contingencies they face daily, they require
a high level of autonomy (Blumberg & Greenfield, 1980;
Morris et al., 1981; Peterson, 1983; Wolcott, 1973).
Principals use their autonomy to bend the rules when they
judge it necessary or advantageous for their school (Borman
& Spring, 1984).

Formal rules also become something about

which they can bargain in order to secure informal
cooperation from staff and parents--rules, in effect, become
the "chips" in a game of exchange (Gouldner, 1970).

Morris

et al. (1981, 1984) proposed that principals who are
effective develop the wisdom of knowing when and where to
disobey so that the ultimate client, the student, is most
adequately served.

In fact, such "creative insubordination"

is considered a necessary factor in the development and
maintenance of effective schools.

Principals who display

strong and competent leadership are those who push the
limits, who use strategies that are intuitive as much as
they are "rational" and that bear the personal stamp of the
principal (Borman & Spring, 1984).

with visible enforcement

of standardized procedures and rules, provided through state
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monitoring and threats of litigation, principals'
opportunity for discretionary response becomes more limited,
thus reducing their decision making power and their ability
to serve their staff and students effectively.
Special education administrators, on the other hand,
lack the line authority to command attention from schoolbased professionals to the values they are expected to
guarantee for handicapped children.

However, the existence

of written rules and the fear of litigation create
situations which require the special knowledge of the
directors and draw them into the decision making process at
the school level.

As one director explained with a chuckle,

"The intricacies of special education due process are a
mystery to most principals."

Elaborate written procedures

provide directors with a power base through which they can
enter the schools and, using the principals' preferred mode
of direct contact, bring their expertise as a solution to
the principals' dilemmas.

For the principal,

standardization of special education processes constrains
power; for the special education administrator, the
standardization of processes is empowering.
Mutual Adjustment
Matrix Teams
Multidisciplinary teams are specialized teams,
statutorally mandated as the proper vehicle for decision
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making in special education programs.

Federal and state

regulations dictate the make-up of the teams, which must
include the parents of the child in question, and the type
of information which must be considered in the teams'
deliberations.

The use of such teams must be documented, is

regularly monitored by the SDE, and is well established in
the public schools.
In every district sampled, these specialized teams are
convened as decision making bodies to address various
questions related to special education.

Reflecting a matrix

organizational approach (Mintzberg, 1979), the malee-up of
teams varies from one situation to another, usually shifting
to include different teachers who are involved with the
student in question.
Principals were asked whether they participate
regularly in the mandated multidisciplinary team meetings in
their schools (see Table 30).
Principals' participation in multidisciplinary teams
varies across school levels.

Most elementary principals

attend team meetings regularly, while most high school
principals do not.

Those principals who attend occasionally

or seldom do so "only • • • if they made the referral",
"only if there's going to be a problem", "as I'm requested",
or "for difficult IEPs".

Only in the Ashwood Elementary

District do all principals state that they attend
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Table 30. Principals' attendance at multidisciplinary team
meetings.
(How often do you attend multidisciplinary team
meetings?)

Principals
Elementary
n
%

Junior High
n
%

High School
n
%

Allor most

7

77.8

2

40.0

1

14.3

Occasionally

2

22.2

2

40.0

2

28.6

Seldom

o

00.0

1

20.0

4

57.1

every meeting.

One principal explained that "[the special

education administrator] wants every principal there."
Also, only in this district did all principals and the
director characterize the principal as being in charge of
the team.
In describing their involvement in multidisciplinary
team meetings, high school principals stress their role as
"just a participant."

They attend "not as a leader, to be a

resource", although "sometimes, if a parent is there, I'm
there as an authority figure."

Junior high principals tend

to be more active, serving as "facilitator, devil's
advocate, mediator", or as a "listener initially, then
decision maker".

Among elementary principals, two

identified their roles as "leader", "I move it along, being

191

sure we get all input--problem solving, bringing it to a
close," and "very active"
the kid, the parents."

I make recommendations.

I know

Some elementary principals described

the team meetings as their opportunity to learn about the
students and staff:

"I want to get to know kids.

know what we can offer kids.

It gives me a good interaction

with specialists, keeps me up on what's going on.
successful."

I want to

It's very

However, in the Maricopa Elementary District,

principals indicated that they are not satisfied with their
role in the meetings.

One commented, "I'm supportive, but

I've started another forum to provide my input", while
another said, "Right now, I'm a trouble shooter.

There's a

big debate over who should be running it, the psychologist
or the principal."
The question of who runs the meetings may provide
useful information about the arrangement of power between
the principals and the special education administrator.
When itinerant specialists from central office are in charge
of these decision making teams, they may strongly influence
the decisions made in the schools.

The special education

administrator, as long as he or she is able to control the
itinerant specialist, may then have an opportunity to shape
activities in the schools (see Table 31).
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Table 31. Persons in charge of multidisciplinary teams.
(Who is in charge of the multidisciplinary team in
each school?)

Elementary
n

Junior
High
n

High
School
n

%

principals
Psychologist

4

2

6

57.1

Principal

5

2

0

33.3

Counselor

0

1

0

4.8

Specialist

0

0

1

4.8

Elementary
n

High
School
n

Unified
n

%

Directors
Psychologist

2

1

3

60.0

Principal

1

0

0

10.0

Counselor

0

0

0

00.0

specialist

1

0

2

30.0
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Most commonly, special education matrix teams in
schools are led by school psychologists, social or case
workers, or special education program specialists, all of
whom are normally itinerant, central office staff, directly
supervised by the special education director.

Although

decisions are expected to be made by the team as a whole,
these itinerant personnel are often seen as having
considerable influence in the final decisions of the team:
"It's a split decision • • • principal and psychologist", "a
team decision • • • the psychologist has heavy weight",
"Usually the psychologist or principal", "Usually the
psychologist and teacher have a good idea before--a mutual
agreement", "a joint decision • • • the psychologist is
heavy".

Not all principals are willing to yield decision

making authority to either the team or the specialists.
Although acknowledging the requirement to convene a
multidisciplinary team, one elementary principal, who leads
the team in his school, asserts firmly, "I make the final
decision."
A Maricopa elementary principal, discussing his
difficulty in adjusting to the establishment of a "team"
decision-making structure, said, "There's a big debate over
who should be running it, the psychologist or the principal.
I just felt I should run it.

I was relegated to a back
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seat.

After I swallowed any ego • • • now I'm not sure.

kind of like it.

Leadership is situational.

lead in every situation.

You shouldn't

Why do we need all this brass?

sometimes I can't get there.
leave it alone.

I

If I delegate and it's okay, I

However, they all hold you responsible."

In three districts there was consensus among all
principals and the director as to who is in charge of
meetings.

All respondents in the Superstition unified

District designated the school psychologist, and in the
Ashwood Elementary District all agreed on the principal.
The administrators in the Maricopa Elementary District
pointed out that while the psychologist chairs meetings,
there is currently conflict about that responsibility, and
the director plans to assign the leadership role to the
principals during the next school year.

In all other

districts, there were conflicting perceptions among
principals and directors about who leads the teams.

A third

of the principals, all elementary and junior high, see
themselves as the team leader, while 90 percent of the
directors perceive specialists directly under their control
as being the team leaders.

In the elementary districts,

principals' responses suggest that conflict arises over the
control of the multidisciplinary teams, and in three of the
four elementary districts a decision has been made to shift
control from psychologists to principals.
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Directors participate in team meetings only when
specially requested, such as when there is "a really touchy
issue," "difficulty with parents," or for "the ones that are
hot."

When they do attend, directors usually see themselves

as a resource, generally describing their presence in team
meetings as being there to "observe", "facilitate",
"consult", "usually listen, draw consensus, list options".
However, a few enter as "a decision maker, somebody who
controls resources", or as the "administrative director, to
deal with issues nobody else can or will", and, cryptically,
as "consultant, sometimes curmudgeon".
In many districts, two types of teams were described,
differentiated by purpose.

The first type is the

multidisciplinary team, mandated to determine placements in
special education and to develop IEPs.

The second type,

called the Teacher Assistance Team, student study team or
child study team, is involved in initially reviewing student
needs and discussing possible courses of action, such as
referral for evaluation for possible special education
services.
student study teams tend to be made up of school-based
staff, such as reading specialists, classroom teachers,
counselors and resource teachers.

The one itinerant

professional mentioned frequently, but not invariably, as a
participant is the school psychologist.

For instance, in
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the Pima Elementary District, where the director is shifting
control of special education programs from the centralized
school psychologists to the building principals in order to
promote school-based decision making, the psychologist is
included in the Teacher Assistance Team only lIif necessary.1I
In the Pinewood Unified District, where the director is
committed to replacing the segregated structure of special
education programs with school based resource programs, one
principal stated that the psychologist is not a regular
member of the child study team, but is IIfrequently invited ll •
student study teams are neither mandated nor regulated
by law.

They are not required to include parents, may

consider any information they wish, and may establish their
own priorities in determination of student needs and
programs.

The fact that they have been developed in many

school districts suggests a desire among educators for a
decision making structure which offers more flexibility than
the statutorally created structures of special education for
addressing student needs.

Their existence may also suggest

an effort to exert school based control over which students
will be referred to the standardized and highly regulated
special education processes, thereby exercising some prior
restraint on the commitment of school resources.

Principals

may more easily retain control over these less formal
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structures, and influence which or how many students will be
considered for placement in special education.
However, in all districts, the essential predicate
decision in special education, whether a child should enter
the program, is controlled through a delicately balanced
matrix structure of school and central office personnel.
Leadership or control of this structure varies across
districts and among schools within districts.

Normally,

especially in high schools, it rests with specialists, most
often the district's psychologists.

However, in elementary

schools principals are less likely to cede this leadership
role, and a majority of them report that they are in charge
of their schools' multidisciplinary teams.

In addition,

some schools, elementary in particular, have established
child study teams which operate outside the EHA guidelines
and may serve to control access to further consideration for
special education services by the multidisciplinary team.
In those districts reporting changes, either anticipated or
in progress, with regard to their multidisciplinary teams,
greater responsibility is being placed on the principals to
lead the teams, with concomitantly less reliance on school
psychologists.

In three of the four elementary districts,

there is a conscious shift in this direction.
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Liaison positions and Integrating Managers
Liaison positions are created to facilitate
interactions and coordinate activities between two
individuals or groups.

Formal liaisons are recognized by

both parties or groups as having defined responsibilities
and may even act in the place of the administrators who
appointed them.

Informal liaisons usually serve in a

communication role only; they emerge informally within or
between groups, provide a means for interchange of
information, and lack formal recognition.
Formal liaison positions between the special education
administrator and principals exist only in the two largest
districts.

In the Palo Verde Elementary District (21,000

students), a position called the case manager has been
established to coordinate placement of special education
students, although the director also describes the school
psychologist as a formal liaison.
"anything itinerant".

Informal liaisons are

This director, who reported less

direct contact with principals than any other director in
the sample, repeatedly stressed his reliance on special
education teachers, psychologists, and other specialists to
communicate with principals and to maintain required
processes.
In the Desert Willow Unified District (57,000
students), the assistant directors of special education and

-~-----.

-
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department heads of the high schools assume responsibility
for various aspects of special education programs, while in
the elementary and middle schools program specialists assume
those tasks.

These individuals communicate policies and

procedures to principals and other staff, serve as case
managers, represent the director in allocating resources, do
special education staff and curriculum development, and
engage in general problem solving.

This director also

relies on program specialists as informal liaisons, to keep
her informed of events in the schools they serve.
In the two next largest districts, there is an emerging
position which is described as a formal liaison by some
administrators, but not by others.

In the Pinewood Unified

District, with 12,000 students, an assistant supervisor of
special education acts "occasionally" as a formal liaison,
although his duties in this regard are "not designated".
However, none of the principals described this assistant as
a formal liaison.

The high school principal initially

thought the assistant might be an informal liaison, but
after reflecting a moment said, "Not really.
direct line."

I have a

The elementary principal identified the

counselor, who is a member of the school staff and chairs
the multidisciplinary team meetings in the school, as an
informal liaison.

-----

------
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The 12,000 student Ashwood Elementary District has
three "facilitator" positions which the director described
as "teachers--not administrators."

He characterized them as

formal liaisons, stating that they "go to schools to assist
principals and teachers, regular teachers.
certain number of schools or programs."

Each has a

However, one

elementary principal in this district said there was no
formal liaison position, as "we don't need it."

Another

principal identified the facilitator assigned to her
building as a formal liaison.

The latter principal, who is

in her first year in the district, also noted that the
facilitator had not served as she had expected.
worked well this year.

"It hasn't

I haven't utilized her.

hasn't been in the building as much as I like."

she
The junior

high principal made the observation, "Well, the facilitator,
but that's an assisting person, not an intermediator.
has a different role from [the director]."

She

Neither the

director nor any principals identified any informal liaisons
between them.

The Ashwood director takes a proactive role

and is often involved with the principals through his
leadership in other areas; all of the principals indicated
throughout their interviews that they have a strong, direct
relationship with him.

None seemed inclined to divert any

of their direct communication or influence with central
office to an intermediary.

~----.-
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Both the Pinewood and Ashwood districts are growing in
size and appear in transition from a simple one-level
administrative structure for special education programs to a
two-level structure.

However, the principals and special

education administrators maintain a direct line of
communication and interaction, and regard the intermediate
positions as assistants to their roles, not as positions
with administrative duties or authority which cut across
either of their roles.
The Rincon High School District, the fifth largest
district in the sample with 8,600 students, operates with a
somewhat different structure.

There is agreement among its

administrators that the department heads at each high school
act as a liaison between the special education administrator
and the principal, but disagreement as to the status of the
role.

The special education administrator perceives them as

informal liaisons, along with the school psychologist.

This

implies a communication role with no specific administrative
duties or authority.

Principals, however, describe the

department heads as formal liaisons and enumerated such
responsibilities as evaluation of teachers, management of
budgets, placement of students, monitoring of IEPs, and
meeting with parents.

Indeed, one principal said, "I think

it's the instructional leadership role", a role widely
discussed in recent literature as appropriate for the

-
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principal (Boyan, 1988).

The same discrepancy in describing

the high school department head's role was observed in the
Superstition unified District, in which the principal's
perception is that the department head has specific and
formal administrative responsibilities, but the special
education administrator articulated a different perception.
The role of high school department heads seems to
resemble most closely the device for mutual adjustment
referred to in the literature as the integrating manager.
Whereas formal liaisons generally wield authority delegated
only from the party who appointed them and whom they
formally represent, integrating managers' roles include some
aspects of the decisional processes derived from two or more
departments, in this case the special education department
and the school.
Just as described by Mintzberg (1979), the high school
special education department head has an expert orientation
(special education training and certification) superimposed
on a line structure (the administrative structure of the
high school).

The department head's responsibilities

described by the principals, including evaluation of staff,
management of budgets, placement of students and monitoring
of IEPs, cut across decision areas from both special and
regular education.

Some department heads may even be

regarded as having units of their own.

This appears to be
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the case in the high school in the Rincon District where the
principal referred to his special education department
resentfully as "a school within a school" and "an island
unto itself".

He apparently feels that his department head

has violated the traditional expectation that an integrating
manager will maintain a balanced position, meeting the needs
of both groups involved and avoiding absorption by either
one.
With the exception of the high school principal in the
Superstition District, no district with less than 8,600
students, and no elementary or junior high principal in a
district of less than 12,000 identified any formal liaison
or integrating manager between special education
administrators and school level administration.

Use of this

mechanism appears to be first a function of district size,
and second a function of school level, with the larger and
more complex high school structure generating a need for an
intermediary position which can combine the expertise of
special education with the requirements of instructional
leadership.
In most districts where both the director and
principals were interviewed, there was no agreement as to
whether informal liaisons were used or not.

Directors tend

to describe using them while principals do not.

A possible

explanation for this incongruence lies in the very nature of

~~-----.-.-
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an informal liaison role, which is not found on an
organizational chart, may be based to some degree on
personal relationship or proximity, and may shift from
person to person depending on the nature or purpose of the
communication involved.

Given the matrix structure used for

routine decision making for special education (i.e.,
multidisciplinary teams in each school) and that special
education directors seldom attend team meetings, informal
liaisons may be a necessary coordinating mechanism for
directors, serving to sustain their influence in the
decentralized decision centers at the schools.
One probable reason that fewer principals indicate
using informal liaisons (33 percent of principals
interviewed, as compared to 80 percent of directors) is that
when principals have questions or concerns regarding special
education they have only one central administrator with whom
they need to communicate, and they have many opportunities,
both formal and informal, for direct interaction with
directors.

Directors, however, must maintain ongoing

communication and information flow with not only a number of
principals, but also with various special education
personnel who are dispersed about the district.

Their

opportunities for direct contact with each specialist are
limited in all but the smallest districts.

Through the use

of informal liaisons, information can be shared among a
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large number of people on an ongoing basis.

As has already

been noted, principals often rely on information available
from the special education staff in their buildings.

Thus,

the director's provision of information to these individuals
through informal liaisons serves to enhance mutual
adjustment with principals and to achieve coordinated
action.

The Maricopa director described this strategy in

his discussion of the development of common goals in his
district.

He relies heavily on building special education

staffs to convey information and a positive philosophical
attitude about special education to principals, noting that
"teachers are really the carriers".
There is also a matter of influence.

It is a matter of

pride and position to principals that they deal directly
with other administrators, not with intermediaries.

This

was reflected int their comments, some already noted, which
emphasized a "direct line" or a "direct relationship" with
central office.

It does not enhance a principal's stature

or perceived influence to deal with subordinates.

In

addition, information is an important base of power in
organizations, and principals prefer to be seen as sources
of information rather than receivers.

One principal,

stressing his fund of knowledge about special education
personnel, programs, and events in his schools, rejected the
notion that the director or anybody else had information
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that he lacked:

"If anything, the principal performs

liaison [i.e., provides information or coordinates
activities] between special education and [the director]."
It is, however, to the advantage of the centrally based
special education administrators to be able to communicate
with as many people as possible in the schools.

An ability

to collect information from many sources is a valuable asset
in creating and sustaining a power base in any organization,
and the ability to disseminate information outside of formal
communication channels allows one to exert influence in
decision making without the access to formal participation.
The high level of involvement with informal liaisons
reported by directors may also indicate the presence of a
strong, professionalized sub-structure within the general
professional structure of the schools.

Members of

specialized professional structures often have loyalty to a
set of norms different from those of the organization (Hall,
1968) and, as Ouchi (1981) has pointed out, internalization
of norms provides a very stable method of behavior control.
It seems possible that the special education administrators,
through a network of liaisons and integrating managers,
maintain and enhance commitment to the professional norms of
special education, and thus to both their own individual
goals and the formal goals of EHA.

However, autonomous

behavior on the part of specialists, which is encouraged by
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commitment to specialized professional norms (Forsyth &
Danisiewiez, 1985), creates conflict within the school.

As

one high school principal complained, there is "not much
accountability outside the fraternity itself."

commitment

to specialized norms, rather than a sense of accountability
to the school, generates frustration for principals, who are
always aware of their responsibility to maintain a smoothly
running school with good teacher morale:
[i.e., the principal] responsible."

They all hold you

Kerr (1981) and

Milofsky (1986) have found conflict between special
education staff and generalists to be a common phenomenon
accompanying implementation of EHA, and Kerr attributes much
of the conflict to efforts of each group to maintain its
professional norms.
ThUS, a highly professionalized base of relationships
among special education personnel and the continuous fear of
litigation create opportunities for the special education
administrator to gain influence in the schools.

Informal

liaisons serve as one vehicle for acquiring and exercising
that influence, and, in the high schools, the enhancement of
the position of department head serves as another.
Task Forces and standing committees
standing committees may be advisory or decision making,
and are designed to address recurrent needs that require the
involvement of two or more departments or interest groups in
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an organization (Galbraith, 1973).

For instance,

centralized standing committees are used in some school
districts to determine eligibility for special education
programs, or to advise governing board on various matters
affecting district policies in special education.
In the sample school districts, task forces and
standing committees are not used as a method of coordinating
special education activities or decisions in the schools.
The largest district has established a task force involving
principals and teachers to consider a spectrum of key
issues, including general special education concerns, and in
two districts task forces were periodically mobilized for
issues such as AIDS or corporal punishment.
Parent advisory committees for special education are
established in four districts.

They are led by the special

education administrator, and are usually composed of parents
representing each school in the district.

Line

administrators, such as principals, superintendents, or
assistant superintendents are not routinely involved in
these groups.

The purpose of the groups appears to be

sharing information between parents and the special
education administrator, with most information flowing
toward the parents.

The committees gather information about

curriculum, programs, staff needs, and facilities.
Membership rotates from year to year, and sometimes includes

~.---.--
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parents of gifted students.

Discussion "often focuses on

the concerns of the parents of that year.
the agenda."

They determine

In the Rincon High School District, the

director noted that "gifted aren't in it this year.

That's

helpful to me; it tones down the rhetoric."
Principals are not involved with special education
advisory groups, and some are unclear whether such a group
exists in their district or what the group's purpose is.

In

the Ashwood Elementary District, all principals are aware of
the parent advisory council, but one principal described its
function as "discussing the use of aides, the number of kids
in programs, least restrictive environment", while another
merely said, "They send a letter to each new parent."
Directors who lead parent advisory groups apparently
consider them a routine part of community relations.

No

director indicated that the group's deliberations affect
pOlicies within the district.

The sharing of information

appears to be the end product of group activity, rather than
the beginning of a change process.

Although it seems

possible that special education administrators could use
parent groups to generate support for their agendas and
thereby increase their power base within the school
district, as suggested by Singer and Butler (1987), they
seem instead to use them to channel parent concerns into a
manageable forum and thus to reduce the organizational
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uncertainty created by the community.

While the committees

may reduce the potential for conflict between the district
and parents of special education students, they do not play
a role in the balance of control between the special
education directors and the principals, but rather appear to
fulfill a largely symbolic function with the community.
Principal's meetings are standing committees which are
established for broad purposes, but which may provide
special education administrators with opportunities for
mutual adjustment with principals.
Table 32. Directors' attendance at principals' meetings.
(Do yqu attend all principals' meetings?)

Directors
Elementary
n
%

High Schools
n
%

Unified
n
%

n

Total
%

Yes

3

75

o

00

1

20

5

50

No

1

25

1

100

4

80

5

50

Directors' participation in principals' meetings is
affected by district size and by type of district.

Among

elementary districts, only the director in the largest
district (Palo Verde) is excluded.

For the Pima director,

who routinely participates, her role in the meetings is
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"equal we don't make decisions individually, we make them
together."

In the Ashwood and Maricopa Districts, where the

directors have multiple administrative responsibilities,
their roles in the meetings are described by principals as
"dual--he usually conducts", "sets the agenda--in charge",
"a major role, kind of a unifying force".

The validation of

collegiality and the opportunity for regular interaction
through inclusion in the principals' decision making body
appears to affect the perception of principals as meaningful
participants in special education processes.

In each

elementary district in which leadership of the
multidisciplinary teams has been or is planned to be
decentralized to principals, the special education
administrator participates in all principal meetings.

The

regular inclusion of special education perspectives in
administrative decision making may also raise the level of
awareness, skills, and comfort among principals and lead to
a greater willingness to assume direct responsibility for
specialized functions in their buildings.
In the Rincon High School District, the special
education administrator is a member of the superintendent's
cabinet, which includes the district's four principals.

Her

role is described by one principal as the "same role as I
have", and by herself as "a direct presenter of information
and items for approval or to react to, a participant.

I
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provide expertise in special education--people often do not
know how things will relate to special education."

She and

one principal noted that the superintendent "meets often
with principals separately", but both she and the principals
appear to consider the cabinet as the significant district
administrative decision making body.
Among unified districts, only in the smallest, the
Cottonwood District, does the director attend all
principals' meetings, where he has an "equal role".
Principals describe him as "equal with the four principals",
lion an equal footing".

In the Saguaro District the director

is considered a participating member by himself and the
principals, but he does not attend all meetings.

His role

is one of "information sharing--he keeps us informed about
policies, special education laws, problems", "He reports to
the principals what's happening, dispenses information,
reminds us of timelines."
In those districts where directors do not regularly
attend principals' meetings, two other avenues for
interaction with principals as a group were mentioned.
Directors excluded from routine participation noted that
they sometimes attended by special request, but "only if
• • . asked to speak on a specific topic," or "only on
invitation".

In addition, in the Palo Verde Elementary,

Pinewood Unified, and Superstition Unified Districts
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directors participate in regularly scheduled administrators'
meetings which include principals and other administrative
or supervisory staff.

In these meetings, referred to

variously as "council", "curriculum and instruction", or
"administrative team" meetings, the directors' role is
described by principals as "informational, he gets input
from principals", and "[he] receives input from principals
and gives information, usually around a specific issue."
Routine involvement in regularly scheduled principals'
meetings as a mechanism for mutual adjustment between
special education administrators and principals is
apparently used only in high school and elementary
districts, and then only in the smaller districts (in the
year following this study, when the job of the Ashwood
director was restructured, the person filling the role of
Director of Pupil Services did not routinely attend
principals'meetings).

When directors do attend principals'

meetings, they usually assume the role of staff expert,
providing specialized information to line administrators.
However, the use of this mechanism within the framework of
principals' meetings appears idiosyncratic among the
districts sampled, dependent on a variety of factors,
including size of district (number of schools), whether the
director has a dual role including other important
administrative responsibilities, type of district, district
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administrative structure, and possibly individual factors
such as the history and proactiveness of the director.
Direct contact
Most special education administrators visit the schools
in their districts regularly, providing an opportunity for
personal interaction with principals (see Table 33).
In all but one district, principals and directors are
in agreement about how often the special education
administrator visited schools.

The exception is the Ashwood

Elementary District, in which the director reported visiting
each school two or three times a week, while the principals
indicated that he comes much less often.

An elementary

principal explained that the director used to come more
frequently.

"He did evaluate us, but doesn't now.

more than he comes.
out fires.

He calls

He's involved in bigger things, puts

We saw him more when we had a difficult child."

The junior high principal, who emphasizes her autonomy in
relation to central staff, stated that he comes only "when I
call him.

I usually have a problem I want to think out, and

I want to meet with him."
Frequency of visits is unsurprisingly related to the
number of schools in the district and the geographical
dispersion of the schools.

~---

.... -

As might be expected, districts
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Table 33.

Frequency of directors' visits to schools.
(How often does the special education
administrator visit your school?)

Elementary
n

Junior
High
n
%

%

High
School
n
%

Total
n

%

----------------------------------------------------------Principals

Once a week
or more

4

44.4

3

60.0

3

42.9

10

47.6

One to three
times/month

2

22.2

1

20.0

3

42.9

6

28.6

Less than
once a month
or not
regularly

3

11.1

1

20.0

0

00.0

4

19.1

Don't know

0

00.0

00.0

1

14.3

1

4.8

0

(How often do you visit each school in your district?)
Directors
Elementary

High
School
n
%

Unified

n

%

Once a week
or more

2

50.0

0

00.0

2

One to three
times/month

0

00.0

1

100.0

Two times
per year or
less

2

50.0

0

00.0

n

Total
n

%

40.0

4

40.0

2

40.0

3

30.0

1

20.0

3

30.0

%

-----------------------------------------------------------
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with a larger number of schools reported a lower frequency
of visits per school, and both directors and principals
indicated that schools located farther away from the
director's office receive fewer visits than those in close
proximity.
The notable exception in the pattern of school visits
is in the Pima Elementary District&

Although the district

is in the middle range of the sample for both size (number
of schools) and dispersion, the director reported that
ordinarily she seldom visits each school, "perhaps once a
year".

Her infrequent presence in the schools reflects her

decentralization program, and her determination that
principals will not only be the managers of the special
education staff and services in their buildings, but will
also be clearly perceived as in charge of those programs.
Of the three directors who do not visit schools
regularly, the Pima director is the only one who attends
every principals' meeting.

The special education

administrator in the very large Desert Willow Unified
District does not, although she is a member of the
superintendent's cabinet, an arrangement which may provide
her with opportunity to influence information and directions
given to principals.

Only the director of the Palo Verde

district appears to have little opportunity for face to face
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contact with principals, either through visits to the
schools or participation in commonly attended meetings.
While most special education administrators visit
schools regularly, it is unclear to what extend they utilize
these visits to engage in personal interaction with
principals.

Some principals, mostly junior high and high

school, indicate that they do not have much contact with
directors during these visits:

"I don't always see him; he

deals with the department head or psychologist most of the
time", "He coordinates with the assistant principal on
discipline", "He could be here times when I'm not aware; he
comes in the back."
The most frequently mentioned activities of special
education directors during school visits are talking with
special education education teachers or department heads and
visiting special education classrooms.

Only a few

principals indicated that the director makes contact with
them during visits:

"He bops in, checks if everything is

OK", "She comes in to visit with me concerning programs",
and "He usually touches base with me if there's a
significant issue."

Thus, while most directors regularly

place themselves in a position conducive to direct contact
with principals, such personal interaction does not take
place routinely through school visits, perhaps because
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principals are not easily available to unscheduled visitors
from outside the school.

School management is a peripatetic

undertaking, and principals spend substantial time in
hallways, on schoolgrounds, in classrooms, and any other
campus location where students, teachers, or other staff are
to be found.

They are in their offices less than half the

time, and some of that time is cOIIlr."iitted to scheduled
meetings with parents, staff, and others (Morris et al.,
1984), limiting their availability to drop-in visitors.
In two types of situations special education
administrators visit schools more often than usual.

The

first is when particularly difficult problems arise with
students, usually concerning discipline, and especially
those which may have legal implications: "Usually when my
particular expertise in the law is needed, and emergencies
with EH [emotionally handicapped] kids", "Legal problems or
emergencies, crises", "Crisis intervention", "When we're in
litigation", "Last year he spent a lot of time at • • •
school because of the AIDS issue."
The second situation which draws directors into schools
more often than usual is the initiation of new or innovative
programs.

A high school principal noted that "two years

ago, when we brought the TMH [trainably mentally
handicapped] kids here, there was much anxiety for
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administrators and teachers . • . [she] spent a great deal
of time here."

The director of the Pima Elementary

District, who does not ordinarily visit schools, mentioned
that visits do occur "with a new program beginning.
the visually handicapped program last year.
every day."

Like

I was there

Likewise, the director of the Desert willow

District, who is unable to visit each school in the district
often, makes a point of getting to schools "where there is
an innovative program".
Not every principal is at ease with the frequent
presence of the special education administrator in the
school.

One elementary principal, relatively new to the

district, took issue with the director's routine involvement
with the special education staff and processes in her
building:

"I wanted to be the hub.

the advocate.

I want to be seen as

But it works like this--principals do not

participate as actively as I've seen in other districts.
Either [the director] or the psychologist has presided.
We're in transition, we're being encouraged to take a more
active role.

It was one of the biggest shocks.

In

wisconsin, the principal was the hub of the special
education program."

The principal in the Rincon High School

district who took issue with the autonomy of his special
education department expressed exasperated ignorance about
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the director's visits:

"She meets with the department head

and teachers • • • I don't know."
Thus, it may be that director-initiated visits to
schools are not so much to provide direct contact with
principals as to maintain direct contact with integrated
special education staff.

While most principals appear at

ease with the director's regular presence, a few find the
intrusion of such specialized administrative influence
problematic for the role they wish to have in their own
buildings.
In order to determine whether principals themselves
ever seek face to face contact with special education
administrators, respondents were asked whether principals
ever ask directors to come to the school.
administrators stated that they do.

All but two

In addition to

difficulties with individual students involving possible
legal problems, as previously discussed, principals request
the involvement of directors in matters concerning staff.
Occasionally principals want directors to talk with the
school staff or provide inservice about special education
processes.

More often, they request consultation or

assistance in evaluating or supervising special education
teachers:

"Usually a question about a teacher", "A problem

with a teacher", "Staff concerns", "To observe a teacher",
"Feedback on personnel", "To observe a poor teacher."
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The only principal who had never asked the special
education administrator to come to her school was the new
principal in the Ashwood Elementary District.

The only

director who indicated that principals do not request his
presence was the director of the Palo Verde Elementary
District, who stated that he visits each of the 32 schools
twice each year.

This director, a former principal himself,

also does not attend principals' meetings, and appears to
have the least direct contact with principals of any special
education administrator interviewed.

It was this director

who noted that the superintendent who had appointed him
"didn't care about federal laws."

It would be interesting

to know whether, under the new superintendent whose "big
emphasis • • • is on the public law", there will be
different demands on principals which will in turn demand
more involvement on the part of the special education
director.

There is an indication in information gathered

about phone contacts between principals and directors that
this may be occurring (see Table 34).
Of the principals who have phone conversations with the
director once a month or less, three took pains to explain
that they see the director in person frequently.

In two

cases, the director's office is located in the same
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Table 34. Frequency of phone conversations between
principals and directors.
(How often do you have phone conversations with the special
education directors?)
Principals
Elementary

Junior
High

High
school

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

2-5 times
per week

5

55.6

1

20.0

0

00.0

6

28.6

1 time
per week

2

22.2

1

20.0

2

28.6

5

23.8

2-3 times
per month

0

00.0

1

20.0

1

14.3

2

9.5

Monthly
or less

2

22.2

2

40.0

4

57.1

8

38.1

building as the principal's office, and both of these
principals--one junior high and one elementary--indicated
that they and the director talk daily.

An elementary

principal in the Ashwood District was careful to point out
that she sees the director at least once a week.

Since

these principals felt it important to clarify that they talk
with the director frequently, this categorization of their
conversations with the director was retabulated, in Table
35.

223

Table 35. Frequency of conversations between principals and
directors.

----------------------------------------------------------Elementary
n

%

Junior
High
n
%

High
School
n
%

Total
n

%

----------------------------------------------------------2-5 times
per week

6

66.6

2

40.0

0

00.0

8

38.1

1 time
per week

3

33.3

1

20.0

2

28.6

6

28.6

2-3 times
per month

0

00.0

1

20.0

1

14.3

2

9.5

Monthly
or less

0

00.0

1

20.0

4

57.1

5

23.8

Two-thirds of the elementary principals and close to
half of the junior high principals have conversations with
the special education administrator more than once a week,
while none of the high school principals report such
frequent interaction.

In fact, over half of the high school

principals report that direct phone contact occurs once a
month or less.

Coupled with the information that, in their

visits to high schools, directors usually talk to special
education teachers or department heads, it appears that high
school principals and special education administrators have
limited direct interaction.
with the exception of the directors in the Rincon High
school and Desert Willow Districts, every director stated
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that he or she has daily phone contact with principals.

In

the Desert willow District, the assistant directors and
program specialists act as formal liaisons and likely absorb
the bulk of phone contacts with principals, although the
director herself still has phone conversations with
principals three to four times a week.

The director of the

high school district reported that she has phone
conversations with principals weekly.

Since she meets

weekly with the department heads, and talks with them during
her visits to each school about twice a month, she appears
to have more frequent contact with the special education
staff in the school than with the principal.
The director of the Palo Verde Elementary District, who
reported the least frequent face to face contact with
principals, stated that he talks with principals daily on
the phone, with 80 percent of the calls initiated by the
principals asking for information about special education
guidelines.

It was not clear whether this is a change form

past practice, but it does suggest that the new
superintendent's emphasis on compliance with the federal law
may generate a need for frequent access to the expertise of
the special education administrator.
with few exceptions, respondents indicate that at least
half of the phone contacts with the special education
administrator are initiated by the principals, and six

~-------.-
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administrators estimated that principals initiate 75 to 80
percent of the contacts.

Previous examination of

principals' interaction has also found that principals tend
to initiate the majority of contacts with others (Blumberg &
Greenfield, 1980; Morris et al., 1984; Wolcott, 1973), and
Morris et ale concluded that principals initiated over 70
percent of all their personal interactions.
The most common purpose of phone contacts is
"information sharing", "legal clarification", "ask advice",
usually with questions about individual student needs and
problems:

"placement", "bus problems", "parent problems",

"EH kids", and, repeatedly, "suspension" and "discipline".
This data is supportive of Sproull's (1981) contention that
principals seek oral solutions as situations demand, and
that they often turn to trusted "district office
bureaucrats" for verbal information.
Thus, it appears that the majority of direct contacts
between special education administrators and principals are
initiated by principals according to their perceived needs
and, unless the director's office is located in the same
building as the principal's, take place over the telephone.
Less often, principals request the presence of the director
in their schools, most commonly to help deal with unusual
student problems or with a teacher who is having difficulty.
Most directors attempt to visit schools regularly, but they
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do not usually talk with principals during those visits.
Rather, they make direct contact with special education
personnel in the building, possibly utilizing them as
informal liaisons with the principal.
Summary of Findings
The findings of this study indicate that the primary
mechanism through which special education administrators
control or coordinate the actions of school principals with
respect to handicapped programs is that of direct, one-onone contact.

While all districts have clearly understood

operative goals to guide the behavior of administrators as
they manage special education programs, the goals in unified
districts and in districts operating in complex and unstable
environments are minimal and often conflict with the
individual goals or personal motives of directors.
Moreover, many principals are not in full support of the
goals of EHA or their districts, often expressing anger and
resentment toward what are perceived as implacable legal
requirements which work to the detriment of the school as a
whole.

Directors attempt to reduce the conflict between

fulfillment of the law's intent and the needs of principals
in managing their schools through personal contact with
principals, and through maintaining informal liaisons in the
schools who support the director's commitment to meaningful
implementation.
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special education administrators do not have line
authority to command compliance with the law, but sometimes
assume functional or situational authority over specialized
processes or in novel and problematic situations involving
handicapped students.

There is conflict between the

perceptions of principals and directors as to the authority
of the directors even in these cases, but the conflicts are
masked through a collegial approach in which both
administrators seek direct contact to resolve issues through
mutual adjustment.
Standardization of skills is not used by directors as a
coordinating mechanism.

Principals are selected for their

ability to function autonomously within the general norms of
the district, and are expected to learn the details of their
role through their experiences on the job.

What information

or training is provided in special education matters is done
within this framework, with the director responding to the
expressed needs of the principals.
Although directors collect information about special
education processes in the schools, this information is
generally used for external reporting purposes.
Standardization of outputs is not utilized as a mechanism
for controlling the work of principals.

The only exception

appeared where an elementary district director is unusually
proactive and committed to decentralizing special education
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into the hands of the principals.

This agenda requires less

centralized control over the activities in the schools, and
the empowerment of the principals in special education
matters.

Standardization of outputs is thus used in this

district to encourage more discretionary decision making by
principals, rather than to limit it.
special education administrators are not involved in
principals' professional evaluations.

Special education

enters into the evaluation process only to the extent that
it impacts the primary demand of the principalship, the
maintenance of public and teacher support.
While all districts have developed rules and
regulations for special education processes, principals
differentiate between those which they feel must be followed
tightly, and those in which they feel that they have leeway.
Principals are sensitive to the threat of litigation, and
directors are not averse to using this sensitivity to
enhance their position in the balance of power between them
and the principals.

While principals are generally expected

to bend rules as necessary in order to maintain public and
teacher support, they are constrained with respect to
special education rules by their fear of litigation, or of
other severe consequences of noncompliance.

This creates

conflict, as principals try to meet the needs of their
schools and the expectations of central office, and causes
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them to turn to the director for assistance.

The director

is thus drawn into the decision making process in the
school, empowered by expertise and able to affect the
principal's behavior through direct contact.

The

standardization of processes is an effective method of
controlling principal behavior for those processes which are
perceived as vulnerable to legal action or close SDE
monitoring, and those processes serve additionally to
enhance the expert power of special education administrators
and to provide them with opportunities for direct contact
with principals.
While no pattern of relationships is evident between
individual characteristics of administrators and use of
specific coordinating mechanisms, school level and
structural complexity do affect directors' ability to
influence principals' behavior.

Elementary districts'

operative goals are more congruent with the formal goals of
the ERA and with the individual goals of special education
directors than are those of unified and high school
districts.

In comparison with secondary schools, lower

level schools in all districts display more acceptance of
directors' functional authority, and are more amenable to
standardization of processes for academic decisions.
However, at all levels, the major mode through which
special education administrators influence the behavior of
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principals is that of mutual adjustment.

Through

multidisciplinary matrix teams, the use of liaisons and
integrating managers, and direct contact, directors are able
to coordinate and control the actions of principals with
regard to handicapped programs.

Multidisciplinary teams,

mandated by the law as the decision making body for special
education programs, are usually structured such that
specialists supervised by the director maintain a leadership
role.

However, some principals, primarily elementary, chafe

under this structure and are in some districts taking a more
regular and active role on the teams.

In addition, child

study teams are being established in some schools as a
preliminary to referral for special education consideration,
and may offer principals an opportunity to control access to
the specialized processes of ERA.
Directors rely strongly on informal and formal liaisons
to influence activities in the schools.

In regular visits

to schools and in staff meetings, they interact with special
education personnel dispersed about the district.
Principals in turn rely on the special education teachers
and other specialists in their schools to provide them with
information about special education.

The directors thus

maintain an influence on the principals' base of information
about special education, and through this process indirectly
influence principals' actions.
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At the secondary level, directors make use of the
schools' existing administrative structure by enhancing the
role of the special education department heads.

These

positions, perceived by both the principals and directors as
liaisons, may actually function as integrating managers,
incorporating the values of special education and of the
special education administrator directly into the high
school decision making structure.
The most used device for mutual adjustment, however,
and the mechanism resorted to when others--such as
commitment to common goals or standardization of processes-prove inadequate, is direct contact.

Partly because it is

well established as the preferred mechanism of principals
for information sharing, decision making, and conflict
resolution, and partly because it is the only mechanism
effective in very complex situations, special education
administrators rely on this device more than any other to
influence the behavior of principals.

By initiating the

majority of direct contacts themselves, principals retain
their necessary sense of autonomy and secure specialized
input in response to the particular needs of their schools.
Because the demands of ERA impact critical resources and
processes of the school, such as teacher time, class size,
and student discipline, and decisions may significantly
affect critical outcomes, such as public or teacher support,
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the resolution of conflicts surrounding handicapped students
is often too complex for any approach except that of mutual
adjustment through direct contact.

It is through this

mechanism that special education administrators acquire the
respect and collegiality that they require to effectively
influence principals' attitudes and behavior, and to
successfully implement the law in their school districts.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this study was to improve understanding
of how special education administrators operate in schools
to implement the provisions of EHA.

The primary objective

of the study was to identify and describe the coordinating
mechanisms used by special education directors in working
with principals.
This chapter discusses the findings of the study in
relation to the issue of EHA implementation, and
implications resulting from the findings are considered.
The chapter concludes with suggestions for further research.
Discussion
The four coordinating mechanisms used by special
education administrators to coordinate the work of
principals are commitment to common goals, direct
supervision, standardization of processes, and mutual
adjustment.

However, not every component of these

mechanisms is available to directors, and their
applicability varies in relation to school level, structural
complexity, and environmental stability and complexity.
Furthermore, even when these coordinating mechanisms are
accepted by principals, their use appears to create
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conflict, or at the least to uncover conflict generated by
the requirements of EHA.
Only in elementary districts that are environmentally
stable, and in small, stable unified districts are the
formal goals of EHA, the operative goals of the districts,
and the individual goals of directors congruent.

However,

even in these districts, principals express a desire to
change the emphasis or processes of special education
programs.

In high schools, the administrative focus is on

the instrumental goals of preventing drop-outs and insuring
graduation rather than on the broader EHA goal of an
appropriate education in the least restrictive environment.
In most unified districts, and in districts with complex or
unstable environments, the organizational commitment reduces
to minimal compliance.

Thus, while in some districts the

special education administrator may rely on commitment to
common goals to coordinate the activities or decisions of
principals, in many districts this mechanism is not only
unavailable, but the existence of multiple and perhaps
incompatible goals also presents the director with an
underlying state of conflict which makes many decisions
problematic.
Although directors do not generally have line authority
over school personnel, they have access to the mechanism of
direct supervision when they are called upon to wield
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functional or situational authority.

However, the use of

this limited authority is apparently confined to elementary
schools in relation to principals
and regular education
tJ
teachers; at higher levels about half of principals do not
even yield specialized authority over special education
teachers to the director.

The views of principals and

directors about how much and what kind of authority each has
over special education matters in the schools are quite
incongruent, suggesting an underlying disagreement that
seems to require carefully enacted direct contact in order
to prevent open conflict.
In all districts, special education processes have been
standardized through the development of rules and
regulations, and principals are very sensitive to those
processes which are closely monitored by SDE or vulnerable
to litigation.

However, in the general management of their

schools, principals are expected to use discretion and
wisdom in applying rules, bending them as necessary to
achieve the greatest good for all concerned.

This ethos is

at variance with the expectations of EHA, which basically
make no allowance for the needs of any members of the school
excepting the particular handicapped student under
consideration. These incompatible expectations create
conflict in the schools, and sometimes limit the directors'
ability to rely on standardization of processes as a
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mechanism of coordination.

Moreover, the stress arising

from increasing levels of litigation and from challenges to
the professional judgment of school staff lead to
antagonistic attitudes towards ERA itself, and make the
director's task of meaningful implementation more difficult.
While these three mechanisms are significantly restricted in
their use in schools, each becomes viable when combined with
the mechanism of mutual adjustment.

Through such devices as

matrix teams, liaisons and integrating managers, and direct
contact, many conflicts are averted or resolved.
A most surprising revelation that emerged early in the
process of conducting field interviews was the anger
expressed by some principals toward ERA and the special
education programs in their schools.

Even among principals

who did not have emotional reactions, there was some
resentment about the structures imposed upon them by the
law.

These negative feelings were in contrast to most

discussions about their work; principals in the sample were
generally thoughtful, positive, even idealistic in
discussing their schools.
The depth of feeling expressed against ERA led to
further questions about the unintended consequences of the
law, and how, despite obviously energetic efforts at
implementation, it remains a source of conflict in schools
almost 15 years after passage.

Conflict over ERA has been
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noted in various aspects of school practice (Birman, 1981;
Kerr,

1981~

Milofsky, 1986; Thompson, 1985), management

(Birman, 1981; Mayhall, 1987: Mitchell et al., 1981), and
governance (Kerchner & Mitchell, 1988; Sacken, 1988).
Shortly after passage of the law, concerns about teacher
roles and autonomy led to the appendage of 16 qualifiers
onto a National Education Association resolution pertaining
to EHA.

While the resolution supported the intent of the

law, classroom teachers' fears about loss of influence in
educational decisions prompted additional statements
reinforcing the classroom teachers' right to dissent from
and appeal program and placement decisions (Kerr, 1981).
within schools, conflict arises between regular and
specialist teachers over issues of referral, or which
children should be served, and the organization of services,
or how and where such children should be served (Kerr,
1981).

Classroom teachers must cope daily with the tasks of

teaching groups of stUdents with varying needs and
abilities, of maintaining social control, and of meeting
district and state curriculum and achievement standards.
They tend to feel that all students whose exceptional needs
impede or prevent the accomplishment of these goals should
receive help from specialists in the school (Fraatz, 1987).
Specialists, working under categorical guidelines, however,
are committed to identifying and serving only those students
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whom the specialists are trained to serve, such as the
learning disabled or the severely emotionally handicapped.
They resist working with students who are "just" slow
learners or "just" behavior problems.

Disagreements erupt

when specialists decline to accept a difficult student
because he "does not fit the guidelines" (Birman, 1981;
Kerr, 1981; Thompson, 1985).

Classroom teachers sometimes

will use their power to control access to any student by
refusing to refer children or by placing stringent
limitations on the scheduling of services.

In some

instances, generalists have succeeded in blocking or
paralyzing specialists' ability to function as they would
like in schools (Milofsky, 1986).

Moreover, with the growth

of categorical programs, similar conflicts arise among
specialists representing different disciplines (Birman,
1981; Maitland, 1976).
The principal remains responsible for the smooth
functioning of all aspects of the school, and must manage
these conflicts so that the greatest benefit can be
achieved.

Ever mindful of the need to maintain both

stability in the school and the commitment and cooperation
of the staff, yet fearful of the threat of litigation, he
must thread his way through contradictory demands and make
judgments about the use of resources.
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The struggle between generalists and specialists has
risen beyond the school level and become an issue in
collective bargaining.

Regular classroom teachers have

sometimes become resentful of specialists, whom they see as
having protected, less demanding, and less productive jobs.
While classroom teachers are subject to reductions in force
and larger class sizes as a result of declining enrollments
and budgets, special education teachers are relatively
insulated by federal and state mandates protecting their
services and restricting their class ratios (Mitchell et
al., 1981).

On the other hand, the specific interests of

specialists are seldom addressed in collective bargaining.
Because they are relatively few in number, they generally
lack political influence and

oft6~

find their programmatic

desires traded off as "frills" when finances become tight
(Kerchner & Mitchell, 1988).

Mayhall (1987), in a study of

collective bargaining in an Arizona school district,
predicted that conflict between specialists and other
teachers will increase if federal and state laws continue to
require special services without providing additional
funding.

Lacking special funding, mandated special

education programs must draw needed resources away from the
regular classroom, negatively impacting other teachers and
leading to greater resentment and resistance among
professionals within the school.
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The relative explosion in litigation surrounding
handicapped students since passage of EHA has added to the
negative feelings of administrators toward the law.

In

comparison with lawsuits pertaining to desegregation or
other suits of a systemwide nature and those involving
employees or students, the rate of increase in special
education lawsuits exceeded that of any other category in
the 1970's, and also exceeded the rate of increase for all
categories combined (Mirga, 1988).

Furthermore, although

the number of federal jUdicial opinions involving schools is
expected to decline in this decade in all other areas, it is
expected to increase significantly in the area of special
education.

While the "'explosion' in school lawsuits is

over" (Mirga, 1988, p. 17) for most issues, conflict appears
to be continuously escalating over the interpretation and
implementation of EHA.

The stressful effect of such

litigiousness on school administrators has been identified
as a major factor in unwillingness of qualified educators to
assume or remain in leadership positions in the schools
(Bowles, 1989).
Finally, the unique provisions of special education due
process hearings create a "crisis of legitimacy" (Sacken,
1988) in schools, displacing the administration and local
board and abandoning a presumption of the educational
professionals' good faith.

Within the structure of the
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public schools, special education alone requires formal
administrative hearings before independent hearing officers
to resolve conflicts over educational decisions, and only in
special education are parents given the right to challenge
the judgments of teachers and administrators in
instructional matters.

Sacken (1988) refers to this right

as "extraordinary" in the history and structure of public
schooling, and notes that the United states Supreme Court
has twice denied the extension of such procedural ism in
other situations involving educational decisions, citing the
risk of

deterioratio~

of many beneficial aspects of the

faculty-student relationship.

In his discussion of the

unintended consequences of special education due process,
Sacken cites the personal costs to educators, who are often
portrayed in hearings as indifferent to the needs of a
handicapped child.

Their self-esteem is threatened as their

competence is challenged and they face the prospect of
public humiliation.

The formalized, risk-aversive responses

that are intrinsic to the hearing process bleed into
prefatory meetings and procedures in the flow of ERA
activities, undermining the development of a trusting
relationship between school personnel and parents.
Thus, a number of unintended consequences of ERA lead
to resentment on the part of principals and make the task of
implementation more difficult for the special education

--_

. .-
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administrator.

Conflict between classroom teachers and

specialists over identification and programming for
students, and over the recognition of each teacher's needs
and the allocation of resources, conflict between parents
and professionals and the increasing threat of litigation,
and the basic distrust of the principal's professional
judgment and authority institutionalized in the due process
hearing procedure all combine to increase the "emotional
toxicity" (Blumberg & Greenfield, 1980) of the principal's
job.

It is perhaps small wonder that directors often

describe principals' harboring the attitude that special
education is "a pain in the ass" and "a necessary evil", or
that a principal would say, "[t]he biggest agony of my life
as a principal has been special education."
Despite such difficulties, most principals in the
sample expressed respect and sometimes even affection for
the special education administrators in their districts.

It

was clear that, in most districts, principals felt a
trusting and collegial relationship with directors, and were
comfortable turning to them for assistance.

Through the use

of direct contact, principals and directors were generally
able to circumvent or resolve conflicts arising in special
education matters.
It thus appears that meaningful implementation of the
law requires that directors have the ability to develop
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collegial relationships with other administrators, and to
understand and work within the structures and expectations
of the principals' job.

This proposition seems particularly

applicable in considering differing school levels.

For the

most part, those directors who appeared to display the
strongest leadership were in either elementary or high
school districts.

In the Ashwood, Maricopa, and Pima

Elementary Districts and the Rincon High School District,
the directors all exhibited a very strong influence over the
school programs, and all were very articulate and forceful
in discussing their philosophies.

The opportunity to work

in a homogeneous system, where a single approach to working
with principals can be applied to every school in the
district, is apparently a great advantage.
The structural differences between high schools and
elementary schools, and the role differences between high
school and elementary principals, are significant in the
task of implementation.

The smaller size of elementary

schools and their simpler structure enable the principal to
be more directly involved with the internal processes of the
school, including those of special education, such as
multidisciplinary team meetings.

Elementary principals are

also more directly involved with special education
administrators, having more personal contact and sharing
more authority than do high school principals.

-~--.--.-.-
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In contrast, the larger size, specialization and
departmentalization of the high schools tend to separate the
principal from the internal processes of the school.

High

school principals delegate considerable authority through
the more complex administrative structure of their schools,
and are much less likely to participate in educational
decisions made for individual students.

Directors have less

contact with high school principals, but considerable
contact with their special education department heads.
In contrast with their functional disengagement from
internal processes, high school principals display a
stronger attitude of control than do elementary principals,
and are quick to resist the suggestion of intrusion into
their domain.

While both elementary and high school

principals act as buffers for their buildings, elementary
principals seem to do so by accepting and incorporating
outside expertise, sharing their authority over school-based
special education personnel.

High school principals buffer

by attempting to secure their staff from outside intrusions,
apparently operating on the assumption that within their
specialized staff they have both the resources and the
expertise to solve most problems.

Directors operate within

the secondary system by developing close, professionalized
relationships with special education department heads,
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while maintaining formal recognition of the principals'
authority and autonomy.
Junior high schools appear to vary between these two
images.

Those located in elementary districts appear to

have more of the characteristics of elementary schools,
while those in unified districts are more like high schools.
In unified districts, directors face the complex task
of developing different working styles for different school
levels.

They are less able than their colleagues in

elementary or high school districts to develop a single set
of procedures for implementation of EHA.

Their articulation

of a district philosophy must take into account the
differing operative goals of elementary and high schools,
which reduce their ability to gain commitment to a common,
comfortably assimilated districtwide goal for special
education.

Finally, they must adapt to different structural

realities and principals' roles in using direct supervision
or mutual adjustment to coordinate special education
activities in the schools.
Implications
The results of this study have implications for the
professional training of special education administrators,
for organizational theorists, and for practicing
administrators in public schools.
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Implications for Professional Training
The results of this study suggest that training
programs for special education administrators should include
knowledge of the structural complexities of the public
schools, of the differences which exist among different
school levels and types of districts, and of how those
differences condition the implementation of special
programs.

There is a surprising lack of descriptive

literature about comparative administrative structures in
the public schools of the United states, and the common
image appears to be that of a traditional, closed,
bureaucratic organization.

This study suggests that schools

are more complex, more open, and far more political than
presented in the common image and, as Sacken (1988) has
noted, many of the unintended consequences of ERA can be
explained by the discontinuity between bureaucratic
assumptions and the phenomenological reality of the schools.
Preparation of special education administrators should
also include information regarding the various coordinating
mechanisms used in school districts and their relative
viability for directors and under what conditions.
Moreover, it appears necessary that future directors develop
the interpersonal skills required for successful use of
mutual adjustment, the dominant mechanism in implementing
ERA in the schools.

While a thorough knowledge of the law,
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of policy development, and of the needs of the handicapped
is important, that knowledge will often only be applicable
through well developed skills in communication and
negotiation.
Implications for organizational Theorists
organizational theorists studying implementation of
federal programs into the public schools have tended to
place the empirical focus on outcomes, and to theorize about
the actual processes of implementation.

A few exceptions to

this pattern have been seen, such as Weatherly and Lipsky's
(1977) examination of the implementation of special
education mandates, and Fraatz's (1987) study of reading
programs.

Fraatz's work is particularly valuable, in that

she carefully investigates the actions, decisions, and
intentions of individuals without prior assumptions about
institutional resistance to change.

The results of the

present research indicate that such an approach is necessary
in order to fully understand the forces impacting efforts to
change schooling.

It is simplistic and unproductive to

assume that conflicts over change result from unwillingness
to meet student needs.

The conflicts themselves must be

studied carefully and without bias for the information they
can reveal about the complex nature of schooling.
The examination of conflict as a meaningful aspect of
organizational life requires a theoretical framework in
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which conflict is neither perceived as pathological nor
relegated to the margins of organizational reality as an
unpleasant byproduct of rational activity.

The

organizational theories adopted for this study, with the use
of coordinating mechanisms as a device to examine
interactions between subunits, proved heuristic for this
purpose.
The study of implementation of public policy from an
additive perspective, in which outcomes are measured against
intentions without careful examination of other aspects of
the change process, provides little useful information for
future policy development.

More sophisticated analysis of

implementation is required.

This study suggests that the

level of intrusiveness of a mandate significantly impacts
implementation, and that the relationship between the
structure of the intruded program or policy and extant
organizational structures and policies is important in the
process.

In addition, study of the evolution of schools'

response and adaptation to change is needed.

It would be

helpful to know whether described states of implementation
are static, which seems unlikely, or stages which may be
predictable and even developmental.
The results of this study also emphasize the importance
of designing and interpreting research on schools with
attention to the structural differences between elementary

-~-.-

.... -

249

and secondary schools.

For example, Peterson's (1983)

careful work, Mechanisms of Administrative Control in
Educational Organizations:

An Exploratory study, which

served as a model for the present study, examined only
elementary schools in elementary districts.

Peterson

specifically selected this population because the
relationships between principals and superiors would not be
"confounded by enormous organizational complexity"
(Peterson, 1983, p. 46).

While his research was well

designed and very productive as an exploratory study, it
cannot be generalized to the more complex structures of high
schools or of unified districts.
Implications for Practicing Administrators
The results of this study reinforce the existing
information about the organizational functions of the
principal and the special education administrator.

The

principal is the school site manager, with full
responsibility for all that occurs in his building.

The

special education administrator is a staff specialist,
lacking line authority but responsible for bringing about
any changes necessary for compliance with ERA.
However, the study also reveals a surprising level of
emotional stress associated with the implementation of EHA,
and that this stress is not confined to principals.
communication to the author after completion of data

In a
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collection, the director of the Pima Elementary District,
who is well established in her role and has been successful

in restructuring special education services, expressed
anguish over a recent reallocation of resources in her
district.

In order to provide expensive but required

services for several handicapped children, the district was
forced to eliminate music teachers assigned to teach all
children.

Although she had upheld the law, the director

felt compelled to precipitate an unjust action.
The evidence of emotional stress associated with EHA,
and the finding of Bowles (1989) regarding the role of
stress in the retention of qualified educators, suggests a
need to address this problem.

Blumberg and Greenfield

(1980) noted the mythology of rationality and control
imposed on school administrators.

More than teachers, even

more than managers in the private sector, school
administrators are constrained from freely expressing
emotions.

Despite their constant juggling of conflicts,

their continual personal interactions with often
antagonistic interest groups, their obligation to make
difficult decisions about allocation of resources, they must
behave with decorum and maintain a calm demeanor before the
school at large and the community.

School districts must

recognize the need for administrators to express and discuss
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the stresses associated with their jobs, and develop safe
and meaningful ways to address that need.
Recommendations for Additional Research
This study was of an exploratory nature, designed to
identify mechanisms used by special education administrators
in the implementation of ERA.

The small size of the sample,

and the restriction to districts operating under the laws of
one state, does not provide a sufficient foundation to
generalize the findings.

It would be useful to investigate

comparatively the mechanisms of coordination operating in a
large sample of districts distributed across a number of
states.

The results of this study may provide a framework

for more extensive research.
Because of the extraordinary due process guarantees of
ERA, special education administrators enjoy leverage in
controlling principals' behavior that is not available with
other mandated educational programs.

Therefore, the

findings of this research may not be applicable when
considering other middle level, central office
administrators, such as Chapter I directors or directors of
bilingual programs.

Similar research into the

implementation activities of such administrators would
provide useful information about their roles in the schools,
and would enrich our organizational knowledge of schools and
school districts.
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Finally, more careful study should be made of the
conflicts which emerge from the implementation of EHA.
Studies should consider direct conflicts arising from
disagreements over teacher roles and autonomy, and over
resource allocation, and the more subtle conflicts described
by Sacken (1988) in his analysis of due process procedures.
A clearer understanding of these conflicts would be useful
not only to educators, but also to political agencies and
advocacy groups as they consider future development and
change of public policy.
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LETTER OF REQUEST
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Dear:
As I mentioned on the phone, I am conducting research on the
coordinating processes used between special education
administrators and principals in public schools. In order
to collect data for the study, administrators in school
districts throughout Arizona are being interviewed. I would
like to include interviews with you and two principals in
your district as part of the data.
The purpose of this research is to clarify the working
relationship which exists between special education
administrators and the schools. Despite the growing number
of specialized administrative units resulting from
increasing size of districts and proliferating governmental
mandates, little attention has been paid to how these
positions are integrated into the decision making processes
of the schools. Even the organizational nature of these
units appears to be poorly understood. They are considered
to be change agents, intended to alter the behavior of the
organization and bring about adaptations to new demands, and
also to be staff units, intended to bring only advice in
their area of specialty and lacking any real authority.
This study will investigate the coordinating processes that
are utilized under varying circumstances by one of these
specialized units, the special education department, in its
interactions with the schools.
For those administrators who consent to participate, an
interview will be scheduled at their convenience sometime
between now and July 1, 1988. The interviews are expected
to take about one hour to complete, and will follow a
standard interview protocol, copies of which are enclosed.
The information gathered during the interviews will remain
completely confidential. Data from different school
districts will be aggregated, and no district or individual
will be identified in any way.
The benefits of this study will include information which
will be of practical use to school districts. Knowledge
will be gained about characteristics of middle level
administrative units, and of the processes utilized to
integrate these units into districts of varying size and
structure. This information will be valuable as districts
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face the task of reorganization to meet the demands of
growth or decline. Knowledge will also be gained about
coordinating processes which are used in different
situations to minimize conflict and enable interdependent
units in the schools to operate effectively. This
information will be useful in staff development activities
with administrators, providing a clearer understanding of
alternatives available in their relationships with one
another. Finally, knowledge will be gained about the
process of implementation of governmentally imposed mandates
in the schools. This knowledge will assist schools in
managing the many programmatic demands made upon them by
legislative action.
I hope you will find this project of interest and will agree
to participation by your district. A form is enclosed for
you to indicate your willingness to participate at this
time. If you would like further information, please contact
me. A stamped, self-addressed envelope is enclosed for your
response or questions. I may also be reached by phone at
(602) 297-----. I look forward to working with you.
Sincerely,

Leila Johnson
Doctoral Student
University of Arizona
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Response to Research Request

Yes, you may contact the special education
administrator and principals of the
District.
We would like to receive a copy of the
research results when the study is complete.
No, the
not participate.

District will

Authorized Signature
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Interview Protocol
Special Education Administrators
1.

How long have you been the special education
administrator in this district?

2.

Were you hired from within the district?

3.

What previous positions did you hold?

4.

What degrees have you completed?

5.

Did you have training specifically in special education
administration?

6.

What are your responsibilities as special education
administrator?

7.

Is there a formal, written job description?

8.

Are you a member of the superintendent's cabinet?

9.

Do you attend all principals' meetings?

10.

What role do you take in principals' meetings?

11.

What other meetings do you attend regularly?

12.

Would you describe the structure of your district's
central administration? What positions are there and
what does each do?

13.

Who is your direct supervisor?

14.

Are there any other special education administrators,
coordinators, or supervisors working under you?
If Yes, who are they, and what are their
responsibilities?

15.

How many students are there in special education
programs in your district? In the district as a whole?
How many schools are there in the district?

16.

Would you describe the special education programs in
your district?

17.

How far away from your office is the fartherest school?

18.

How far is the closest?
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19.

How are the budgets for special education programs
established?

20.

How are the new staff positions acquired?

21.

Do you have a budget amount that you allocate?
what does the budget cover?

22.

How are supplies and materials for special education
programs selected and purchased?
If at the schools, do you review or sign-off on those
decisions?

23.

How about capital outlay items--how are they selected?
If at the schools, do you review or sign-off on those
decisions?

24.

What is the principal's role in special education
budgeting?

25.

Has there ever been a disagreement between the special
education department and a principal or principals over
a special education budget?
If Yes, how was it resolved?

26.

How are special education teachers and other special
staff hired?
Who advertises the position?
Who screens the files?
Who interviews the applicants?
Who makes the recommendations to the board?

27.

Does your district have curriculum guides for the
various subject areas in the regular education
programs--for instance, fourth grade math, eighth grade
social studies?

28.

Do you have curriculum guides for special education
programs?
If only some, which ones?
for those that don't have curriculum guides, how are
the special education students' instructional programs
determined?
Who has the leadership role in that?

29.

Is your district enrollment stable, growing, or
declining?

If Yes,
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30.

How would you characterize the social background of the
majority of your students--low income, disadvantaged,
blue collar, middle class, professional, upper class?
What is the second largest group?

31.

How would you describe the parents and other citizens
in your community, in terms of their interaction with
the schools? Responsive, apathetic, assertive,
compliant, predictable, unpredictable.

32.

What proportion of your students fall into the
following ethnic groups?
___ Anglo

Black

___ Hispanic

- - - Asian

Native American

other

33.

Would you describe your district setting as urban,
suburban, or rural?

34.

What is the mobility rate in your district in a year?

35.

Are there active groups from the community pushing for
or against specific programs in the school district,
such as Back to Basics, bilingual education, sex
education, or others?

36.

When did your district last have a bond or override
election? Did they pass?

37.

Who is responsible for evaluating special education
personnel in your district?

38.

How often do you visit each school in the district?

39.

What do you usually do during those visits?

40.

Have there been any times when you've visited a school
more often than usual? If Yes, please describe.

41.

Have there been times when a principal has asked you to
visit a school? If Yes, please describe.

42.

How often do you have phone conversations with
individual school principals?
week/month.
What are the calls usually about?
What percentage of the calls do you initiate?
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43.

Do you ever outline a specific course of action for a
principal to follow?
Under what circumstances?
How often has that happened in the past year?

44.

Have you ever outlined a course of action for a
principal or school with which the principal disagreed?
If yes, please describe.
How was the disagreement resolved?

45.

Do you have line authority over any of the following?
Yes/No
Principals
Principals, in certain
functional areas
Regular teachers
Regular teachers in
certain functional areas
Special education teachers
Special education teachers, in
certain functional areas

46.

Other than school visits or phone calls, how many times
a week do you talk with principals? Formally or
informally? What sorts of things do you discuss at
those times?

47.

In your district, are there any positions created to be
formal liaisons between you and the schools?
If yes, what are those positions called?
What sorts of things do those persons do?
How often do you talk to them?

48.

Does your district have any standing committees or task
forces whose purpose is to discuss special education
issues of concern to the schools and you?
If yes, what issues does the committee discuss?
Who is on the committee?
How often does it meet?

49.

Are there persons you consider to be liaisons with the
principals even though they may have no formal
authority in those positions?
Who are they?
How often do you talk with those persons?
What kind of issues do you discuss?
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50.

Are multidisciplinary teams used in your district?
Who serves on the teams?
Who is in charge of each team?
What kinds of things do the teams deal with?
When the teams have considered an issue and action is
to be taken, who makes the final decision?
How often do the teams meet?
How often do you attend?
What is your role on the team?

51.

Does your district have written rules and procedures
for special education functions?

52.

Which of the following do they address?
Yes/No
Referral to special education
Placement in special education
Development of IEP's
Review of placement
Due process
Parent notification
Suspension/expulsion
Discipline
Promotion/retention
Instructional methods
Instructional materials
Grading
Mainstreaming

53.

In many districts, some procedures are expected to be
followed very tightly and some are expected to be used
as guidelines only. What are your district's
expectations about the special education procedures-very tight, with little leeway for interpretation, or
somewhat loose, with considerable room for discretion?
Tight

Loose __________ In between

54.

In the routine reports that principals make to the
central office, are they required to provide data or
information specifically about the special education
programs in their schools?
What information are they required to provide?

55.

Are the achievement test scores of special education
students reported separately to the central offic~?
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56.

What other data do you generally collect about the
programs in the schools?
How do you use this data?

57.

Do you ever look at the results of special education
programs in the schools and give the principals
feedback about them?
If yes, how is this done?

58.

When candidates are interviewed for principalships in
this district, are they asked questions about special
education specifically?

59.

Do you generally participate in the interviews?

60.

Is experience or knowledge of special education an
important factor in receiving a principalship?

61.

When new principals are hired in the district, is any
formal inservice or training in special education
provided for them?

62.

Does the district provide anyon-going training for
principals in special education matters?

63.

How is information about new developments in special
education laws, research, or methods provided to
principals?

64.

How many times a week do you have direct contact with
parents about special education matters?
Who usually initiates these contacts?
What kind of issues are usually involved?
Of those contacts, what percentage do you handle
yourself without involving others?
When you do involve someone else, who is it likely to
be?
After such contacts, how often do you inform the
principal of the child's school of what has occurred?
On what basis do you decide to inform the principal?
Are there any situations in which you would always
involve the principal?
If yeg, please describe.

65.

Has your district ever been involved in a special
education due process hearing? How often?
If yes, what was your role in that procedure?
What was the principal's role?
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66.

Have parents requested hearings which, for any reason,
you didn't have to go through with? How often? How
were those situations resolved? What was your role?
The principal's?

67.

Have you ever gone through formal mediation with
parents? How often? What was your role? The
principal's?

68.

In general, do you feel that decisions about special
education in your district are centralized or
decentralized?

69.

What do you feel is the main purpose of having special
education programs in the public schools?

70.

How would you describe your district's policies or
philosophy toward special education? What really
matters?

71.

How would you describe the principals' philosophy
toward special education?

72.

What sorts of things does the district do to instill
its philosophy about special education into the
principals' belief systems? What is your role in that
process?

73.

What is your formal title?
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Interview Protocol
Principals
Sex____________

School type ______________ Grades

1.

How long have you been principal in this school?
How long did you teach before becoming a principal?

2.

Did you do any work other than teaching prior to
becoming a principal?

3.

In what year did you get your first principalship?

4.

What other positions have you held since then?

5.

What degrees do you hold, and when did you complete
them?

6.

Have you taken any special education courses?
Course___________________________

Year

7.

How many students are enrolled in your school?

8.

Is your school enrollment stable, growing, or
declining?

9.

How would you characterize the social background of the
majority of your students: Low income, disadvantaged,
blue collar, middle class, professionals, upper class?
What is the second largest group?

10.

How would you describe the parents in your school
community in terms of their interaction with the
school?
Responsive, apathetic, assertive, compliant,
predictable, unpredictable

11.

What proportion of your students fall into the
following ethnic groups?
______ Anglo

------- Asian

Black

______Hispanic

Native American

------~

other

12.

Would you classify your school setting as urban,
suburban, or rural?

13.

What is the student turnover rate in your school in a
year? Is that the same as the district overall?
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14.

Are there active groups from the community pushing for
or against specific programs in the school district?
(If necessary mention Back to Basics, bilingual
education, sex education.)

15.

When did your district last have a bond or override
election? Did they pass?

16.

What other administrative positions do you have in your
school?

17.

How many regular classroom teachers do you have?

18.

What special education programs are located in your
school, and how many children are in each?

19.

How many special education staff are located fulltime
in your school?
Teachers________

Aides--------

Specialists_________

20.

As far as budget is concerned, do you participate by
submitting requests for your school, or do you receive
a per capita allocation each year?
How does that work?

21.

As far as budget is concerned, do you participate by
submitting requests for your school, or do you receive
a per capita allocation each year?
How does that work?

22.

Are your special education programs within that
process, or are they handled differently?
If differently, how is it done?

23.

What discretion do you have over spending money once
the budget has been set?
Able to transfer form one item or category to another?
Own special fund?

24.

Is special education included in those areas of
discretion?

25.

When you hire a teacher or another person, can you
usually get the person you want, or do you have to
compromise?
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26.

Does the hiring process for special education personnel
differ from that of regular personnel?
If yes, in what way?

27.

Does the central office expect all principals to go
about staff evaluation in a standardized way, or do you
have considerable discretion in evaluating teachers?

28.

Who evaluates the special education personnel in your
school?
If you do, does anybody routinely review your
evaluations of special education personnel?
If yes, who?

29.

Does your district have written specific objectives for
each grade in your school in the different subject
areas?

30.

Do all schools use the same textbook for each subject
in each grade?
If no, how is the decision made?

31.

Would you say that in your district decisions are
generally made in central office or decentralized to
individual schools?

32.

Would you describe the structure of your central
administration? What positions are there, and what
does each do?

33.

To whom do you report?

34.

How many times a week do you talk to her/him?

35.

How many times a week/month does she/he come to your
school?

36.

What is the highest position for special education in
the district?

37.

What are the responsibilities of that position?

38.

Does the special education administrator attend all
principals' meetings?

39.

What role does the special education administrator have
in principals' meetings?

40.

How often does the special education administrator come
to your school?
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41.

What does the special education administrator usually
do during those visits?

42.

Have there been any times when the special education
administrator has come to your school more often than
usual?
If yes, please describe.

43.

Have there been times when you have asked the special
administrator to come? If yes, please describe.

44.

How often do you have phone conversations with the
special education administrator?
week/month.
What are the calls usually about?
What percentage of the calls do you initiate?

45.

Does the special administrator ever outline a specific
course of action for you to follow?
Under what circumstances?
How often has that happened in the past year?
Has the special administrator ever outlined a course of
action for you or your school with which you or your
staff disagreed?
Could you tell me about that?
How was the disagreement resolved?

46.

In your district, does the special education
administrator have line authority over any of the
following:
Yes/No
Principals
Principals, in certain
functional areas
Regular teachers
Regular teachers, in certain
functional areas
special education teachers
Special education teachers,
in certain functional areas

47.

Other than when she/he visits your school or you talk
on the phone, how many times a week do you talk to the
special education administrator, formally or
informally?
What sorts of issues do you discuss at these times?

48.

Other than principal's meetings, what meetings do you
attend that the special education administrator attends
also?
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49.

In your district, is there any position created to be a
formal liaison between you/your school and the special
education administrator?
If yes, what is the position called?
What sorts of things does this person do?
How often do you talk to this person?

50.

Does your district have any standing committees or task
forces whose purpose is to discuss special education
issues of concern to the schools and the special
education department?
If yes, what issues does the committee discuss?
Who is on the committee?
How often does it meet?

51.

Is there a person whom you consider a liaison with the
special education administrator, even though the person
may have no formal authority in that position?
What is that person's position?
What kind of issues do you discuss with this person?
How often?

52.

Are multidisciplinary teams used in your school?
Who serves on the team?
Who is in charge of the team in your school?
What issues does the team consider?
When the team has considered an issue and action is to
be taken, how is the final decision made?
How often does the team meet?
How often do you attend?
What is your role on the team?

53.

Does your district have written rules and procedures
for special education functions?

54.

Do you have a copy of the rules and procedures?

55.

How often do you refer to them?
In what sorts of situations do you pick them up and use
them?
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56.

Do the written rules and procedures address the
following?
Yes/No
Referral to special education
Placement in special education
Development of IEP's
Review of placement
Due process
Parent notification
Discipline
Suspension/expulsion
Promotion/retention
Instructional methods
Instructional materials
Grading
Mainstreaming

57.

In many districts, some rules and procedures are
expected to be followed very tightly and some are
expected to be used as guidelines only. How would you
rate your district's expectations about the special
education rules and procedures: Very tight, with
little leeway for interpretation, or somewhat loose,
with considerable room for discretion?
_______ Tight

Loose

In between

58.

In the routine reports and data you are required to
submit to the superintendent, are you required to
provide data or information specifically about the
special education programs in your school?
What information are you required to provide?

59.

Are the achievement test scores of special education
students reported separately to the central office?

60.

How much do you believe your evaluation as a principal
depends on your performance with special education
programs?
____ A great deal

_____ To some degree

Not much

61.

Does the central office ever look at the results of
special education programs in your school and give you
feedback about them?
If yes, how does this happen?

62.

Does your school district have a written description of
your responsibilities in regard to special education?
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63.

When you were interviewed for your position as a
principal, were you asked questions about special
education specifically?

64.

Was experience or knowledge of special education an
important factor in receiving this appointment?

65.

When you began as a principal in this district, did the
district provide any formal inservice or other training
in special education matters?

66.

Does the district provide anyon-going training for
principals in special education matters?

67.

How is information about new developments in special
education laws, research, or methods provided to
principals?

68.

What percentage of your individual contacts with
parents have to do with special education matters?
Who usually initiates these contacts?
What kind of issues are usually involved?
Of those contacts, what percentage do you handle
yourself without involving others?
When you do involve someone else who is it likely to be?
After such contacts, how often do you inform the
special education administrator of what has occurred?
On what basis do you decide to inform the special
education administrator?
Are there any situations in which you would always
involve the special education administrator?
If yes, please describe.

69.

What percentage of IEP meetings in your school are
attended by the parents?

70.

Have you and your staff ever been involved in a special
education due process hearing?
If yes, what was your role in that procedure?
What was the role of the special education administrator?

71.

What do you feel is the main purpose of having special
education programs in the public schools?

72.

How would you describe your district's policies or
philosophy toward special education? What really
matters? If you were revising those policies, what would
you change in them? Why?

73.

What is the principal's role in special education?
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DATA CATEGORIES
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Data categories
1.

2.

Identifying information
A.

District
Identifying number
Location
Type of district
Elementary, high school,
unified

B.

School
Identifying number
Type of school - elementary, high school,
primary, middle, junior high, intermediate

coordinating Mechanisms
A.

Direct supervision
Line authority
Functional authority
situational authority

B.

Standardization of outputs
Program evaluation
Test scores
Administrative/board reports
Principal evaluations

c.

Standardization of processes
written special education procedures
Functions included
Compliance expectations
written curriculum guidelines

D.

Standardization of skills
Selection
Training

E.

Mutual Adjustment
Informal liaisons
standing committees/task forces
Formal liaisons/integrating managers
Matrix teams
Direct contact

F.

Commitment to Common Goals
Formal organizational goals
operative organizational goals
Individual goals
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3.

4.

Environmental factors
A.

Complexity
Ethnic composition
Socio-economic composition
Community structure - urban, rural, suburban
Special interest groups

B.

Stability
District/school growth pattern
District/school mobility pattern
District/school climate
Community support
Community participation
Special education climate
Number of due process hearings
Number of requests for due process
hearings
Number of formal mediations

Structural factors
A.

Size

B.

Dispersion
Number of schools
Distance between central orfice/schools

C.

Centralization
Budget
Hiring
curriculum

D.

Differentiation
Types of schools
Levels
Specializations
Central office units
Levels
Specializations

E.

Formalization
Written procedures
Written job descriptions
written curriculum guidelines
organizational charts
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5.

Individual characteristics
A.

principals
Gender
Years as principal in present school
Years as principal
Experience before principalship
Highest degree attained
Formal special education training

B.

Special Education Administrator
Gender
Years as special education administrator
Experience before special education
Highest degree attained
Hired from within/without
other administrative responsibilities
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