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Scribner, Donaldson / COHORT LEARNING

The Dynamics of Group Learning
in a Cohort: From Nonlearning
to Transformative Learning

Jay Paredes Scribner
Joe F. Donaldson

The instructional cohort is a popular delivery format in educational administration pro-
grams. This case study delves into the “black box” of cohort learning by critically exam-
ining the relationship between group dynamics and the types of learning that took place
among a set of group members within a cohort. This study shows how group dynamics—
including group climate, norms, roles, and communication—can foster or impede learn-
ing. The study raises concerns about whether a focus on high-performing cohorts or
groups necessarily results in meaningful learning for students. With the performance-
learning tension in mind, implications and recommendations for instruction and future
research are also presented.

Educational administrator preparation programs have been roundly criti-
cized for inadequately preparing aspiring school leaders with the theoretical
knowledge base and practical skills needed to survive the demands of school
leadership (e.g., Milstein & Kreuger, 1993; Short & Twale, 1994). In
response to these pressures, many educational administration programs have
sought more effective and authentic models for leadership preparation. Edu-
cational cohorts reemerged in the 1990s (Barnett, Basom, Yerkes, & Norris,
2000; Basom, Yerkes, Norris, & Barnett, 1996) as a popular program delivery
strategy that catered to nontraditional students by providing clear program
structuring and course sequencing, a supportive peer group, and increased
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contact with instructors (Norris & Barnett, 1994; Reynolds & Hebert, 1998;
Yerkes, Basom, Norris, & Barnett, 1995). According to the literature on
cohort programs in educational leadership, a vast majority of university
administrators, faculty, and students have lauded cohort programs as vehicles
for influencing student values, increasing student interaction and interdepen-
dence (Barnett et al., 2000; Norris & Barnett, 1994), increasing student
involvement and integration with the greater university community (Rey-
nolds & Hebert, 1995), and improving critical thinking skills (Reynolds &
Hebert, 1998).

Although research shows some support for these positive qualities, cur-
rent understandings of learning in educational administration cohort pro-
grams remain limited in at least two ways. First, existing studies do not di-
rectly explore the types of learning that cohort students experience. Instead,
research focuses on factors tangential to learning such as students’ satisfac-
tion with the social climate of these programs, program completion rates
(Reynolds & Hebert, 1995), and faculty perceptions of the strengths and
weaknesses of cohort models (e.g., Barnett et al., 2000). And second, current
literature fails to adequately explore the role of group dynamics in cohort
learning. To begin to address these gaps, we took a case study approach to ex-
amine one project team within a cohort. The following questions guided us:

1. How did the group dynamics of a project team within one cohort facilitate or
impede learning?

2. Given these factors, what types of learning occurred?

The following pages frame our study conceptually using group dynamics and
types of learning literature. We then provide an overview of the study design.
In our discussion, we reflect on our findings and then conclude with implica-
tions for instructional practices and future research.

RESEARCH ON COHORTS

Existing studies of cohort models in higher education (Barnett et al., 2000;
Norris & Barnett, 1994; Reynolds & Hebert, 1998; Twale & Kochan, 2000)
have relied heavily on surveys and self-reports from students and faculty that
suggest cohorts provide positive affective (e.g., values and attitudes toward
learning), cognitive (e.g., logic, analysis, and critical thinking), and transfer
(i.e., knowledge utilization) benefits to students. Among these benefits, stud-
ies suggested that cohort programs were most effective at producing affective
outcomes. For instance, cohort participants and faculty described stronger
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feelings of group belonging, confidence, and motivation toward group tasks
than their counterparts in noncohort formats (Twale & Kochan, 2000). In
another study, faculty described students as more engaged in cooperative
learning and more likely to be socialized into the learning environment
(Yerkes et al., 1995). Furthermore, Barnett et al. (2000) found that cohort
instructors tended to believe that students learned to cooperate, realized the
importance of working together and supporting each other, and developed
important group processing skills. Other studies reported that cohorts fos-
tered student networking opportunities (e.g., Twale & Kochan, 2000;
Wesson, 1996). On the other hand, findings for cognitive and learning trans-
fer outcomes have been mixed. Specifically, Reynolds and Hebert (1998) re-
ported that cohort students achieved higher grades than noncohort students—
a tenuous proxy for learning. They also found that cohort students reported
transferring learning to other settings to a greater (but not statistically signifi-
cant) extent than noncohort students. Although informative, these studies
stopped short of exploring complex relationships between the social dynam-
ics of the cohort experience and the types of learning that occurred.

GROUP DYNAMICS

Group dynamics can impede or facilitate learning within a group. The
major variables of group dynamics most relevant here include climate, group
norms, roles, and how these impact problem-solving strategies; and group
interaction, communication, and cohesion (Bales, 1970; Frey, Gouran, &
Poole, 1999). In addition, the nature of the group task, as well as other contex-
tual factors, influences group dynamics, performance, and outcomes (Hack-
man, 1990).

Group Climate

Group climate, according to Bales (1970), is determined by the ability of
group members to resolve primary and secondary tensions. Most groups
experience and resolve primary tensions associated with getting to know
each other and developing patterns of work. However, the manner in which
groups deal with secondary tensions associated with conflicts in personality,
values, and beliefs tends to portend group performance and learning. As
Bormann (1975) noted, groups often make preliminary moves to deal with
secondary tensions but then retreat in the face of potentially unsettling con-
frontations emanating from closely held personal values, beliefs, and per-
spectives. Inherent in secondary tensions is the manner in which group

Scribner, Donaldson / COHORT LEARNING 607



members agree or disagree. For example, Bales argued that agreement can be
used as a social reward doled out to members by other members. More impor-
tant, what group members agree or disagree on is critical in defining the
social and task dimensions of the group. Thus, depending on the degree to
which secondary tensions are resolved earlier on, disagreement within the
group can either be damaging to group cohesiveness or a sign of group cohe-
siveness. In their work, Lipman-Blumen and Leavitt (1999) described “hot
groups” in which members do not necessarily get along socially or always
agree within the task domain. Hot groups do, however, deal with disagree-
ments in ways that do not disrupt cohesiveness or detract from the task; fur-
thermore, hot groups use disagreement as a creative tool for innovative prob-
lem solving.

Group Norms

Norms are the least visible but most powerful form of social control within
groups (Keyton, 1999). They control interpersonal interactions and commu-
nication as well as structure a group’s approach to decision making and prob-
lem solving (Hirokawa & Salazar, 1999; Keyton, 1999). Norms develop in
several ways—from explicit statements from group leaders, for example,
about success in addressing tasks, from precedence-setting critical events,
from repetitive behavior patterns, and from group members’experiences that
are imported into the group (Feldman, 1984). Norms can be enforced through
humor, needling, and banishment from the group. Furthermore, ongoing
norming can be detected in competing norms that arise between members or
result from changes in the social and/or task dimensions of the group brought
on by environmental changes or crises (e.g., Bormann, 1975).

Although norms may take the form of explicit rules that govern interaction
and behavior, implicit, informal norms tend to more strongly direct interper-
sonal behavior in groups (Keyton, 1999). Norms play critical roles in how
groups deal with primary and secondary tensions, for instance, during the
early stages of group formation or times of stress. Group norms that enable
groups to successfully address secondary tensions and maintain task orienta-
tion tend to lead to increased group cohesion.

Norms also play an important role in determining how problems are
approached and solved and how group communication occurs. Norms con-
tribute to the structures—implicit and explicit rules and conventions—that
both enable and constrain future group interaction and performance. As such,
they govern member interactions and resource use in the processes of prob-
lem definition (Hirokawa & Salazar, 1999). Some of these norms—for exam-
ple, those related to coordination of work—are developed through group
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interaction. Others that lead to tacit precoordination are derived from “task
scripts that were shared among members before [group] interaction”
(Wittenbaum, Vaughan, & Stasser, 1998, p. 179). Norms and rules have been
shown to become matters of habit (i.e., conventions) that promote or inhibit
group decision making and problem solving (Hirokawa & Salazar, 1999).
They, for example, may lead the group to employ rational rather than political
strategies to address issues (Senge, 1990). Or, norms that reinforce cohesion
and agreement may suppress critical inquiry, negatively impacting problem-
solving performance (Hirokawa & Salazar, 1999). Put differently, Schein
(1992) argued that norms help the group maintain its culture. The danger, of
course, lies with norms that double as defensive routines and, therefore,
inhibit the group from wrestling with “ideas in the making”; that is, taking an
original idea and modifying, accepting, or rejecting it (Bormann, 1975,
p. 289). Typically, problem solving revolves around the introduction of an
idea by an individual or coalition with subsequent testing of the idea. The
degree to which the group is able to explore the idea or problem is directly
related to the group’s ability to handle secondary tensions. When secondary
tensions become too much, groups often employ defensive routines in which
they find easy areas of agreement at the expense of solving the problem.
Related to problem solving, group norms also guide communication. Group
norms often restrict communication between members by limiting individual
participation through several strategies, including role assignments and
coalitions. Again, groups that are more cohesive tend to have stronger and
more inclusive communication networks that lead to increased group perfor-
mance (Lipman-Blumen & Leavitt, 1999).

Roles

Two viewpoints have guided much research on roles within small groups.
The first viewpoint conceives of roles as expectations about the behavior of
group members (Salazar, 1996). Bormann (1990) defined role as “that set of
perceptions and expectations shared by the [group] members about the
behavior of an individual in both the task and social dimensions of group
interaction” (p. 161). When the focal person shares these expectations, the
person is said to have a role in the group (Bormann, 1990). Although these
expectations can evolve during the course of the group’s work and develop-
ment, they may also be transferred from experience with the person outside
the group or as a result of stereotyping owing to a variety of traits (e.g., gen-
der, age) of the focal person. Research has demonstrated that prior beliefs and
expectancies about a target individual are self-fulfilling—the focal person’s
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behavior tends to confirm other group members’original expectations (Hare,
Blumberg, Davies, & Kent, 1994, p. 183).

The second viewpoint focuses on the dynamic nature of role formation
and development within the context in which the group is functioning. From
this perspective, role behavior is enacted by individuals in response to (a) inter-
actions within the group and (b) particular contextual factors (e.g., type of
group task, timelines, established and developing norms, previous interac-
tions among group members, available resources). This viewpoint also holds
that the enactment of roles is based on modal characteristics and preferences
of the person performing the role (Biddle, 1979; Salazar, 1996). The context
of group work is particularly important because it can influence individual
and group behaviors in ways that affect group performance (Bormann, 1975).
From this perspective, persons become positioned in “role space” through
interaction among members that defines the role as well as the nature of the
role’s relationship with the roles of other members. In addition, role perfor-
mance of individuals tends to focus either on task or on maintenance (group-
building) dimensions of group work. Norms and other structures of the group
inform members about what behavior is acceptable and appropriate. Devia-
tion from appropriate role behaviors results in sanctions, whereas perfor-
mance of expected behaviors is reinforced (Salazar, 1996).

Contextual Factors

Hackman (1990) has noted that not all work groups are alike. Although
they have features in common (such as norms and roles addressed above), the
nature of the group, its task, and other contextual factors (e.g., support, train-
ing, time to complete task) also influence group performance and effective-
ness. Within cohort programs, either subcohorts and/or project teams are fre-
quently used to support cooperative and collaborative approaches to learning
(Bruffee, 1999; Johnson & Johnson, 1998). These groups are most like task
groups as defined by Hackman (1990) and Wittenbaum et al. (1998). As such,
they have in common the completion of tasks (usually guided by instructor
directives) within predefined and limited constraints of time. The tasks are
usually employed to help the group learn about team development and work
as well as particular subject-matter content (see the description of project
team focus, below). Hackman has found that time limits and deadlines are
powerful organizing forces for these kinds of groups. Wittenbaum et al. noted
that time pressures induce groups to move directly to task execution at the
expense of taking time to plan, brainstorm, and attend to group support and
maintenance functions (including defining members’ roles and status).
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In a study of short-term project teams in a graduate business program,
Druskat and Kayes (2000) explored the impact of time, relational-oriented
processes, and task-oriented processes on team performance and learning.
They found that team learning appeared to be less related to performance in
short-term teams than in long-term teams, owing to short-term teams’ focus
on efficiency in the accomplishment of the group’s assigned task at the
expense of knowledge sharing and reflection—which would support team
and individual learning. Druskat and Kayes recommended increased atten-
tion on interpersonal understanding and problem-solving proactivity (antici-
pating problems) as ways to improve performance and learning simulta-
neously. From a related perspective, Hackman (1998) has drawn attention to
the importance of external organizational support (e.g., training, empower-
ment, resource support) rather than a focus on internal group processes as a
means for organizations and other social systems to contribute to improved
work group effectiveness.

TYPES OF LEARNING

In this study, learning is conceptualized as the various types of possible
responses to experience, including nonlearning, nonreflective learning,
reflective learning, and transformative or critically reflective learning
(Jarvis, 1987, 1997; Mezirow and Associates, 1990). Nonlearning occurs
when that which is presented to or experienced by learners fails to influence
their understanding of a particular topic, issue, or situation. The reasons for
nonlearning include a presumption that that which has been learned in the
past has served quite nicely and, thus, requires no need to change one’s view;
the learner failed to recognize the learning opportunity; or the learner con-
sciously rejected the experience. Nonreflective learning occurs through daily
experience in which knowledge gained through physical or technical skill
acquisition or rote memorization remains tacit. The manner in which
nonreflective learning occurs often happens incidentally (Marsick &
Watkins, 1990), through repetition, imitation, or memorization.

Reflective learning is typically associated with the realities of life and
occurs through contemplation, reflective skills, and experimental learning
(Dewey, 1938; see also Bormann, 1975; Bredeson, 1991; Mezirow, 1990).
Inherent in this type of learning is a logical and overtly scientific approach to
problem solving, including (a) analysis of the problem, (b) listing the possi-
ble solutions, (c) weighing the alternative solutions, (d) selecting the best
solution, and (e) taking steps to implement the solution (Bormann, 1975).
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Although a useful practice to make sense of past and present experiences, this
notion of reflection focuses primarily on performance enhancement.

Although learning to perform effectively is important, reflective learning
does not address either the merit of the problem or the consequences of prob-
lems not addressed. Mezirow’s (1990) notion of transformative learning
moves beyond reflection for sake of performance enhancement into critical
reflection. Mezirow argued that transformative learning “focuses more on
understanding the nature of . . . meaning perspectives and how they can be
changed to allow new possibilities for realizing meaning and values” (p. xvi).
As cognitive learning theory suggests, the creation of meaning comes from
individuals’experiences in their personal and professional lives. These accu-
mulated experiences are constructed into what Mezirow referred to as mean-
ing schemes, or implicit rules by which we make sense of our experiences.
Meaning perspectives, on the other hand, are “higher order schemata, theo-
ries, propositions, [or] beliefs” that form a structure of assumptions and crite-
ria individuals use to judge, evaluate and understand experiences (p. 2). Thus,
meaning schemes and perspectives shape how we perceive, comprehend, and
remember experiences. The importance of penetrating these meaning per-
spectives is how Mezirow differentiated between reflective learning for per-
formance enhancement and higher level critical reflection. Although it is
important, focusing on enhancing performance tends not to lift learners out
of the “hot action” (Eraut, 1994) of their work to help interrogate fundamen-
tal presuppositions of the way things are. Thus, through critical reflection, the
learner is able to challenge his or her own assumptions obtained in prior
learning and critically examine the premises on which problems are posed or
defined in the first place, thereby transforming one’s meaning perspectives
into new, more inclusive territory.

CASE STUDY BACKGROUND

In 1997, the University of Missouri–Columbia led the formation of a state-
wide Ed.D. program for educational leaders. In addition to traditional stan-
dards for admittance into the program, students were also required to hold
leadership positions in education (K-16) or other fields (e.g., not-for-profit
and health sectors). The program was organized statewide through a collabo-
ration between the University of Missouri and five state universities. Thus,
whereas the doctoral degree pursued by students would be conferred by the
University of Missouri–Columbia, students participated in subcohorts at
their regional universities during 2 years. As Figure 1 shows, during two con-
secutive summer sessions, the subcohorts formed a statewide cohort through
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their participation in an intensive, in-residence, and 4-week summer learning
experience at the University of Missouri–Columbia campus. Each summer
session began in May with a day-long cohort meeting where organizational
issues were addressed and coursework was initiated. In addition, at these
May meetings, students were asked to form project teams of 5 to 8 students,
in which they would work to complete portions of the summer course
requirements. Students’ summer course work continued in June in their
respective subcohorts as they completed assignments prior to beginning the
in-residence portion of the summer program. During July, all subcohorts
formed a statewide cohort at the University of Missouri in which they worked
with a team of instructors.

The summer session was team taught by three instructors from the Univer-
sity of Missouri and two instructors from the state universities. Each instruc-
tor was assigned two project teams to guide throughout the session. One of
the researchers was an instructor during the second summer session and was
assigned to the project team examined in this study. The other researcher was
not involved in the second summer session but had taught in the first summer
session. The course content during the second summer session focused on
educational policy and qualitative research. Although instructional strategies
varied, the major learning experience engaged each project team in a policy
study using qualitative research methods. The case study project team exam-
ined the impact of Missouri’s latest educational reform legislation (MO Sen-
ate Bill 380) on local district policy in four public school districts from the
perceptions of four superintendents. Pedagogical approaches varied during
July and included lecture, structured small group activities, and the group
inquiry project. Approximately two thirds of instructional time was spent in
project team work that included time spent with the team’s instructor. Stu-
dents worked during formal class hours (i.e., 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. Monday
through Thursday) and informally after class and on weekends.

METHOD

To thoroughly explore the relationship between group dynamics and types
of learning in a cohort group, we chose a case study design (Yin, 1994) that
focused on one project team within the statewide cohort. As others have
noted (e.g., Twale & Kochan, 2000; Wesson, 1996) the interpersonal rela-
tionships and evidence of positive effects of cohorts tend to evolve through-
out the program as students establish and build tighter bonds. Thus, to best
address our research questions, we began our exploration at the program’s
midpoint and after the cohort effect had time to develop.
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First Summer First Fall First Spring Second Summer Second Fall Second Spring Third Summer Post-
Statewide Cohort Subcohorts Subcohorts Statewide Cohort Subcohorts Subcohorts Statewide Cohort coursework

Organizational Educational Quantitative Educational Content and Program Comprehensive Dissertation/
analysis (4), leadership (3), methods (3), policy (4), context of planning and examinations research
proseminar (3), application of inquiry (1) qualitative learning (3), evaluation (3), (12 hour
inquiry (2) leadership (1) research (3), group dynamics inquiry (1) minimum)

proseminar (2) (1)

Figure 1: Cohort Curriculum Sequence and Content Themes
NOTE: Credit hours appear in parentheses.



Selection

At the initial May meeting of the entire cohort (N = 59), we asked students
to form groups of 5 to 8 with any of their peers. Students were encouraged to
work with others from around the state. Of eight project teams that formed,
the team that was the focus of this study was selected for three primary rea-
sons. First, we believed this team provided the best opportunity to observe a
cohort effect because the team fully represented one regional subcohort with
no student representation from other subcohorts. In effect, we studied a
cohort within a cohort that had been working together for 1 year and would be
working together for another. Thus, the team had both a history and future as
a subcohort. Second, the team was selected because it was willing to submit
to being studied in-depth during the summer session. And third, the team
offered the best opportunity within the entire cohort to observe a diverse
group across several dimensions. For example, the group consisted of 7 stu-
dents—4 males and 3 females. Group members represented various leader-
ship positions. Barbara (all names are pseudonyms) was an assistant superin-
tendent, Daisy was an elementary school principal, Rebecca was an
elementary school principal, Steve was an assistant principal of a middle
school, John was an elementary school principal, Mark was the assistant reg-
istrar at the regional state university, and Randy was a middle school princi-
pal but was transitioning to an assistant superintendent position that summer.
Thus, the group consisted of 6 members from the K-12 sector and 1 from
higher education. In addition, Daisy, Rebecca, and Steve all worked in the
same district. The only person of color was a female Asian American.
Finally, the group’s experience as educators ranged from 8 to 25 years.

Data Collection

We explored learning in the team via observations, one focus group inter-
view, individual interviews, and document analysis. These strategies were
implemented sequentially to heighten our sensitivity to the phenomena of
interest and increase the potential for collecting pertinent data throughout the
process. Approximately 35 hours of structured team activities assigned by
instructors (including but not limited to the inquiry project) were collected
using video-recording equipment. These videotaped work sessions repre-
sented nearly 100% of formal group work. In addition, approximately 25
hours of audio recordings representing group work outside the realm of offi-
cial team class time were also collected. All video and audio recordings dur-
ing formal class hours were conducted and monitored by a graduate assistant.
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Our preliminary analysis of observation data informed the development of
interview questions. To allow students time to assimilate the intense summer
experience, the focus group and individual interviews were conducted 2 and
3 months, respectively, after the summer course concluded. The focus group
interview was semistructured, open-ended, and conducted by both research-
ers with all 7 members of the group (see Appendix A). The focus group inter-
view lasted 21

2 hours. Individual interviews probed issues that were discov-
ered, or not fully addressed, during the focus group interview (see
Appendix B). For instance, individual interviews explored in more depth
how the experience influenced each member’s behaviors, how it affected the
quality of each member’s learning experience, how each member perceived
his or her own impact on group functioning and learning, and the extent to
which what was learned informed one’s practice. For consistency, one
researcher conducted individual interviews. Interviews were semistructured
and open ended and lasted from 45 minutes to 11

2 hours. Interviews and
observations were transcribed verbatim. Finally, a detailed archive of student
artifacts (more than 150 pages of student group work and final products) were
collected to provide further evidence of the focus, development, and nature of
student learning.

Data Analysis

As described above, data analysis was ongoing through each stage of data
collection. As described by Strauss and Corbin (1990), we used the strategies
of open and axial coding to analyze data from observations, interviews, and
archives of the group’s work. During open coding, data were analyzed for
patterns and themes informed by our theoretic lenses. To foster discoveries in
our data, we did not limit our beginning categories to solely those found in the
literature. On completion of each stage of data collection, we analyzed data
separately, developing themes and questions for follow-up in subsequent
data collection efforts. At each stage of analysis, we compared our themes
and when necessary honed, changed, or eliminated them. For example, we
each discovered different group norms that affected learning and thus
strengthened that category of findings. Through our discussions, we also
honed our category on types of learning by more clearly defining which data
reflected what types of learning. Where our coding varied, we discussed
issues until agreement of the relevance or irrelevance of the data was reached.
We also discussed codes whose labels were similar to ensure that our defini-
tions of the labels were congruent. Finally, to further bolster the trustworthi-
ness of our findings and interpretations (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992), we asked
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the group members to read and react to our article. Each participant stated
that our interpretations of the data accurately reflected his or her experience.

FINDINGS

The types of learning that took place within this project team were varied
and complex. To simplify this complexity, we present our findings according
to two primary themes: the nature of group dynamics within the project team
and the types of learning that occurred. In the Discussion, we further explore
the relationships between these two categories.

Factors That Influenced Learning

Group Climate

Data suggest that group climate influenced the types of learning that took
place by laying the foundation for the nature of group performance. Primary
tensions were easily overcome because group members knew each other well
through close professional working relationships and previous cohort experi-
ence. In fact, their prior acquaintance and close geographic proximity to each
other led this project team to form. Secondary tensions were not so easily
overcome. That is, several members described how their involvement in the
team was constrained at various times throughout the summer as a result of
secondary tensions. These constraints included conflicts rooted in differ-
ences in gender, age and experience, and professional relationships with one
another outside the cohort. Concerning the role of gender, one female group
member stated:

There was a gender issue, a power struggle, trying to prove that people were
more capable than others. . . . I felt like that ladies were very candid and the men
were, well, I think we got more involved in the group than they really did. . . . If
you recall in the focus group, we never let go of [the summer experience] like
the men did.

A male student described his feelings of at times being marginalized because
of a perceived lack of experience. His comment occurred during the focus
group in response to one of the women’s referring to him as “the young man”:

“The young man.” I’ve dealt with that for awhile. . . . Not in a bad way, but I’ve
noticed it as an administrator and I’ve noticed it here. There are certain things
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about being young, or new, or inexperienced that cause the situation to be a lit-
tle bit different. . . . In the group I’m “the kid.” “What’s he doing telling me
when he’s the kid?” And so, I think that’s something that played out that never
has really been brought out in any way.

Reflecting how professional relations outside the cohort may have affected
group dynamics, a female group member stated, “There were many times
when we didn’t want to step on toes, but in the end we did just that.” Another
member of the group put it this way:

If we were a team that really didn’t know each other and didn’t work with each
other . . . it would have been different. We’re all intertwined in one way or an-
other, through school, with family, or whatever. So I think it was a little harder
[to take risks] sometimes.

Unresolved secondary tensions such as these led to numerous defensive
routines, some of which manifested themselves as group norms discussed be-
low. For instance, to the casual observer, group cohesiveness appeared high
as reflected in the group’s high task orientation. However, the social structur-
ing of the group (i.e., how people perceive and relate to each other) did not de-
velop to the point at which secondary tensions could be addressed openly. In-
stead, the group’s social structure was defined by underlying social tensions
such as feelings of insecurity regarding one’s expertise relative to others, a re-
luctance to take intellectual risks, and an unwillingness to challenge the sub-
stantive ideas of others.

Observations revealed that the group’s single-mindedness toward the task
at hand—its task orientation—was a defensive routine that minimized poten-
tial conflicts over substantive issues and ideas. For instance, the group spent
hours discussing minute details of editing and much less time discussing and
debating issues pertaining to the substance of the policy study or qualitative
analysis. In one such episode (which had lingering effects on the group’s co-
hesiveness), two group members refused, to the dismay of others, to allow
data into the policy study that might have shown their superintendent in a
poor light. Rather than struggle with the ideas and concepts facing them, the
group moved past the argument without resolving its tensions. The following
comments capture this tension:

There was a part of our paper that you all said was “rich thick description,” but
because it was a poor reflection on one of the administrators—this particular
administrator is interested in everything that is done about him—two group
members were concerned that he would read this and not like the way it re-
flected him. Two of us were adamant that we keep the description in the paper.
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Another student elaborated on the situation:

They didn’t want us to use a certain piece of data from their superintendent be-
cause maybe we interpreted it wrong. You know, maybe he said something he
really didn’t mean to say. We put most of the stuff in, but if we really disagreed
or thought that someone’s boss might read it, we left it out. We compromised a
lot like this. It affected how we processed as a group.

These comments exemplified how professional relations outside of class in-
fluenced group functioning. In this case, concern over making a superior look
bad in the study caused some students to filter data that others thought was
useful and, thus, created underlying tensions among group members.

Group Norms

Unresolved secondary tensions inherent in the group climate led to the
emergence of several norms and defensive routines to maintain those norms.
Consistent with other cohort literature, one norm of this group was a commit-
ment to seeing all members successfully complete the program. However,
this norm fostered other norms that affected learning. For instance, the group
placed a high degree of emphasis on getting the project done. The high task
orientation served as a strategy to suppress and limit critical conversations
that could cause unresolved secondary tensions to reemerge. As a result, the
group continually steered away from consideration of theoretical issues and
ethical dilemmas inherent in its study. A group member explained:

The group was like an amoeba. We’d be working on the project and then once
we got to a point where we knew we were going to butt heads, we would dis-
solve into groups and do specific tasks such as go to the library and do some
research.

As the comment suggests, the group temporarily disbanded when disagree-
ments became too intense. Observations also suggested that the group often
disbanded into dyads or individuals who then focused on assigned or as-
sumed roles (discussed below). In short, the group clung to its goal of assign-
ment completion as opposed to the time-consuming task of struggling with
ideas.

A third norm was to maintain a leaderless group. However, in interviews,
students described how members continually jockeyed for position and sta-
tus within the group. For instance, during the focus group interview, mem-
bers acknowledged how difficult it was not to be a leader given their positions
as educational leaders in their communities. One student put it this way:
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We’re all very competitive and we’re all used to deciding things on our
own. . . . Now that we finished the product we are back to our old selves. But
we’re so goal oriented and achievement oriented that we wanted to achieve
the perfect document, but the vision of perfection differs from individual to
individual.

Several of the members revisited this espoused norm during their individ-
ual interviews. A female group member reflected on her personal experience
with the espoused versus actual norms regarding group leadership:

Another member wanted to be the group leader, and I didn’t want to be the
group leader at all. But I found myself always butting heads with him. . . . I
guess, now that I think about it, I wanted to be the leader too.

These comments reflect the tension that occurred when educational leaders
who have been socialized to be decision makers and leaders on the job are
suddenly thrust into a collaborative assignment among equals.

Given the group’s inability to effectively resolve secondary tensions, it co-
mes as little surprise that avoiding conflict was also a norm that governed
group work. This norm seemed to stem from several factors inherent in this
group’s social structuring. First was the acknowledgment that each member
was an educational expert. Second was the fact that to keep the group together
and successfully complete the assignment, each member’s feelings had to be
protected. As one member put it, “I think that [3 other members] just didn’t
assert themselves because they just wanted to move along.” The norm of con-
flict avoidance also kept the group from taking intellectual risks, taking the
time to thoroughly explore alternate ideas, and challenging each other’s
ideas. Ironically, this norm did not eliminate conflicts. But it did limit them to
one kind—conflicts (and they were often) over low-risk issues. One member
stated:

Steve and I established the overall global concepts of what we were doing. But
he and I butted heads at times because he would get so caught up in some min-
ute detail that would change the flavor of where we were headed. So the group
would talk about it, he’d get tense, and then we would just break for lunch or
into small groups, do other things, and never resolve it.

Another manifestation of group norms surrounding the avoidance of con-
flict related to the emergence of the meaning of individual contribution
within the group context. Through observations of group interactions, it was
revealed that to contribute meant that one’s ideas had to be used and incorpo-
rated into the final product. This norm led to constant tension and difficulty
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when considering individual members’ ideas because to reject someone’s
idea meant that that person had not contributed according to implicit group
rules. However, one group member, whose behavior was at times construed
by others as an impediment to project completion, explained his actions this
way:

I wanted us to think. . . . That’s how I approached the whole situation. I’m not
going to let anybody get under my skin because I’m not into petty differences,
and I want to get the job done but when the job is done, I want it to be something
where people say, that is something I had not thought about before. And that’s
basically my job is I want to get outside the box and think about things that peo-
ple had not thought about before.

Group Roles

Understanding how roles were assumed and assigned had important im-
plications for understanding the types of learning that ultimately occurred
and, more important, the distribution of that learning across the group. Data
suggest that in some cases roles were assigned according to members’ pre-
conceived notions of each others’ strengths. These biases stemmed from the
group’s history together in and out of the cohort program. One group member
described the roles this way:

Barbara was the gatekeeper; she’s the one that kept us on track, kept us focused.
She was the main person as far as editing, that was her central role. Daisy likes
things orderly. She kept us advised of what we already accomplished and what
needed to be done. I saw myself as the process consultant. . . . I concentrated on
maintaining the right atmosphere in the group. Steve did a lot of the writing up.
Randy also did a lot of writing and he would scan other groups to see how we
were doing relative to them. John was our alternative perspective advocate. He
tried to get us to examine alternative perspectives. Rebecca was our generalist.
We had all the pieces, we were organized functionally.

Although the above comment accurately describes the roles taken, it be-
lies the fact that in some cases the roles were only grudgingly accepted. Fur-
thermore, role rigidity limited some students’ breadth of experience and ex-
posure to learning opportunities. One member stated, “Steve and Randy had
decided to give assignments so we could move on with the paper and he did
not give Daisy an assignment she was worthy of.” Finally, the high degree of
task orientation caused the group to assign roles to ensure completion of the
group project and not necessarily to provide a broad learning experience. One
student confirmed this: “I probably did not get the full flavor of policy and

Scribner, Donaldson / COHORT LEARNING 621



research out of this because my role did not cause me to conduct any of the
interviews.”

Communication and Problem Solving

Arguably, a group’s ability to communicate and capacity to problem-solve
predicts the quality of learning that ultimately occurs. This case study illus-
trates how certain aspects of group dynamics can hamper communication
and problem-solving processes and, thus, influence the types of learning that
occur. The strong network of professional relationships, for instance, con-
strained open communication as members brought to the cohort political sen-
sitivities of their workplaces and preconceived notions of their peers’person-
alities, strengths, and weaknesses. Therefore, as described above, most
members were hesitant to take intellectual risks by offering critical thoughts
or to openly challenge their colleagues’ substantive ideas. In either case,
communication and thus the potential for problem identification and solving
were curtailed. To illustrate this point, interviews and observations con-
firmed our hunches that the focus on technical issues (e.g., editing and logis-
tics) was a defensive routine to avoid challenging others’ substantive ideas.
One member put it this way:

We didn’t confront each other very much. Last summer I could leave the group
and not have to continue to work with them. But this summer we knew we still
had to work another year together on coursework, and we still have to depend
on each other [to finish]. It’s really funny, you look at this group and it’s like a
family, maybe a dysfunctional family.

Finally, we would be remiss if we did not consider the possibility that
the study itself may have contributed to the group’s communication difficul-
ties. The following exchange in the focus group interview illustrated this
possibility:

Barbara: I think [being studied] affected us. . . . I felt like the [other groups] were
seeing us as supposed to be the lead group, the “chosen” group.

Daisy: I think it put pressure on us that we wanted to be the star group in front of the
other people. Because we put that pressure on ourselves that we better do really
well.

Barbara: And we made a special effort to talk to other groups so they wouldn’t
think we were elitist.

Steve: So I think that we all had that stress, but we dealt with it differently.
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So far, we have shown how group dynamics can create obstacles to learn-
ing. However, as our prior discussion of learning suggested and the following
section will show, learning is complex, and in spite of the challenges faced by
the group, much learning did occur.

Types of Learning Acquired

We turn our attention to the types of learning that occurred in the group—
that is, nonlearning, nonreflective learning, reflective learning, and critically
reflective or transformative learning. Our findings are interesting to compare
with extant literature that suggests that cohorts most strongly address affec-
tive outcomes. This study helps explain why this might be the case and how
other learning outcomes may be equally important but less evident.

Nonlearning

Nonlearning took place to a limited degree, especially with respect to the
development of qualitative research skills. Primarily evidenced through
observations and analysis of student archives, it was apparent that students
developed skills required to conduct qualitative research (e.g., skills needed
to conduct interviews, analyze data, and write up findings). However, the
acquisition of this how-to knowledge was not always distributed evenly
across the group. As described earlier, this uneven distribution was largely
due to the assigned and assumed roles within the group that often pigeon-
holed students into certain tasks. For instance, the team’s archives supported
the fact that students were charged with certain tasks that often did not allow
them to participate in other activities that would lead to different learning
experiences. For example, Barbara and Daisy conducted most of the data
analysis, whereas Randy and Steve were charged with developing the initial
report drafts. Thus, the data strongly support that a high task orientation and
commitment to getting the job done led to a differentiation of labor that was
probably not conducive to gaining full exposure to qualitative research.

Nonreflective Learning

The preponderance of learning we observed was nonreflective. A strong
case can be made that nonreflective learning was the result of established
norms as well as unresolved secondary tensions that stemmed from, for in-
stance, professional relations within the group and many of the group mem-
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bers’emotional “closeness” to the topic of study. As a result, we observed and
explored in interviews how the group occasionally failed to thoroughly ana-
lyze the data collected. Members’closeness often left them unable or unwill-
ing to examine their own assumptions related to the education policy under
study. One student described how difficult it was for her to see the data in a
different light:

I’ve been in public schools a long time, and I was in a position where I’d really
worked with school finance issues. Barbara and I both had coded all the inter-
views, so we were very in tune to those interviews and what people had said and
we could plot those, plug them into where they needed to be plugged into the
material itself. . . . But I was stubborn with this group because I felt so strongly
about the issue. Maybe if I didn’t know it and I didn’t have so much interest in
it, I would have been more yielding.

In addition, as a result of tensions rooted in external professional relation-
ships, students who worked in neighboring districts (that fared differently un-
der legislation) were unwilling to flesh out complex political issues and, thus,
short-circuited learning opportunities that could have led to reflective and
critically reflective learning experiences.

A final example reflects the relationship between the group’s high task
orientation and nonreflective learning. In one case, all groups were asked to
discuss the role of theory in policy research. Data suggested that after a strong
beginning to an insightful dialogue, the discussion shifted to more concrete,
task-oriented issues. When we queried the group about this behavior, one stu-
dent stated, “Well I’m thinking it wasn’t relevant to what we had to do; we
were so task oriented that we just didn’t get back to it.”

Reflective Learning

In spite of these shortcomings, data showed that reflective learning did oc-
cur sometimes—especially by two team members. These two students en-
gaged in reflective learning as they contemplated and reevaluated their own
understanding of the policy under investigation. Through that contemplation,
they realized that the complexity of the issue far exceeded their previous ex-
pert understandings. Their engagement in reflective learning also caused oth-
ers to consider alternative views regarding the policy under study. One of
these students described the group’s perspective:

We entered into this project with a definite slant. A negative slant that said that
the policy negatively affected districts, but after we got into it, we realized that
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we’re just not the only districts in the world; there are other districts that have
benefited from this.

In addition, these two individuals’ability to sustain their level of reflective
learning was due in large part to the group roles they took on. John took the
role of devil’s advocate as he challenged his peers’ ideas and suggested alter-
native explanations for many of the concepts developed by the group. Mike
described John’s role:

John was on the outer edge for us, he was able to see more abstractly than any of
the rest of us because he always came at it from a different point of view and
many times his comments would make us stop and think because it was some-
thing that was not always common sense. I think that helped the group.

Thus, in spite of the group members’ high task orientation, John’s participa-
tion helped them engage in reflective learning more than they might have in
his absence. On the other hand, Mike’s reflective thinking emanated from his
“outsider” status. As the only higher education person in the group, he had an
ability to question the assumptions of the other members. Through his own
reflective thinking, he was able to cause others to assess their own knowledge
against findings that emerged from the data. Another student commented that

He was good for the group because we would start throwing out K-12 things
that we thought everybody should understand and he’d go, “Whoa, wait a min-
ute, what are you talking about.” And then we would realize that the educa-
tional jargon that we use everyday isn’t comprehended by everybody.

Finally, Figure 2, a memo to the group’s facilitating instructor, provided
further evidence that the group was expanding its knowledge base regarding a
topic for which 6 of the 7 in the group had considered themselves to be ex-
perts. For instance, their in-depth exploration with four superintendents re-
vealed a complexity surrounding the legislation’s impact on district policy
that they had not expected. Furthermore, through the research experience, the
group was able to clarify some of the more technical implications the policy
had for school district financing. It is interesting to add that Figure 2 also re-
veals the group’s concern regarding performance and adherence to the grad-
ing guidelines.

Transformative Learning

As a result of the research process, we discovered that transformative
learning—the type of learning that changes people’s meaning perspectives—
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did occur, especially surrounding issues of the utility of qualitative research
and team members’ self-perceptions as leaders. In retrospect, it was not sur-
prising that transformative learning occurrences were not discovered until
our focus-group and individual interviews were completed.

The lapse in time between the summer experience and interviews pro-
vided time for students to critically reflect on the topics covered and group
dynamics that occurred during the summer session. This approach to data
collection allowed us to discover where and how critically reflective learning
took place. Most of the students described the intense nature of the experi-
ence as an authentic learning experience that caused them to see and under-
stand (a) how their own personalities affected group dynamics and (b) the dis-
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MEMORANDUM

To: [Instructor]
From: [Barbara, John, Mark, Randy, Rebecca, Daisy, and Steve]
Date: July 15
Re: Analysis Reflections

You have had an opportunity to review the initial coding categories that we developed for the
interview information. When we read the interviews for the first time, we discovered seven
major themes that the remarks of the superintendents produced: finance/funding, MSIP re-
quirements, optional programs, history, definitions of policy and SB 380, areas of impact,
and suggested implications. We particularly noticed how these themes, especially finance/
funding and Missouri School Improvement Program requirements, were reiterated in several
of the five interview questions. When we color coded the comments within the transcripts
and transcribed them to a coding-category chart, the commonalities and exceptionalities be-
came even more evident. This process may have benefited the more visual learners in our
group, but the exercise did help us become even more familiar with the details of the tran-
scripts and directed us to ask for more information from our superintendents. For example,
we wanted to know why one superintendent wanted to be hold harmless and where he got his
information on the wealth ranking of Missouri. We also needed to clarify what the one per-
cent expenditure for professional development is based on- state aid or budget amount. We
think the actual formula is one percent of one percent.

We are wondering if we need to include a reference to the process of coding categories in the
paper. Do the points in the scoring guide apply to the evidence of the process found within
the archives and/or to a description within the methodology section? If we are to include dia-
logue about the coding categories, do we include comments to cover all the points in the
scoring guide?

Again, we thank you for facilitating our progress in this arduous task.

Figure 2: Memo to Instructor



sonance between their previous perceptions of themselves as school/district
leaders and their actual behavior. Each student in the group described how his
or her understanding of group dynamics and complicity in the group’s ac-
complishments and stumblings had led to a reevaluation of herself or himself
as a professional and particularly as a school leader. A critical finding of this
study was how students described changes in their beliefs regarding how they
should work with and lead groups of teachers, parents, and other education
stakeholders. In essence, their experience in the summer cohort illustrated to
them the discrepancy between their self-perceptions and espoused values and
how their actions may really be perceived by others. We would argue that the
intense cohort experience enabled students to gain knowledge and under-
standing of their own personal strengths and weaknesses as individuals and
professionals. These understandings increased their awareness of group dy-
namics and their role in that process. For example, several students described
how the intensity of the summer experience acted as a mirror reflecting their
own shortcomings in interpersonal skills. For example, during the focus-
group interview, one student explained her learning this way:

Dealing with the affective is not something we have done [prior to this experi-
ence]. It’s like the learning was reversed; individually we could deal with the
content knowledge, but we really had to assimilate and deal with the affective
domain of dealing with each other and questioning ourselves.

Another student added, “You learn a lot about yourself and about [how you]
cause others to be irritated and about yourself getting irritated. You focus
more on that than the main product.” Finally, a female student captured the
transformative nature of her learning as a result of the summer cohort experi-
ence and as it related to her own approach to school leadership:

Overall, I learned more working in a group than I would have by myself. . . . It
adds another dimension that as an administrator in public education is helpful
because most of what you do . . . is done in groups. So I think that kind of learn-
ing has assisted me and made me a better principal.

To the question, “What did you take from this experience to your work?” she
answered,

With my faculty, I think it brings an awareness. I watch faces more, I listen
more, you watch pairings. You have a tendency to have faculty that are always
talking, those that sit back, listen, and not contribute as much because of the
overpowering ones. I am aware of that now.
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Several students also transformed beliefs regarding the utility of various
types of data in their day-to-day practice. For instance, most of the students
resisted believing in the utility of qualitative data; some even felt insulted that
they were required to take a qualitative research class. But as a result of the
course, most of the students came to value the important role of inquiry—
informed by either quantitative or qualitative data—in their professional
practice, not merely as a means to finish a doctoral thesis. As this student’s
comment suggested, the group came to recognize the strengths of qualitative
research:

I don’t think any of us are dead set against qualitative research anymore. I’m
not saying that it would be the research of choice for all of us, but there was a lot
of apprehension there that we were being forced to do something that we just
didn’t believe in. We didn’t have enough of a knowledge base probably to make
that judgment.

Another student described his reluctant appreciation for qualitative research:

I wouldn’t do qualitative research if you paid me. But having said that . . . I do
think I have an appreciation for it and I do understand what I did. And I don’t
have a bias against qualitative research that I would have had.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Although narrow in focus, the depth of exploration in this study begins to
address Barnett et al.’s (2000) call for a better understanding of cohort student
learning in educational leadership programs. By using group dynamics and
learning lenses, this study helped to explain how learning can occur in its var-
ious forms within a cohort group; and it suggested that because of the inten-
sity of social relations within the cohort, some learning outcomes may be
overshadowed by the affective learning that takes place. In short, the study
showed how the dynamic of a cohort group must be attended to in order to
ensure that learning experiences for all cohort students are maximized and
that, where appropriate, learning occurs in reflective and critically reflective
ways. Finally, the study served as a reminder that performance and learning,
although not mutually exclusive, are not synonymous. That is, groups that
perform well as measured by a high task orientation and product completion
do not necessarily learn most effectively. And groups that may learn in criti-
cally reflective ways may not complete course requirements in the traditional
sense. In this section, we briefly discuss why we believe this to be the case
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based on this study, then turn our attention to the implications for practice and
research.

Learning Context and Group Dynamics

Clearly, the nature of learning within this subcohort was dependent on
aspects of group dynamics. Perhaps the most fundamental impact on group
dynamics and learning, however, was the context of the learning experience
itself—a context, we gather, that is not unlike many other cohort programs.
As Hackman (1990) and Wittenbaum et al. (1998) described, contexts within
which groups work vary across time and space, and each set of contextual
factors influences group dynamics differently. In this case study, contextual
factors such as session time constraints, an intensive in-residence program,
individual and group work deadlines, grading rubrics, and a select group of
students (i.e., educational leaders) all influenced how group dynamics played
out.

Above all, when examined according to the aspects of group dynamics
reviewed earlier, the project team acted as a task group (Hackman, 1990) ori-
ented toward task completion. This performance, as opposed to learning ori-
entation, made it difficult for the group to use valuable time to resolve ten-
sions brewing around such issues as gender-based differences in approach to
the work, perceived bias based on experience level, and workplace politics
brought into the group from the outside.

Furthermore, these contextual factors influenced the explicit and implicit
norms that guided the group’s work. Because of time constraints, norms
emerged that acted to maintain performance and task completion. Spe-
cifically, norms that guided individual behavior were set early and ensured
that individuals knew their specific expectations from the group. However, as
predicted in the literature (e.g., Schein, 1992), norms often conflicted, which
raised tensions among group members. For instance, explicit norms such as
maintaining a leaderless group or including one’s ideas as tantamount to con-
tributing conflicted with the implicit norm of conflict avoidance. Thus, ironi-
cally, the group experienced tension and conflict just below the surface with-
out ever addressing it effectively.

The students’professional experiences and personal biases external to the
cohort also influenced the group’s dynamic. As theory would predict, indi-
vidual roles were often assigned based on preconceived notions of individu-
als and/or prior professional experience with other members in the group.
Time constraints, deadlines, and a desire to perform well further solidified
rigid role assignments. Specifically, each member held preconceived beliefs
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about the relative strengths pertaining to such issues as critical thinking
skills, writing and editing skills, professional knowledge of the project’s
focus, and so on. These preconceived beliefs, along with norms that focused
attention away from debate of conceptual issues, pigeonholed students at
times into roles that limited the breadth and nature of their learning. As a
result, group climate, norms, and roles influenced the nature of group com-
munication, the ability of the group to problem-solve, and ultimately how and
what individuals learned within the group.

(Non)Learning and Group Dynamics

As our findings demonstrated, these dynamics influenced how and what
was learned. Nonlearning certainly occurred as a result of rigid role assign-
ments. For example, skill building in data collection, analysis, and report
writing was not evenly distributed across the group. On the other hand,
nonreflective learning (although difficult to detect) may have occurred for
students who held strong beliefs about the impact of the policy being studied.
Thus, when it occurred, nonreflective learning was probably a result of an
inability of students to critically examine each other’s ideas. Reflective learn-
ing certainly occurred for those students who acquired alternative views of
the policy’s impact on school districts or their understanding of the important
role of inquiry in their profession. Finally, critically reflective learning
occurred primarily in terms of each individual’s understanding of his or her
role in influencing the dynamics of the group. For example, whereas the
intense togetherness of the cohort created problems, it also opened doors for
transformative learning. Like T-groups of the 1950s (Kleiner, 1996), this
cohort experience (including the focus-group and individual interviews that
provided opportunity for further reflection) caused people to critically exam-
ine their behaviors within an intensive group experience and the implications
of those behaviors.

Whereas transformative learning is a desirable goal in any educational
program, our experience here shows that it may be unrealistic to pursue
transformative experiences for all aspects of an instructional program. For
example, certain goals such as the acquisition of theoretical knowledge and
its application to practice or the surfacing of closely held beliefs may lend
themselves to transformative learning through critical reflection. In contrast,
other learning goals, such as the acquisition of skills (e.g., data collection and
analysis) are more likely to be attained through other instructional strategies.
The fact that past research suggests that cohorts tend to result in stronger
affective learning outcomes may reflect the psychological and emotional
impact of the cohort experience more than a lack of cognitive gains or
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knowledge transfer to the workplace. Thus, instructors who work in cohorts
are faced with an instructional dilemma. On one hand, the structure of cohort
programs can almost naturally bring about transformative learning in the
affective (or person-to-person) domain. On the other hand, transformative
learning in the cognitive (or person-to-content) domain, such as using
learned theoretical knowledge as a lens to interrogate basic assumptions
about problem definitions, will require more forethought and reflection on
the part of instructors, especially as it pertains to the design and management
of groups and assignments so that reflection, critical reflection, and
transformative learning will occur.

Implications

This study leads to important practical implications for those who develop
(or participate in) cohort programs. Certainly, cohort participants must be
readied for the intense learning experience that comes from working with the
same group of students over time. Group cohesiveness may be a necessary
condition to achieve the full potential of cohort learning, but it is not suffi-
cient. For cohort students to fully engage with the content matter of a given
course or program, learning must also address group dynamics and develop-
ment. To the point, students must be cognizant of primary and secondary ten-
sions inherent in groups, and they must be taught and able to practice the reso-
lution of persistent tensions. To achieve this, cohort programs should
incorporate group dynamics literature early in the curriculum, and instructors
should periodically provide time to debrief on issues related to cohort devel-
opment throughout the program.

This study also serves as a caution to instructors to be aware of (and make
students aware of) certain cognitive traps. For instance, we would argue that
instructors (ourselves included) and students often unwittingly blur the dis-
tinction between learning and performance. To wit, “high-performing
schools” is a common cliché in today’s educational parlance (e.g., Odden,
1995). Our findings support earlier evidence (Druskat & Kayes, 2000) that,
perhaps ironically, high-performing groups (i.e., groups that complete their
tasks according to predetermined goals) may not necessarily be groups that
learn most effectively. In this study, although the group showed outward
appearances of success—high task orientation, clear role definitions, and
successful completion of course requirements—learning was constrained
due to the group’s focus on productivity. Thus, it is incumbent on instructors
to remain mindful of the tension students may feel between completing
course assignments (being productive) and considering, in reflective ways,
what they are doing and why they are doing it (learning). Students come to
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cohorts socialized by years of implicit and explicit norms of competition in
the learning environment and the daily demand to complete myriad tasks on
the job. As instructors, our means of evaluation—whether intended or not—
can create industry-like production teams rather than fostering critically
reflective learning teams. Thus, our challenge is to foster an appreciation for
learning, for experimenting with new knowledge and skills, and for complet-
ing assignments and evaluating outcomes.

A final instructional implication involves the importance of the formative
evaluation of cohort programs. Ultimately, without benefit of the research
process employed in this study, we never would have known in which
instances learning was constrained or where transformative learning was
occurring. The opportunity for students and instructors to reflect on the expe-
rience led to our discoveries of the complex and dynamic nature of cohort
learning. Formative evaluations that use focus-group and individual inter-
views can act as forums for students to air problems with the program or other
members that are limiting the potential of the learning experience. Also,
cohort instructors can use the information from formative evaluations to
inform future instructors of the same cohort to avoid similar mistakes or to
change the way future cohorts are organized and managed throughout the
experience. One way to conduct these evaluations would be to use a research
approach like the one we used in this study.

Future Research

We see several important avenues for future research that logically follow
from this study. For instance, we did not study the relationship between indi-
vidual learning styles and the actions of individuals in a cohort setting or, con-
versely, their effect on the cohort’s cohesiveness. Nor did we intend to specif-
ically examine the different experiences and perceptions of men and women
in the cohort. Clearly, these are questions worth pursuing in more depth.
Also, whereas our study strengthened our understanding of how cohort expe-
riences can lead to transformative learning that, in turn, leads to changes in
practice, future research should focus more squarely on the transfer of learn-
ing issue. For instance, longitudinal studies that assess the long-term influ-
ence the cohort experience has on students could provide deeper insights into
the efficacy of cohorts as models for transformative learning. Finally, this
study has raised important questions about the relationship between group
performance and learning in educational leadership preparation programs.
To this end, future studies should explore the influence of instructor expecta-
tions and program structures on cohort learning.
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Study Limitations

There are several limitations inherent in this study. First, we could not
benchmark students’ leadership styles, behaviors, values, or beliefs prior to
the study. Nor did we observe students in the field after the study. Thus, we
cannot say with certainty that changes in beliefs and behaviors described by
students actually occurred and were perceived by others. As noted earlier,
research on the team may also have influenced the study’s results, in part
because others in the cohort knew the team had been selected for study and
our data-gathering interventions. Nonetheless, this study has strengths not
found in other cohort studies. It explored the learning experiences of one pro-
ject team during a specific cohort learning experience—an approach to adult
learning probably employed in many leadership programs. As such, the study
has begun to help us unpack one aspect of the “black box” of the cohort expe-
rience. In addition, the study marks a good beginning toward a better under-
standing of the possibilities and potential pitfalls of cohort experiences in
affecting meaningful student learning.

SUMMARY

This study explored the complexity of cohort learning. Through an in-
depth qualitative approach, both the learning experiences and myriad factors
that facilitated and impeded learning were explored. Understanding and
applying group development and dynamics theory provided useful lenses for
determining the extent to which cohort instructional models were successful
for participating students. With this knowledge in hand, cohort instructional
models will more likely minimize angst-producing situations that constrain
critically reflective learning. As a result, transformative learning experiences—
experiences that change professionals’ values and beliefs and create new
meanings from past experiences—will be more apt to occur and lead to posi-
tive changes in the ways educational leaders approach their profession, stu-
dents, teachers, and parents.

APPENDIX A
Focus-Group Interview—Guiding Questions and Sample Probes

• What are your impressions of the learning experience this summer?
• What specifically did you learn this summer?
• How would you categorize that learning?

• What did you learn this past summer that has facilitated your learning this semester?
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• How does the fact that many of you know and/or work together outside of this
cohort affect your learning in the cohort?

• From our observations and our discussion here, it seems as though you focused
more on the process of completing the project and less so on dealing with the
affective tensions within the group. Why?

• You all have mentioned how the group “bogged down” at times. Why do you think
you bogged down on certain things? What types of issues bogged you down?

• How were decisions made within the group?
• As a group, you have pointed out the strengths of different people. When did you

become aware of those strengths?
• What factors facilitated/hindered your learning this past summer?
• You stated that some important ideas went un-discussed. And yet you created a

product.
• How did that affect your ability to complete the assignments?
• How did that affect your ability to learn from the assignments?

• Tell us about the process of getting to know each other better this summer.
• What did you learn from that process? What surprised you?

• How has your prior knowledge about yourself changed since this summer
experience?

APPENDIX B
Individual Interview—Guiding Questions and Sample Probes

• How did the group organize for work? Why?
• How were decisions made?
• What types of issues created the most tension?
• What types of issues did the group focus on?

• What was your role in the group?
• What were the roles of others in the group?
• How did the group process affect your learning?

• How did the social interactions among the members affect your learning?
• How cohesive do you believe the group was? How did that affect your learning?
• How did relationships outside the group affect your learning?
• What experiences or issues did people bring to the group that facilitated or

impeded learning? Achieving the goals of the group?
• How did your own professional life impact your learning experience?
• How did your experience in the group impact your own work and professional life?
• What did you learn as a result of the experience?

• What did you learn about yourself?
• What did you learn that is useful to your work?
• Of the things you have described, which are the most valuable?

• Reflecting back on the summer experience, what do you associate most with the
angst of learning?
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Institutional Theory and
Educational Change

Mark Hanson

Are some educational organizations “smarter” than others in their capacity to solve
problems and introduce change initiatives? Rather recent developments in organization
theory suggest the answer is quite probably yes. The objective of this article is to inte-
grate three key segments of the research literature (organizational memory, organiza-
tional learning, and institutional theory) into an overall conceptual framework. An argu-
ment is made that the framework lends insight into three progressively comprehensive
types of change: homogenization (where one school adjusts its composition to look like
other schools), evolution (where first steps into unknown territory are taken), and reform
(where significant transfiguration takes place).

In the process of educational change, is there something to be said for orga-
nizations’ learning to be smart? As social entities, James G. March (1999,
p. 1) argued that organizations can learn to be intelligent and avoid costly
errors in serving faithfully the goals of their constituencies or stupid and pur-
sue courses that may seem momentarily clever but repeatedly lead to blun-
ders. Unfortunately, both paths are well worn.

How does an educational organization learn to become a smart organiza-
tion, particularly in terms of that elusive goal of educational reform? Making
use of the evolution in organization theory that has taken place principally in
the past two decades, the primary objective of this article is to construct a con-
ceptual framework that links together critical ideas drawn from the literature
regarding organizational memory, organizational learning, and institutional
theory that lead to insight toward or away from significant educational
reform. Reform is defined here as major change leading to a restructuring of
core processes, programs, and/or procedures.
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This path to the change process begins with an understanding of the nature
of organizational memory: how an organization acquires and stores its accu-
mulated knowledge.

ORGANIZATIONAL MEMORY

Considering that educational systems are knowledge-based organizations
in the field of knowledge management, it is essential that they progressively
accumulate both the intellectual capital of acquired knowledge on which
decisions are made and human capital of people with the necessary expertise
to exploit the intellectual capital effectively. The programs and policies of the
future are necessarily extensions of past experiences as recorded in memory.
“Unless the implications of experience can be transferred from those who
experienced it to those who did not,” Levitt and March (1996) pointed out,
“the lessons of history are likely to be lost through turnover of personnel”
(p. 526). To go forward, schools, like any type of organization, must possess a
sound holding environment of past experiences or they are destined to drift
along repeating errors. This holding environment is called organizational
memory (Argyris & Schon, 1996).

The repositories of an educational system’s collective memory are many
and varied. As March (1999) pointed out,

Inferences drawn from experience are recorded in documents, accounts, files,
standard operating procedures, and rule books; in the social and physical geog-
raphy of organizational structures and relationships; in standards of good pro-
fessional practice; in the culture of organizational stories; and in shared per-
ceptions of “the way we do things around here.” (p. 83)

Looking strictly at educational systems, Tschannen-Moran, Uline, Hoy, and
Mackley (2000) wrote that

Accepted teaching practices, school disciplinary codes, honors, and ceremo-
nies embody the school’s knowledge and beliefs about student learning and be-
havior. Knowledge is invested in the physical objects that organizational mem-
bers use as guides to conduct their business, such as curriculum materials or li-
brary resources. (p. 248)

Organizational memories contain what organization theorists call soft
knowledge and hard knowledge. Soft knowledge is found principally in peo-
ple and documents, can be formal or informal, and is transmitted and perpetu-
ated through processes as in-service training, imitation, socialization, and
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professionalization. Hard knowledge is considerably less vulnerable because
it is stored as school rules, policies, routines, processes, standard operating
procedures, and roles (Mintzberg, 1975).

Just as some people have better memories than others, so do organiza-
tions. Whereas educational organizations are particularly proficient in estab-
lishing and pursuing hard knowledge in the way of firm policies, procedures,
and routines, they have particularly poor memories for soft knowledge.
Sometimes this is the case because of badly indexed and stored records, min-
utes not being taken at meetings, blackboards getting erased to quickly, “old
hands” being transferred, teachers who experienced an academic experiment
having different recollections of the experience, and the recorded data lack-
ing key details. In addition, the unique insights teachers have of the special
qualities and characteristics of individual students who move through their
classrooms on a yearly basis are typically lost as the students move on to new
teachers in new classrooms.

In closing a discussion on organizational memory, George Hubor (1996)
placed emphasis on

the critical role of organizational memory in organizational learning . . . [be-
cause] that which has been learned must be stored in memory and then brought
forth from memory; both the demonstrability and usability of learning depend
on the effectiveness of the organization’s memory. (p. 150)

However, it is equally true that organizational memory can compromise new
learning when such memory includes bad information or suggests that, based
on past experience, new avenues of problem solving are doomed to failure.

ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING

Can Organizations Learn?

In schools, the organizational learning process begins when a particular
problem is encountered that cannot be resolved by searching organizational
memory for solutions that worked in the past to solve similar concerns. The
particular problem at hand can be either short-run, such as identifying the proto-
cols for treating a visiting state governor, or long-run, such as financially cop-
ing with the economics of losing slowly the region’s industrial base.

In schools, the organizational learning process begins when the educators
engage the problem-solving process through knowledge acquisition. George
Huber (1996, pp. 134-141) listed five forms of knowledge acquisition:
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1. copying what similar organizations are doing by, for example, replicating the
successful math or counseling program of another school;

2. learning from personal experience, such as evaluating the effectiveness of a
strategy for raising funds;

3. learning by observing, such as watching and judging the outcome of another
school district’s switch to phonics from whole word reading;

4. grafting on carriers of new knowledge, such as seeking out and hiring teachers
specialized in computer-based training; and

5. acquisition by carrying out focused and wide-ranging sensing of the external
environment, such as reviewing scholarly literature for keys to better models
of in service training.

However, acquired knowledge only becomes organizational knowledge
when it forms the basis of belief and actions (Argyris & Schon, 1996). Thus,
organizational learning is not the sum total of individual learning represent-
ing unconnected gems of wisdom. Rather, organizational learning is the
product of social interaction resulting in organizational knowledge only
when it becomes part of the collective wisdom of the school. What drives this
form of learning is a measure of success that can be attributed to its introduc-
tion into the system. For example, acquired knowledge about how to work
productively with a group of activist parents who appear to be clueless gets
around the school and becomes an informal guideline for other teachers.

How Do Organizations Learn?

A relatively common assumption in the research literature is that organi-
zations learn like individuals—through a cognitive process. That is, organi-
zational learning is the sum total of individual knowledge, and just as individ-
uals learn from mistakes, so do organizations. In considering this view, Cook
and Yanow (1996) presented an insightful counterargument:

Specifically, we believe that organizational learning is not essentially a cogni-
tive activity, because, at the very least, organizations lack the typical where-
withal for undertaking cognition: They do not possess what people possess and
use in knowing and learning—that is, actual bodies, perceptive organs, brains,
and so forth. (p. 439)

Cook and Yanow (1996) argued that organizational learning can only be
done by a group and not an individual. They used the examples of a concert
orchestra and a basketball team, pointing out the obvious that a single violin-
ist, no matter how brilliant, cannot perform Mahler’s Third Symphony and
that a single basketball player, no matter how tall, cannot play the game
alone. Also, given the need for timing, tempo, rhythm, and nuance based on
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individual knowledge, a room full of musicians or basketball players could
not perform with any degree of sophistication. An orchestra becomes an or-
chestra only when the artistry of the winds and strings blend with precision
and grace, just as a basketball team becomes a basketball team when the
picks, passes, fakes, and drives down the lane blend with precision and forti-
tude. In short, organizational knowledge is found in the collective interac-
tions of the group and not in the isolated knowledge of people who happen to
be members of a group.

Yet the New York Philharmonic and the Boston Pops, although both are
orchestras, and the Los Angeles Lakers and the Boston Celtics, although both
are basketball teams, are very different in the way they play. These differ-
ences, Cook and Yanow (1996) argued, can be attributed to an organization’s
culture, which they define as

a set of values, beliefs, and feelings, together with the artifacts of their expres-
sion and transmission (such as myths, symbols, metaphors, rituals), that are
created, inherited, shared, and transmitted within one group of people and that,
in part, distinguish that group from others. (p. 440)

Schools also have their own unique cultures that are shaped around a par-
ticular combination of values, beliefs, and feelings. These school cultures
emphasize what is of paramount importance to them as they strive to develop
their knowledge bases in a particular direction, such as producing outstand-
ing football teams, high SAT scores, disciplined classrooms and skilled auto
mechanics or sending kids to college who come from inner-city urban
schools. Although the culture of a school is not visible to the human eye, its
artifacts and symbols reflect specific cultural priorities, such as the type of
ceremonies held to honor students, how the school’s budget is distributed
with respect to relative weights given to particular academic and
nonacademic programs, the quality and quantity of efforts made to work with
various segments of the community, the pictures and trophies on display in
the front office that greet each visitor to the school, and so forth.

As a member of a school’s parent advisory committee, I once recom-
mended that a school ceremony intended to honor top students should also
honor students who had raised their grades from the D to the C range. The
school’s administrators dropped that suggestion with all due speed as it did
not reflect the image of quality they were trying to project.

Organizational learning, as acquired knowledge, has at least two types of
applications. Chris Argyris (1999), in his extensive writing on the subject,
coined the concepts of single- and double-loop learning. Single-loop learn-
ing involves an incremental updating of the knowledge necessary to retain or

Hanson / INSTITUTIONAL THEORY AND EDUCATIONAL CHANGE 641



even upgrade the effectiveness of relatively routine and repetitive issues. For
example, the University of California (where I work) recently modified its
admissions requirements to include additional math, laboratory science, and
foreign language requirements. Almost immediately, high school counselors
throughout the state began to modify their published documents and verbal
scripts for parents and students about minimum requirements for admission
to the university. In Chris Argyris’s words, single-loop learning “helps get the
everyday job done” (p. 69). However, as Scribner, Cockrell, Cockrell, and
Valentine (1999) pointed out, “transforming typically intransigent school
cultures into communities where learning is continuous, reflective, and
focused on improving student outcomes will require change beyond first-
order restructuring” (p. 131).

Double-loop learning, by contrast, involves the acquisition of knowledge
that is intended to ensure the long-term future of the organization in a chang-
ing environment. This form of organizational learning responds to “core
issues and decision-making premises” by constructing new frames of refer-
ence, interpretive schemes, and governing policies (Virany, Tushman, &
Romanelli, 1996, p. 305). An interesting illustration of double-loop learning
took place when the California voters passed a referendum virtually outlaw-
ing bilingual education. In a state with a massive non-English-speaking pop-
ulation, existing policies had to be reviewed and changed almost immedi-
ately. To make the required adjustment, this new education code required a
sharp learning curve plus a whole new set of assumptions and policies about
how to teach thousands of non-English-speaking children.

It should be noted that organizational learning is not the same as organiza-
tional intelligence. Whereas the former refers to the process of gaining new
knowledge, the latter applies to the capacity to use that knowledge wisely.
The road of organizational learning leading directly to organizational intelli-
gence can appear more promising than reality typically permits. Educational
organizations, like individuals, are flawed instruments, and consequently
there are many reasons why they may repeat their errors of judgment, such as
the consequence of a rapid turnover in leadership, ambiguous goals, internal
and/or external conflict, and a school culture that supports athletics over aca-
demics. In this vein, March (1999) observed that “the contributions of learn-
ing to intelligence are constrained by three major problems of myopia”
(p. 217).

Temporal myopia involves learning that is intended to resolve a series of
short-run problems and along the way loses sight of, and possibly even aggra-
vates, the greater long-run challenge. Local schools, for example, are under
enormous pressure to increase the student average scores on high-stakes
tests. In consequence, educators across the nation are routinely directing their

642 Educational Administration Quarterly



time and energies on teaching to the test or on test-taking techniques rather
than on the long-range goal of improving the quality of learning.

Spacial myopia has individuals placing the interests of the subsystem they
belong to, or that resides near them, over the needs of the larger system. In
consequence, tensions emerge because educators must function within the
organizational space of more than one system. Scribner et al. (1999) wrote
that

schools as formal organizations experience the tension between a professional
community ethic of caring for students, critical reflection, and collaboration on
the one hand, and the bureaucratic necessities of hierarchy, accountability, ra-
tionality and control on the other. As more and more schools use the metaphor
of professional community to guide practice, professionals in those schools
will have to negotiate these tensions. (p. 154)

Failure myopia occurs when “organizational learning over samples suc-
cesses and under samples failures” (March, 1999, p. 218). Therefore, a lack
of balance develops in the knowledge base with respect to an understanding
of what can go wrong. As a definite bias toward absolute success develops,
overconfidence tends to emerge that is not easily overcome. Good high
school football coaches never simply study films of games they won; they
scrutinize even harder the games they lost.

In sum, can organizations, including schools, learn? The short answer is
yes. Organizational learning more or less takes place along the following
lines: (a) A problem emerges that needs to be resolved; (b) a search of the
organizational memory finds no ready solution; (c) new knowledge is
acquired as a product of shared interaction among the learners; (d) new
knowledge that results in positive outcomes becomes part of the collective
wisdom of the school; (e) this collective wisdom is transmitted through
socialization, hard and soft knowledge, the school’s culture; and (f) this new
knowledge enters organizational memory and becomes the basis of decision-
making choice or action when similar issues arise in the future. Along the
way, organizational learning must overcome numerous barriers (e.g., bad
information, selective perception, myopic conditions) as it seeks a higher
quality of problem solving.

In addition, as Cook and Yanow (1996) pointed out, “organizational learn-
ing, like individual learning, does not necessarily imply change, particularly
observable change. An organization can, for example, learn something in
order not to change” (p. 439). Considerable organizational learning is of the
single-loop variety, that is, to develop more efficient routines or standard
operating procedures. If this can be considered change, it is minimal
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incrementalism and not the more fundamental double-loop variety that chal-
lenges established routines and has the potential of redirecting the estab-
lished trajectory of an organization.

As Figure 1 illustrates, the organizational memory serves as the point of
departure for organizational learning, and through the feedback process, the
new learning also becomes part of organizational memory. So, given the fact
that organizational memory and learning can apply the wisdom of past expe-
rience and the insights of newly acquired knowledge to the challenges of
bringing double-loop change to educational systems, why is it that such fun-
damental change tends to be so scarce? To understand the process of educa-
tional change, and particularly the formidable forces of resistance associated
with it, institutional theory can be extremely useful.

INSTITUTIONAL THEORY

We now know that it is quite possible for some educational systems to
have better organizational memories than others, and it is equally possible for
some to be better at organizational learning than others. Building on the con-
cepts of organizational memory and learning, James G. March (1999) took an
additional step by arguing that just as some individuals are more intelligent
than others, some organizations are more intelligent than others. “An intelli-
gent organization is one that adopts procedures that consistently do well (in
the organization’s own terms) in the face of constraints” (p. 1). Intelligence is
seen in actions. Even granting the differences in capacities between organiza-
tions, we still must address two questions for all educational organizations:
(a) What are the constraints that make significant educational change so diffi-
cult? and (2) Under what conditions can (and does) significant change actu-
ally take place? A good place to begin is with the rapidly growing body of lit-
erature called institutional theory.

What Are Institutions?

One might reasonably ask, Why do all societies more or less have the same
institutions, such as schools, hospitals, military, government, and so forth?
The reason is that all societies face similar problems to resolve: educating
each successive generation of youth (schools), providing for a healthy citi-
zenry (medical), protecting national sovereignty (military), representative
rule (government), and so forth. Obviously, whereas the ultimate societal
needs may be the same, the manner in which any given nation responds to
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these needs is decidedly different (e.g., an American educational system is
very different from one found in Japan or Bolivia).

At a conceptual level, however, institutions have the same common
denominators. Scott (1995) offered the following definition: “Institutions
consist of cognitive, normative, and regulative structures and activities that
provide stability and meaning to social behavior. Institutions are transported
by various carriers—cultures, structures, and routines—and they operate at
multiple levels of jurisdiction” (p. 33, italics in original). Breaking this con-
ceptual definition down into parts, the three pillars of institutions are regula-
tive, normative, and cognitive.

The regulative pillar plays a stabilizing role by prescribing actions
through formal and/or informal rules that establish, monitor, and sanction
activities. For example, school rules, state laws, court decisions, and profes-
sional standards govern the actions of teachers and administrators. The nor-
mative pillar emphasizes values and norms about how educators should pur-
sue valued ends through legitimate means. For example, coaches should
teach good sportsmanship over winning at any cost.

Finally, the cognitive pillar shapes the filter through which people view
reality and gives meaning to them as they interpret their world. Witness, for
example, the teacher who says, “I love to teach but hate my job.” This is an
unfortunate cognitive interpretation of a complex work environment, one that
(as will be discussed later) is shaped fundamentally by the rigidity of institu-
tional pressures (Jepperson, 1991, p. 145).

Why Does the Institutional Environment
Produce Organizational Rigidities?

In the evolution of our understanding of how organizations work, the
1960s witnessed a compelling shift toward viewing organizations as open
systems interacting with their external (and internal) environments (Katz &
Kahn, 1966). This model, with its input, throughput, output, and feedback
emphasis, portrayed the organization as inextricably tied to its external envi-
ronment as if it were a life-support system. In an educational organization,
the external environment of schools is seen as providing inputs, such as
teachers, instructional materials, and state laws; outputs, such as educated
students heading for the workplace or higher education; and feedback, which
comes in many forms such as acquired experience, test score information,
new tax dollars, parental support (or lack of such), and so forth.

As Scott (1991, p. 165) pointed out, however, the open systems model that
gained acceptance in the 1960s had a rather narrow focus as it concentrated
on the technical facets and resource flows necessary to support the
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production process necessary to turn inputs into outputs. The position of the
open system model as the dominant paradigm was shaken in 1977 by a semi-
nal paper by Meyer and Rowan (1977). The outcome has been an interesting
irony. Whereas open system theory focused on the changing nature of organi-
zations as they seek to establish effective and productive exchanges with their
respective environments, institutional theory (as it became known) focused
on the constraints in the environment of organizations that limit their ability
to change. In the theory-building process, open system theory became a sub-
set of institutional theory. Scott (1991) wrote, “Perhaps the single most
important contribution of institutional theorists to the study of organizations
is their reconceptualization of the environments of organizations” (p. 165).

The reconceptualization begins with an awareness that educational orga-
nizations, like any other type of organization, exist in what DiMaggio and
Powell (1991) called an organizational field: “By organizational field we
mean those institutions that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of
institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory
agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services or products”
(pp. 64-65). A school’s organizational field includes, for example, accredita-
tion agencies, teacher training programs, state boards of education, state leg-
islatures, courts (local, state, and federal), universities, parent groups, and
textbook producers. “While fields provide a framework for locating and
bounding the phenomena of interest, we must not assume that they are not
problematic and unchanging” (Scott, Ruef, Mendel, & Caronna, 2000, p. 13).
The field surrounding an educational system, with all its ties that bind, has
new players with their own rules and expectations regularly arriving on the
scene.

The formal and informal expectations, regulations, information flows,
norms, myths, values, laws, and so forth impacting on schools tend to develop
structuration, which is a form of connectedness. That is, the interaction
between organizations becomes patterned through such means as informa-
tion sharing, contractual relationships, formal and informal agreements, and
mutual awareness of governance procedures (Scott et al., 2000, p. 26).
Schools, in other words, know the players sitting around the table and the
rules of the game, and they know better than to try to violate the rules. How-
ever, to carry a bad metaphor even further, the game gets truly interesting
when all of the players sit down with their own set of rules and expect the
school to play the game their way.

As accommodations are made between the numerous organizations in a
school’s field, a powerful field of forces (Lewin, 1951) emerges that acts like
a network of constraints, not unlike Max Weber’s (1952) iron cage (or Brer
Rabbit’s tar baby) and tends to “trap” schools in their places. For example,
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textbooks are written and teacher training programs are shaped to accommo-
date state board standards, which are framed by state and federal legislation,
which must respect limits imposed by the courts, and so forth.

In sum, this network of constraints in a school’s organizational field places
serious limitations on the change process. Schools get tied down by the net-
work of organizations in their fields by laws, operating procedures, purchase
orders, bus schedules, delivery schedules, parent expectations of what a
“good school” does, and so forth. As DiMaggio and Powell (1991) pointed
out, “Organizations in a structured field . . . respond to an environment that
consists of organizations responding to an environment of organizations’
responses” (p. 65).

How Do Organizations Respond
to Environmental Constraints?

When confronting a fragmented external environment, such as numerous
authority structures and funding sources, Meyer (1992, p. 189) argued that
organizations tend to develop elaborate internal subsystems and mechanisms
in an attempt to introduce a level of enhanced internal stability as a counter-
point to the complexity of the external environment. For example, schools
and districts that depended more on federal funding with multiple budgetary
categories and independent programs tend to have much larger administra-
tive structures than schools and districts that depend primarily on state
funding.

Another mechanism used by organizations to help them function in frag-
mented environments is that of developing routines that have worked in the
past. Routines are made up of rules, strategies, programs, and technologies
that drive the organization. The very necessary practice of using routines has
significant consequence for the educational change process because, as
Levitt and March (1996) pointed out, “Routines are based on interpretations
of the past more than anticipations of the future. They adapt to experience
incrementally in response to feedback about outcomes” (p. 516). These rou-
tines become part of the collective memory of the organization and are trans-
mitted through its culture, socialization, professionalization, personnel hir-
ing practices, and imitation. Thus, they become forces for stability rather than
change.

The pressures on schools from organizations and agencies in their envi-
ronmental fields (e.g., accreditation, court decisions, teacher training pro-
grams, state regulations), are quite similar across the country, and in conse-
quence, public schools in one region of the country tend to act like schools in
other regions. In the language of organization theory, this tendency towards
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homogenization is called isomorphism (Rowan & Miskel, 1999). By defini-
tion, “isomorphism is a constraining process that forces one unit in a popula-
tion to resemble other units that face the same set of environmental condi-
tions “ (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 66). The greater the constraining
pressures from the environment, the fewer the degrees of freedom for educa-
tional change. In consequence, educational organizations become increas-
ingly similar.

DiMaggio and Powell (1991) identified three mechanism through which
the pressures toward homogenization are exerted. Coercive isomorphism
stems from formal and informal pressures for compliance. The pressures
exerted can be highly visible, formal, and forceful rules that schools are
required to develop, such as individual learning plans for students with spe-
cial needs. Or the pressures can be relatively invisible, informal, and subtle,
but no less powerful, such as local school board beliefs that men are better
suited than women to manage the tasks of a high school principalship.

Mimetic isomorphism occurs when one educational organization con-
sciously models itself after another that it believes to represent a higher level
of success and achievement in the public eye. The intention to mimic is con-
stantly encouraged and reinforced by (a) educational consultants who vigor-
ously (and profitably) spread the latest news about exciting things taking
place on the other side of the fence, (b) academic conferences that function as
supermarkets for new idea, and (c) the rapid movement by administrators
between schools or districts near and far.

Normative isomorphism is rooted in the processes of professionalization
in which the values, codes, and standards are imposed by universities as well
as professional certification and accreditation agencies. These agencies also
act as gatekeepers, determining who gets into the profession and therefore
further reinforcing normative expectations and order on the behavior of
teachers and administrators.

Also reinforcing this institutional homogenization process is the struggle
for the legitimacy that public schools constantly pursue. By and large, this
struggle exists because schools fit into a classification that Cohen, March,
and Olsen (1972) identified as organized anarchies. In most types of organi-
zations, particularly those in the private sector, rather specific goals can be
defined (e.g., making 10% return on investment, producing 250 toasters per
hour), technology is certain (e.g., red wires connect with red wires and not
white wires), and workers must participate continuously (e.g., no worker dis-
cretion to put tires on some cars and not others).

According to Cohen et al. (1972), these three rather rationalistic condi-
tions do not exist in organized anarchies. The age-old question is, What are
the goals of education? The list is endless. In educational systems, goals tend
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to be ambiguous (not to mention conflicting), with everybody and his or her
brother—teachers, administrators, football coaches, PTA officers, janitors—
having his or her own goals for a given school. The technology of action is
also unclear. What is the best way to teach reading or math? “It depends,” is
usually the response in an organized anarchy. Finally, the fluid participation
of members is usually the hallmark of an organized anarchy. Professionals
often choose the projects they work on as well as employ different strategies
of teaching, or motivating, or evaluating depending on their judgment of the
unique set of circumstances they encounter in the school or classroom. Under
these conditions, external organizations (e.g., political parties, unions, pro-
fessional associations, parent groups) attempt to fill the void of uncertainty
by imposing their own definitions of the best goals, teaching/learning tech-
nology, standards of excellence, and so forth.

Organizations selectively adopt these externally defined goals and pro-
cesses in an effort to establish legitimization in the eyes of society. That is,
they try to gain societal confidence by doing what the major stakeholders on
the outside expect them to do. Through legitimization, an organization estab-
lishes justification for a claim on societal resources and protects itself against
attacks on its activities and procedures. Thus, when educational organiza-
tions can argue that they are doing what the state requires, what the “best
research” indicates, what the professional societies expect, what the courts
require, and so on, they are rewarded for their conformity (Aldrich, 2000,
p. 50).

Three of the leading scholars in the domain of institutional theory argued
(but perhaps overstated) the point that

school organizations go to the greatest lengths, not to accomplish instructional
ends, but to maintain their legitimate status as schools. They seek accredita-
tion, which depends on structural conformity with a set of rules that are profes-
sionally specified and legally mandated, and react in panic when it is threat-
ened. (Meyer, Scott, & Deal, 1992, p. 54)

As schools seek legitimization, the replication process begins. That is, edu-
cational organizations tend to look for guidance to what highly regarded
schools are doing (even if they do not have the human and material re-
sources), and this results in a homogenization process, with schools looking
and acting like other schools. An unintended consequence of this struggle for
legitimacy is that educational organizations are all-too-often rewarded and
preserved for their conformity to “correct” structures, programs, and pro-
cesses rather than the quality of their product (Rowan & Miskel, 1999, p. 364;
Scott, 1981, p. 126).
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Institutional theory also teaches us that new schools are not delivered by
some wayward stork but are created in the image of respected (legitimized)
educational organizations that exist at their founding. The creation of new
organizations in the reflection of their existing counterparts is referred to as
imprinting. A process that leads to the replication of existing schools thus fur-
thers the homogenization process. Any new school that strays too far from the
established norm by attempting a dramatic change risks the loss of legitimacy
and social support that goes with it (Smith & Keith, 1971).

How Do Groups in Schools Contribute
to Organizational Stability?

Institutional theory holds that, like the onion, organizations exist in a lay-
ered form encompassing the environmental field, the organization, formal
and informal groups within the organization, and the individual employees.
Scott (1995) wrote that

generalized models—beliefs, norms, menus, and scripts—flow “down”
through the various levels, carried by socialization, social construction, and
sanctioning powers. These codes are carried and reproduced, but also modified
and reconstructed, by the interpretations and inventions of subordinate actors:
individuals, organizations, and fields. (p. 141)

The degree of conformity, or fit, between the layers in the onion determine
the degree of organizational stability. However, there is always some measure
of diversity, or degrees of freedom, at every level. At the group level, for ex-
ample, all educational systems witness intergroup struggles for new re-
sources against a fixed budget or the old guard against the young turks regard-
ing homework policies.

Under conditions of a tight fit, Kondra and Hinings (1998) wrote,

isomorphism can be self-serving to the dominant coalition: if all organizations
“play by the rules” everyone gets to keep their jobs, thereby providing a strong
incentive not to question institutional norms and simply take them for granted,
further entrenching an institutional environment. An economist might con-
sider this tacit collusion. By the dominant coalition’s standards, this behaviour
is efficient and optimal, given their needs. (p. 749)

This is a charge frequently aimed at teachers and administrators, who are of-
ten criticized for preserving the status quo by not being more inventive or
willing to challenge what many outsiders see as moribund school routines.
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However, just as school groups can be moribund and protect the status quo,
they can also be dynamic in pursuit of educational change. High-performance
teams, frequently called hot groups, can emerge when some form of crisis
overwhelms existing routines (such as parent challenges to the teaching of
evolution in biology classes) or when a particularly dedicated group is in-
spired by the challenge to take on a seemingly intractable problem (such as
counseling on birth control).

Under novel conditions and tight deadlines that major crises generate, the
pressing task at hand overwhelms normal concerns about power and control.
Formal hierarchies and status systems are often suspended in the desperate
search for anything the might restore equilibrium. During crises, new voices
may be hard and previously ignored alternatives may be considered. (Leavitt &
Lipman-Blumen, 1995, p. 114)

Hot groups are generally small in size, see the challenge to succeed as
their greatest reward, establish high-performance work standards, live on
faith capital, and draw on sources of previously unknown intellectual energy.
Outsiders frequently see them as caught up in a Don Quixote syndrome and
in dire need of padded restraint. These groups can only spring up if sufficient
flexibility exists in the organization to give them the independence to exercise
their energy. However, visible or invisible hot groups can also emerge as a neg-
ative force with designs on sabotaging or deconstructing the organization.

Are There Institutional Constraints on Individuals?

Institutional theory argues the existence of a top-down field of forces that
constrain the independence of action at each successive organizational layer,
including the individual level of leaders, managers, and other employees. In
consequence, administrators and teachers as individuals engage in an institu-
tional world that knowingly and unknowingly shape not only their patterns of
work but also their thinking about work. “Even the conception of an autono-
mous agent with a particularistic way of feeling, acting, and expression is an
acquired identity, a socialized understanding of self and others” (March &
Olsen, 1996, p. 249).

A continuing complaint from outsiders about educational leaders and
their supposed inability to introduce genuine educational change across
America is that they tend to be cut out with the same cookie cutters. Institu-
tional theory suggests that there is considerable validity to this view.
DiMaggio and Powell (1991) wrote that
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to the extent managers and key staff are drawn from the same universities and
filtered on a common set of attributes, they will tend to view problems in a simi-
lar fashion, see the same policies, procedures, and structures as normatively
sanctioned and legitimized, and approach decisions in much the same way.
(p. 72)

In the highly volatile world of top managers, institutional theory also of-
fers some insight into why educational leaders seemingly make efforts to
catch each successive wave of innovation sweeping the country (Aldrich,
2000, p. 50). Meyer et al. (1992) wrote that

while it is common to decry the traditionalism of the American school system,
it seems more appropriate to emphasize the extraordinary rate at which innova-
tions of various kinds are incorporated into American schools (as well as the
rapid rate with which they disappear). (p. 56)

Kondra and Hinings (1998) suggested an explanation for this phenomena:
“As long as top management can ‘keep up with the industry’ their jobs are
safe” (p. 749). By mimicking the apparent changes going on in the field, edu-
cational leaders establish the reputation of being reformers even if there is a
new change every year and ultimately nothing of significance really changes.
The safe route for job protection and even advancement in the profession is to
project the image of change even if meaningful change does not result.

The almost routine pursuit of each hot innovation on a yearly basis,
whether in curriculum development, in-service training, motivation meth-
ods, or whatever, runs the real risk of becoming largely ceremonial. In an
effort to break away from leaders produced by cookie cutters, a growing
number of school districts have begun to hire their senior leaders from out-
side of the profession, particularly former military generals or political lead-
ers like governors and mayors.

INSTITUTIONAL THEORY AND
EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

Institutional theory represents a body of thought that identifies, empha-
sizes, and explores the forces that constrain organizations from changing. For
the field of education, the outcome is a greater understanding of why educa-
tional systems are so isomorphic (homogeneous) and commonly give the
appearance of change without the reality of change. What is fundamentally
missing in this discussion is that educational systems do change; it is perhaps
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not as often or dramatically as reform advocates would like, but they do
change.

Sorting through the possibilities, there appear to be at least three energiz-
ing forces in the external environment of educational systems that can bring
about organizational change: (a) environmental shifts, (b) environmental
regression, and (c) environmental shocks. Environmental shifts occur when
one or more of the many organizations in an educational system’s organiza-
tional field modifies some aspect of an expectation or requirement placed on
the school, such as a new court decision or a state-mandated change in testing
procedures. Although new environmental expectations or requirements such
as these are not unimportant, they are generally incremental in nature, and the
changes the educational system makes are also incremental, such as intro-
ducing a “culture-free” metric or requiring algebra for all students.

Oliver (1991, p. 152) identified five strategies an organization can use to
accommodate environmental shifts that require attention. Continuing with
the example of introducing a high-stakes test, the school can acquiesce (do
what is expected), avoid (delay and hope it goes away), compromise (give a
modified version), refuse (attack the test as ideologically tainted or culturally
biased), or manipulate (teach to the test or flat-out cheat). Even a casual read-
ing of newspapers reveals all of these strategies are alive and well in Ameri-
can education.

The second type of force for change, environmental regression, happens
when, metaphorically speaking, the apple falls too far from the tree. That is,
when the activities of an organization are so far beyond the accepted norms of
the institution that its legitimacy in the institution is questioned, environmen-
tal pressures are exerted to initiate the changes needed to bring it in line with
the accepted standards. In short, pressures to conform by organizations in an
educational system’s environment result in changes in the direction of orga-
nizational homogenization. Schools are pressured to look like other schools.

Kondra and Hinings (1998) addressed this form of change by identifying
two classifications of organizations with divergent institutional fits. Dogs are
“those organizations that have a low fit with institutional norms and perform
below institutional norms, the Dogs, are at great risk of being selected out.
Dogs perform inadequately and lack legitimacy” (p. 751). At the other
extreme are the renegades, or organizations that either by choice or chance
use unorthodox or nonstandard means to perform above the institutional
range of performance. The guardians of institutional norms (e.g., legisla-
tures, courts, accreditation agencies) have at least two change-related
options. They may use coercive means to force compliance with institutional
standards, or they may legitimize the renegades and free other similar organi-
zations to mimic their activities.
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As an illustration, I once participated in the creation of a new type of man-
agement training program on the Riverside campus of the University of Cali-
fornia. One single program trained managers for four sectors: public, private,
environmental, and educational. It was made up of two parts: The first half
comprised generic core courses on subjects that all the management students
took (e.g., organization theory, quantitative skills, finance, marketing, com-
munication, etc.), and the second half was composed of specialty courses in
each of the four fields and all students went their own way. Faculty members
were hired with strong management backgrounds but also with training in
one of the four specialties. One of several objectives was to provide academic
and interpersonal interactions between students training to work in four sec-
tors of management.

After several years of activity with high student demand and excellent job
placement, the program ran afoul of a campus review committee that ques-
tioned its legitimacy. That is, the standard used as a metric was the type of
training programs found on the UC Berkeley and UCLA campuses. Because
our program did not look like theirs (the accepted standards), ours had to be
wrong. In short, ours was a renegade program that had fallen too far from the
established tree. We were given an ultimatum: change everything to the tradi-
tional program formats or be terminated. Hence, we engaged in the organiza-
tional homogenization change process and soon adopted the trappings of tra-
ditional programs. Although this represents a form of change, it is different
from evolutionary, incremental change that leads slowly in untried
directions.

A third type of organizational change can be attributed to environmental
shock: a condition in which changes in an educational system’s external envi-
ronment get seriously ahead of any incremental adaptations the schools can
make. When organizations are highly institutionalized and inflexible, they
become vulnerable to environmental shock. The classic illustration is the
French Revolution, during which the French state with its institutionalized
emphasis on class and privilege clashed violently with an emerging new
social order. The resulting changes saw the destruction of the old state and the
construction of another. In the modern private sector, such environmental
shocks have repeatedly attacked the automobile and consumer electronics
industries in recent years, with new brands rising to the top and others crash-
ing without recourse (Strebel, 1992).

The field of education has encountered numerous profound environmen-
tal shocks, some of which changed the school forever. Environmental shocks
can be brought about by dramatic: (a) shifts in technology, such as the intro-
duction of the hand-held calculator, the computer, and the Internet; (b) shifts
in the law, such as the “separate but equal” configuration of American
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schools ended by the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision in
1954; or (c) shifts in public awareness, such as those caused by “A Nation at
Risk” National Commission on Excellence in Education (1983), or the
TIMSS (Third International Mathematics and Science Study), which
revealed that American students ranked among the lowest when compared
with students from 21 other nations (U.S. National Research Center, 1998).

When a strong environmental shock runs through our system of educa-
tion, the institutionalized forces that have held schools to the status quo tend
to be weakened and major change becomes possible. This weakening of the
institutionalized forces becomes particularly pronounced when public confi-
dence is shaken by the shock. Two dramatic, historical examples stand out:
educational reforms during the period of the Vietnam War and the mid-1990s
when the nation’s politicians discovered that education and teacher bashing
could win elections.

During the war, when public confidence in what was called “the system”
hit its biggest low since the depression of the 1930s, schools were basically
liberated to try wild and crazy approaches in curriculum, organization and
management, school design, and just about everything else anyone wanted to
introduce in the name of creativity, innovation, and freedom. Those of us old
enough to remember saw such things, for example, as schools without walls,
schools within schools, open-space schools, daily demand schedules,
unstructured time schedules (do what you want as long as you want), schools
with no administrators, student-designed curricula, career ladders, and
ungraded and nongraded schools, among many others.

As society stabilized following the end of the Vietnam War, so did the
nation’s educational system. Soon thereafter the familiar rhetoric was heard
once again: back to the basics, accountability, administrative control, aca-
demic standards, school discipline, and so forth. In short, after a few years of
relaxed constraints, the educational system had been reinstitutionalized once
again.

The second period began in the mid-1990s, when public confidence in
public education was shaken by the unrelenting drumbeat that something was
desperately wrong with American public schools. Candidates for both politi-
cal parties ran on that theme. The response in most of the states was deregula-
tion, or freedom from the grip of the institutionalized forces that fixed
schools to the status quo. American education quickly saw the emergence of
charter schools, home schooling, and the administration of public schools by
private sector profit-sharing companies. Whether the 2000s’ deregulation
will be any more resistant to the grip of reinstitutionalization than the 1960s’
remains to be seen. One significant difference is that the what is going on
today seems to be a reaction to the lack of confidence in public schools,
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whereas in the 1960s, it was more a lack of confidence in government and
society and the old standards of society as a whole.

THE SMART EDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATION

Can we speak in terms of smart organizations? March (1999) thought we
could: “Organizations pursue intelligence. In that pursuit, they process infor-
mation, formulate plans and aspirations, interpret environments, generate
strategies and decisions, monitor experiences and learn from them, and imi-
tate others as they do the same” (p. 1). Assuming this notion of organizational
intelligence is correct, we can also assume that some organizations are
smarter than others in pursuing organizational change.

As illustrated in Figure 1, the process of organizational change begins
with a sticky problem that will not go away. The first stage in the problem-
solving process is not unlike the thinking of master chess players who, in
problematic situations, stare at the board, searching for guidance from simi-
lar situations in historic matches. Memory is no more than a holding environ-
ment for these past experiences. Unlike the chess player, an organization’s
memory is composed of hard knowledge and soft knowledge. Hard knowl-
edge is stored in routines, rules, role requirements, and standard operating
procedures. Soft knowledge is more vulnerable to loss, as it is found princi-
pally in personal experiences, nonroutine and informal documentation,
beliefs, attitudes, and conventional wisdom.

Both types of knowledge stored in memory are transmitted from genera-
tion to generation through the written record, organizational culture, social-
ization, in-service training, and imitation. As a smart organization moves
across time, soft knowledge will inform and influence hard knowledge (and
vice versa) so that rules, routines, and procedures will be updated to reflect
current experiences and requirements. This practice will not happen in a less-
than-smart organization.

The quality of an organization’s memory is based on the quality of its
accumulated intellectual capital, that is, the accumulated knowledge on
which it bases decisions. The quality of an organization’s accumulated body
of intellectual capital is by and large dependent on its human capital, that is,
the experience, skills, education, and motivation of its employees. As the
smart organization moves across time, its accumulated human capital will
add knowledge and experience to the accumulated intellectual capital (and
vice versa) so that the organization’s memory will expand in a productive
direction.
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Why would one school have a better memory than another? Returning to
the chess analogy, if the player has recorded the strategies of few past
matches, or gets them mixed up, or forgets the key strategic moves, his or her
historic memory will provide little guidance. The same is true for the educa-
tional organization if records are not carefully kept and catalogued, if teach-
ers and/or administrators with insightful experiences are routinely trans-
ferred, or if the value of consulting the historic memory is discounted.

As Figure 1 points out, if the problem is not resolved by consulting organi-
zational memory, the process of organizational learning begins. This next
stage in the change process begins with filling in the unknowns through
knowledge acquisition, of which there are various methods, such as observ-
ing, copying what others have done, hiring people with expert knowledge,
and reviewing the scholarly literature. The less-than-smart organizations
seem to place their hopes on the problems’ simply going away, which, of
course, they rarely do.

Whereas organizational learning takes place at the collective rather than
the individual level, what individuals learn feeds the collective knowledge
base. Thus, knowledge is acquired and exchanged between the individual,
group, and organizational levels. Smart organizations recognize and respond
to the notion that acquired knowledge vested only in individuals, even
“stars,” cannot do much to elevate the quality of performance of the organiza-
tion until all the actors understand and can interact as a collective unit, shar-
ing their thoughts and moves at a sophisticated level. In short, none of us are
as smart as all of us.

Smart organizations are also cognizant that all acquired knowledge is not
equal when it comes to organizational learning for problem solving. With
single-loop learning, the acquired knowledge is for the short term and
intended to facilitate routine day-to-day problem solving. Double-loop learn-
ing, on the other hand, is intended to ensure the long-term future of the orga-
nization by analyzing core issues and making policy judgments.

The smart organization, as indicated in Figure 1, recognizes that there
should be an interaction between single- and double-loop learning. That is,
when the smaller issues are recognized to form a pattern, such as the historic
pattern of playground disputes becoming gang related, considerably more
information and policy formulation are needed. If single-loop learning is the
modus operandi of a school, it can only float with the tide rather than sail with
the wind. To continue the metaphor, the smart organization has its radar on,
constantly conducting what organization theorists call “environmental scan-
ning.” That is, it identifies opportunities or threats and subsequently acquires
the systematic knowledge to deal with them effectively.
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As illustrated in Figure 1, there is (or should be) a strong interaction
between organizational learning and organizational memory, with each
informing and facilitating the other. Smart organizations, for example, will
be careful to evaluate new policies and programs (products of double-loop
learning) and to systematically store the findings as hard knowledge (e.g.,
built into routines or rules) or soft knowledge (e.g., maintained in the files for
reference).

Organizational change now becomes a possibility. Way back at the begin-
ning of this model, the original problem that would not go away and needed
solving could have started in the internal environment of the organization
(e.g., interdepartmental conflict or promotion disagreements) or external
environment (e.g., new state laws or a shortage of new teachers). Institutional
theory emphasizes that when the “fit” between what the environment expects
and requires and what the organization is doing and producing gets out of
alignment (when a gap exists), something takes place in the environment or
the organization to reestablish the fit.

However, as noted earlier, much of the emphasis of institutional theory is
devoted to the institutional pressures and forces that reinforce stability within
an organization at the expense of change (Aldrich, 2000, p. 51). Nevertheless,
organizational change does take place, and the degree of change depends on
how great the gap in the fit has become between the organization and its
environment.

If the gap is due to an environmental shift, such as a prestigious university
requiring an additional year of English as part of its admission requirements,
then the high schools of the state are forced by institutional pressures to add
English teachers and change their academic programs for many students.

A gap between the organization and the expectations and demands of its
external environment can also emerge if the organization establishes pro-
grams or activities too far from the established norms in the field. By doing
so, it risks its perceived legitimacy. Take, as an example, a new school that
elects not to assign letter grades for student performance but depends on
teacher comments alone. The external organizations, such as accreditation
teams or parent groups, would no doubt quickly act (environmental regres-
sion) to force the school to change to more traditional practices. Organiza-
tional homogenization is the result, as the renegades are forced to act like
everyone else.

However, when the gap becomes vast—if, for example, the state govern-
ment eliminates bilingual education, or if teacher tenure is eliminated—then
organizational reform must take place. Smart organizations make efforts to
understand and shape the change process, whether that be (a) taking an
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evolutionary step forward, (b) getting caught up in a homogenization pro-
cess, or (c) going for systematic reform that significantly alters one or more
core organizational components. In addition, smart educational organiza-
tions, as indicated in Figure 1, will be sure to learn the lessons of the change
process by feeding the experience back into organizational memory and
learning.

In sum, are some educational organizations smarter than others? Quite
probably yes. Can an educational organization learn to be smart? Absolutely.
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Bogler / THE INFLUENCE OF LEADERSHIP STYLE

The Influence of Leadership Style
on Teacher Job Satisfaction

Ronit Bogler

The article examines the effects of principals’ leadership style (transformational or
transactional), principals’ decision-making strategy (autocratic versus participative),
and teachers’occupation perceptions on teacher satisfaction from the job. More specifi-
cally, it attempts to find out how much of the variation in teachers’job satisfaction can be
attributed to their perceptions of their occupation, as compared to their perceptions
about their principals’ leadership style and decision-making strategy. A quantitative
questionnaire using Likert-type scales was administered to 930 teachers in Israeli
schools, of whom 745 responded. Path analysis was used to explain teacher job satisfac-
tion by the exogenous variables. The most salient finding was that teachers’occupation
perceptions strongly affected their satisfaction. Principals’transformational leadership
affected teachers’satisfaction both directly and indirectly through their occupation per-
ceptions. Implications of the study are discussed in relation to supervisors and princi-
pals, as well as to policy makers at the government level.

How do teachers perceive their principals? Do they regard them as
transformational or transactional leaders? Do they evaluate them as
participative or autocratic? How does the behavior of principals relate to
teacher job satisfaction? A number of researchers have investigated the rela-
tionship between principals’ leadership style and decision-making processes
and teacher satisfaction and performance (Kirby, Paradise, & King, 1992;
Koh, Steers, & Terborg, 1995; Silins, 1992) and teacher efficacy (Hipp, 1997;
Hipp & Bredeson, 1995). However, a crucial factor has not been incorporated
in these investigations, namely the perceptions of the teachers regarding their
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occupation. This variable entails a number of aspects that relate to the con-
cept of teaching as a profession: professional prestige, professional identifi-
cation and status, sense of self-fulfillment, scope for self-expression and per-
sonal development, job autonomy, and centrality of the vocation. The goal of
the current study is to examine the effects of three factors on teacher satisfac-
tion from the job: principals’ leadership style (transformational or
transactional), principals’ decision-making strategy (autocratic versus
participative), and teachers’ perceptions of their occupation.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Transformational and Transactional Leadership

During the past decade, schools have undertaken fundamental changes in
areas such as curriculum development, students’ and teachers’ roles, and
learning strategies. These changes have brought about a shift in the philoso-
phy that dominated the realm of educational leadership. As Leithwood
(1992, 1994) indicated, the form of instructional leadership corresponded
well to the era of the 1980s and the 1990s because it met the expectations of
the public’s and the decision-makers’ expectations from the principal. How-
ever, the changes undertaken during the 1990s could not be dealt with when
the principal was functioning as an instructional leader. The concept of
transformational leadership gradually moved to the center of the discourse as
principals were expected to bring the visionary leadership to the organiza-
tion—a task that was not taken care of by instructional leaders. Leithwood
and Jantzi (1990) showed that school principals who succeeded in their job
have used a wide range of mechanisms to motivate and activate their staff to
bring about changes in their school culture.

Referring to transformational leadership, Burns (1978) described follow-
ers and their leaders as inspiring each other to achieve “higher levels of
morality and motivation” such as justice and equality (p. 20). The
transactional image of leadership refers to exchange relationships between
the leaders and their followers: Each enters the transaction because of the
expectation to fulfill self-interests, and it is the role of the leader to maintain
the status quo by satisfying the needs of the followers. Silins (1994) indicated
that transformational leadership “bonds leader and followers within a collab-
orative change process” (p. 274) and thus contributes to the performance of
the whole organization. Transactional leadership, on the other hand, “does
not bind leaders and followers in any enduring way”; therefore, it results in “a
routinized, non-creative but stable environment” as compared to the “responsive
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and innovative environment” that the transformational leadership brings
about (p. 274). This perception of leadership styles contains a value judgment
where transformational leadership is described more favorably than transactional
leadership.

In attempting to validate the leadership concepts of Burns, Bass (1985)
developed the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ). By conducting
a factor analysis, Bass was able to identify three subfactors of transforma-
tional leadership that he labeled charisma, personal consideration, and intel-
lectual stimulation and two subfactors of transactional leadership that he
labeled contingent reward and management by exception. According to
Bass, charisma is the ability of individuals to arouse people and bring them to
follow the leader’s mission and vision, personal consideration is the leader’s
ability of paying personal attention to the followers, and intellectual stimula-
tion is the ability of the leader to motivate the followers to think of innovative
and extraordinary solutions to problems. Later on, Bass and Avolio (1990)
added another factor, inspiration, to describe transformational leadership.
The ability to inspire is perceived as closely related to charisma and is there-
fore often regarded as the same constituent. Leithwood and Jantzi (2000)
identified six main characteristics of educational leaders who are transformational:
building school vision and goals, providing intellectual stimulation, offering
individualized support, symbolizing professional practices and values, dem-
onstrating high performance expectations, and developing structures to fos-
ter participation in school decisions. Contingent reward, one subfactor of
transactional leadership, pertains to a situation where the leader rewards the
follower on completing an agreed-upon task. Management by exception, the
other subfactor describing transactional leadership, relates to a situation
where the leader responds only in instances when things go wrong. Later on,
this factor was conceived in two forms: passive and active (Bass & Avolio,
1990). This subfactor, management by exception, appears to be a negative
attribute of leadership (Geijsel, Sleegers, & Berg, 1999; Silins, 1994). This is
especially true with regard to active management by exception that is defined
operationally “in terms of looking for mistakes or enforcing rules to avoid
mistakes” (Yukl, 1999, p. 289). The items composing this scale underscore
“intrusive, controlling forms of monitoring” without indicating strategies
that the leader adopts to correct followers’ mistakes whenever they are
detected (Yukl, 1999, p. 289). In relation to the educational settings,
transactional leadership has been described as having four dimensions: staff-
ing, instructional support, monitoring school activities, and community
focus (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000).
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Autocratic and Participative Decision Making

Although extensive literature has been published on participative leader-
ship, there is, to date, no general agreement about the taxonomy of decision
procedures (Yukl, 1994). Nevertheless, there are four styles of decision mak-
ing that most researchers agree on: autocratic decision, where the manager
does not consult any of the group or organization members and comes up
with the final decision alone; consultation, where the manager gets advice
from other members but, after taking the suggestions into consideration,
makes the final decision alone; joint decision, where the manager discusses
the problems with other members and together they come up with a final
decision, in which each has had some influence; and delegation, where the
manager gives one or a group of members the authority to decide. The “dele-
gated” decision maker (or makers) carries the responsibility for the decision,
even if the manager demands prior approval for it (Vroom & Yetton, 1973,
pp. 10-38; Yukl, 1994, p. 157). It is hypothesized that the greater the involve-
ment of teachers in decision-making processes, the higher their level of job
satisfaction. This hypothesis is based on research on the relationship between
teacher job satisfaction and involvement in decision making (e.g., Imper,
Neidt, & Reyes, 1990; Rice & Schneider, 1994; Schneider, 1984). In an open
climate, where principals are perceived as democratic managers who main-
tain open channels of communication with the staff, teachers would be more
satisfied with their job as compared to schools where principals exhibit a
harsh and authoritative attitude (Kottkamp, Mulhern, & Hoy, 1987).

Teacher Job Satisfaction

The education mission seems to be dependent on the way teachers feel
about their work and how satisfied they are with it. Therefore, it is not surpris-
ing that researchers suggest that “schools must give more attention to increas-
ing teacher job satisfaction” (Heller, Clay, & Perkins, 1993, p. 75).

Most research on teacher job satisfaction is rooted in the pioneering work
of Herzberg, Mausner, and Snyderman (1959) who identified the satisfying
and dissatisfying factors. Herzberg’s “two-factor theory” associates the satis-
fying factors, the “motivators,” with the higher order needs and the dissatisfy-
ing factors, the “hygiene factors,” with the lower order needs (Dinham &
Scott, 1998). The higher order needs, the satisfiers, apply to the intrinsic
aspects of work, such as achievement, recognition, the work itself, responsi-
bility, and opportunity for advancement. The lower order needs, the dissatis-
fying factors, correspond to extrinsic matters of work, such as working condi-
tions, supervision, work policy, salary, and interpersonal relationships.
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Extensive literature supports the claim that job satisfaction is positively
related to participative decision making and to transformational leadership
(e.g., Maeroff, 1988; Rossmiller, 1992). Overall, teachers report greater sat-
isfaction in their work when they perceive their principal as someone who
shares information with others, delegates authority, and keeps open channels
of communication with the teachers. A low level of teachers’ involvement in
decision making is related to a low level of satisfaction from work (Imper et
al., 1990; Rice & Schneider, 1994).

Teacher job satisfaction is also associated with higher autonomy at work
(Hall, Pearson, & Carroll, 1992; Poulin & Walter, 1992) and with aspects
related to the teaching profession. Goodlad (1984) found that teachers who
reported that they chose this occupation because of inherent professional val-
ues expressed higher levels of satisfaction and greater commitment than did
their counterparts who went into teaching for economic reasons. Hall et al.’s
(1992) study revealed that teachers who were planning to leave the profes-
sion expressed less job satisfaction and more negative attitudes toward teach-
ing as a career and toward the school administration (p. 225). Teacher job sat-
isfaction is also linked to teacher retention through aspects such as
satisfaction with principal leadership (Betancourt-Smith, Inman, & Marlow,
1994) and satisfaction in general (Zigarelli, 1996). Reyes and Shin (1995)
found that teacher job satisfaction is a determinant of teacher commitment
and that it “must be present before the individual develops organizational
commitment” (p. 36). The relationship between job satisfaction and commit-
ment is not necessarily a characteristic of teachers only. More general
research on worker job satisfaction and commitment has shown that condi-
tions at work such as role conflict, autonomy, support from peers, and ade-
quacy of resources are related to job satisfaction (Meyer & Allen, 1997;
Spector, 1997).

Teachers derive their job satisfaction from their relationships with current
and past students who keep in touch with them and from relationships with
parents and colleagues (Dinham, 1995). Dinham (1995) found that these
interpersonal relationships were among the main sources of teachers’ job sat-
isfaction, whereas the sources of teachers’ job dissatisfaction were related to
structural and administrative factors. Another indication to the importance of
teacher-student relationship is found in Gay’s (1995) study, which revealed
that most effective teachers put great emphasis on the student-teacher rela-
tionship. As Shann (1998) concluded, “What the middle school teachers
liked first and foremost about their jobs was their students. Teachers felt that
teacher-pupil relationships were most important and reported that they were
more satisfied with this aspect of their job than any other” (p. 72). “Reaching”
the students and watching them learn from their experience, in addition to
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using the skills that they had acquired, were the principal sources for job sat-
isfaction among teachers in the greater area of Chicago (Plihal, 1982). Taylor
and Tashakkori (1995) found that teachers use descriptions of job satisfaction
that deal with how they feel about coming to school every day and their feel-
ing of success, or lack of it, that they carry with regard to their performance
with students.

Student achievement is identified as a very critical source of teacher satis-
faction, a finding that draws implications on teachers’ competence and effi-
cacy (Dinham, 1995). The importance of student achievement to teachers’
job satisfaction is found in another study that reveals that satisfaction in meet-
ing students’achievement needs explained 28% of the variance in teacher sat-
isfaction (Heller, Rex, & Cline, 1992). Ostroff (1992) found positive relation-
ships between teacher satisfaction and indicators of student quality (reading
and math skills, discipline problems, and attendance rates).

Teachers’ Occupation Perceptions

The term teacher’s occupation perception refers mainly to the intrinsic
and extrinsic dimensions of the teachers’ occupation. Intrinsic properties
relate to aspects of teaching such as autonomy at work (Pearson, 1995), pro-
fessional prestige and status, personal development, and self-esteem. Extrin-
sic properties refer to the physical aspects of the working place and to its ben-
efits (e.g., salary). Obviously, both types of aspects are concerned with issues
that relate to the teaching occupation as a profession.

In relation to job satisfaction, it is hypothesized that teachers’descriptions
of their occupation as one that provides high status, promotion opportunities
for talented individuals, possibilities for self-development, and personal
growth (among other things) will positively affect their satisfaction from the
work. Sergiovanni (1967) too, in attempting to test Herzberg’s two-factor
theory, confirmed the findings of Herzberg et al. (1959). In studying the fac-
tors that affect satisfaction and dissatisfaction of teachers, Sergiovanni found
out that the “satisfiers” accounted for achievement, recognition, and respon-
sibility, and the “dissatifiers” included the interpersonal relationships with
peers and subordinates, supervision (technical), school policy, and personal
life (pp. 75-76). In a study that examined the effects of leaders’behavior, con-
sideration, and initiating structure, it was found that occupational status was a
crucial factor in predicting job satisfaction among research and development
workers (House, Filley, & Kerr, 1971).

The effect of teachers’ perceived autonomy in the classroom was also
examined and was found to be positively correlated with job satisfaction
(Kreis & Brockoff, 1986). Teacher empowerment is another facet of teachers’
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perceptions of their occupation. It refers to professional growth, autonomy,
self-efficacy, impact (the teachers’ perceptions about their ability to influ-
ence school life), professional respect, and involvement in decisions that
directly affect their work (Sheppard, 1996). Sheppard (1996) found positive
relationships between the instructional leadership behaviors of principals,
that is, behaviors that are directly related to teaching and learning, and profes-
sional involvement, which was defined as “the degree to which teachers are
concerned about their work, are keen to learn from one another, and commit-
ted to professional development” (p. 335). Dinham and Scott (1998) found
that teachers were most satisfied with intrinsic matters of their job, such as
self-growth, mastery of professional skills, and supportive environment
(p. 375). These findings imply that the teachers valued greatly the profes-
sional facets of their occupation.

Most researchers who study teacher job satisfaction examine the effects of
variables such as principals’leadership style and principals’decision-making
strategy on the contentment of teachers and the rate of teacher burnout from
this occupation (Kirby et al., 1992; Koh et al., 1995; Silins, 1992). The pres-
ent study, however, was set out to examine, among other things, the influence
of teachers’ occupation perceptions on their satisfaction from the job.
Teacher’s occupation perception is hypothesized to directly affect job satis-
faction, but it is also hypothesized to be affected by principals’ behavior
(leadership style and decision-making strategy). Principals who demonstrate
transformational behavior, such as paying personal attention to the needs and
interests of the teachers, providing for intellectual stimulation and chal-
lenges, raising teachers’expectations and motivation to devote, and investing
extra efforts, are assumed to encourage teachers to view their occupation as
more rewarding and central to their lives.

Such a relationship will also pertain to principals’ decision-making style,
as teachers who take part in the decision-making processes in school will feel
more involved and committed to their jobs. Therefore, principals’ behavior
(leadership style and decision-making strategy) will be examined through its
direct and indirect effects on teachers’ satisfaction.

It is assumed that teacher satisfaction will be less influenced by the
participative decision-making style adopted by the principal and more by his
or her transformational type of leadership. Earlier research indicates that
teachers’burnout is significantly related to “consideration behaviors,” which
refer to paying attention to the needs and expectations of others (a trans-
formational type of behavior), rather than to “initiating-structure behaviors.”
Initiating-structure behavior emphasizes task-oriented activities, where con-
cerns and interests of people are only secondary in their importance scale
(Halpin, 1966; Mazur & Lynch, 1989).
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To summarize, the purpose of the study was to examine the effects on job
satisfaction of (a) teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ leadership style
(transformational/transactional), (b) teachers’perceptions of their principals’
decision-making strategy (autocratic/participative), and (c) teachers’ occu-
pation perceptions. It should be noted that the study was aimed to examine
the teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ behavior rather than the princi-
pals’ actual behavior. Therefore, throughout the article, when these concepts
are discussed, the references are to the teachers’ views rather than to the
observed behavior of the principals or to their self-reported assessments.

METHOD

Participants

From a sample of 930 teachers, 745 responded and returned usable ques-
tionnaires (80% return rate). The teachers in this study were from elementary
(51%), middle (20%), and high schools (26%)—a total of 98 schools located
in the northern part of Israel. Although it was not possible to select a random
sample of all the schools in this region, care was taken to select urban, subur-
ban, and rural schools from diverse populations that represent the composi-
tion of teachers in Israel with regard to gender and religion. Sixty-six percent
were women, 62% were Jewish, and the rest were non-Jewish (mostly Mus-
lim). Of the Jewish teachers, almost 90% were women. Of the non-Jewish
teachers, the majority (70%) were men.

Research Instrument

A quantitative questionnaire using Likert-type scales was administered in
1997 to 930 teachers. The respondents were instructed to refer to their current
school principal and to fill out a questionnaire that asked a range of questions
about that principal’s leadership style and decision-making strategy, their
perceptions about the teaching occupation, and their satisfaction from vari-
ous issues related to the school work.

The first section of the questionnaire was about transformational and
transactional leadership. It was taken from the MLQ (Bass, 1985), which was
translated into Hebrew and adapted to the Israeli milieu. It was a 27-item
question with a 5-point scale (scored from 1 = not at all to 5 = very typical),
which asked the respondents about the leadership style of their principals,
according to the three categories of transformational leadership (charisma/
inspiration, personal consideration, and intellectual stimulation) and the two
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categories of transactional leadership (contingent reward and management
by exception). The MLQ was tested by Bass in a number of studies. One of
these studies was conducted on a sample of 256 U.S. supervisors and manag-
ers from a Fortune 500 firm (Bass, 1985, pp. 225-229). In this study, the coef-
ficient α reliabilities per scale were as follows: charisma, .94; individual con-
sideration, .87; intellectual stimulation, .89; contingent reward, .83; and
management by exception, .70. (More about the structural validity of the
MLQ can be found in Tepper & Percy, 1994). The MLQ has been used also in
K-12educational settings. Ingram(1997)used theMLQtostudy transformational
and transactional leadership behaviors of principals as perceived by teachers
in inclusive educational settings. In this study, Ingram reported the high
validity found for the overall transformational and transactional leadership
constructs in three studies that used the MLQ in the general K-12 settings
(King, 1989; Koh, 1991; and Hoover, Petrosko & Schultz, 1991, as cited in
Ingram, 1997). In another study, T. J. Evans (1996) asked teachers and princi-
pals to respond to the MLQ to study the relationship between elementary
principals’ use of transformational leadership strategies as determined by
teacher reports and the presence of five social-organizational factors within
the schools: shared goals, teacher collaboration, teacher learning, teacher
certainty, and teacher commitment.

The second section of the questionnaire dealt with autocratic and
participative strategies of decision making. It was taken from Friedman’s
(1985) questionnaire on the decision-making style of school principals.
Friedman’s questionnaire, which is based on Vroom and Yetton’s (1973)
concept of decision processes, entails four main forms: (a) manager makes
own decisions without consulting with subordinates, (b) manager consults
with subordinates but makes own decisions, (c) manager makes joint deci-
sions with subordinates, and (d) manager delegates decisions to subordi-
nates. According to Vroom and Yetton, the first form of behavior refers to
autocratic management, the second one to consultative management, the
third to group decision making, and the last to the delegation type of decision
making.

The third section of the questionnaire dealt with teachers’occupation per-
ceptions. It was a 28-item question (scored from 1 = disagree strongly to 5 =
agree strongly), which asked about various facets of the teaching occupation
(Yaniv, 1982). From Yaniv’s questionnaire, five subscales were used in the
current study: Perceived Status, Perception of the Profession, Professional
Identity, Perceived Autonomy, and Professional Competence. Coefficient
alphas ranged from α = .54 to α = .93, indicating that some subscales were
relatively high and others relatively low in their internal reliability.
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The last section of the questionnaire regarding teacher satisfaction was
taken from a questionnaire on principals’ and teachers’ job satisfaction that
had been previously administered and validated (Tarabeh, 1995). The ques-
tion included 25 items with a 7-point Likert-type scale (scored from 1 = never
to 7 = always). In his work on an Israeli sample of teachers and principals,
Tarabeh (1995) identified four dimensions describing teachers’ satisfaction:
fulfillment of expectations (α = .93), guidance and assistance from the Minis-
try of Education (α = .88), internal conditions of work (α = .81), and relation-
ship with students and parents (α = .72). The coefficient alpha for the whole
question was .94.

Although the research instruments were tested for validity and reliability
by their authors, the factorial constructs were retested. Principal component
analysis with varimax rotation was performed on each of the study scales on a
random sample of the respondents to test for scale validity.

The questionnaire for the present study was pretested on a group of 35
teachers. After incorporating a number of changes (e.g., clarifying state-
ments and omitting items that were ambiguous and/or not relevant), and a
retest on 5 more teachers, the revised questionnaire was finalized. Table 1
lists a sample of items from each scale that was used in the questionnaire.

RESULTS

Dimensions of Transformational and Transactional Leadership

Principal component analysis with varimax rotation was performed on the
30 items of the MLQ to determine if the various behavioral dimensions pro-
posed by Bass and Avolio (1990) would replicate for this sample. The factor
analysis yielded six factors. The first factor contained 15 items that referred
to charisma, intellectual stimulation, and vision (item loadings ranged from
.49 to .80). The second factor contained 2 items that referred to personal con-
sideration (item loadings .60 and .72). Because in the current study emphasis
has been given to the overall effects of the exogenous variables on the crite-
rion teachers’ satisfaction, an overall scale was constructed for each of the
factors using the mean score of each one: (a) Transformational Leadership,
(b) Transactional Leadership, (c) Teacher’s Occupation Perception, and (d)
Teacher’s Satisfaction (see Table 2). Therefore, the two factors that included
17 items were combined to create one scale of transformational leadership.

The third factor (five items) and the fourth factor (three items) reflected
management by exception (passive) (item loadings from .61 to .75) and con-
tingent reward (item loadings from .74 to .80). The fifth factor contained two
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items that reflected management by exception (active) (item loadings .67 and
.80). The third, fourth, and fifth factors were brought together to create one
scale of transactional leadership (see the appendix for descriptive statistics of
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TABLE 1
Selected Items of the Study Scales

Transformational Leadership
• The principal projects himself or herself as a role model.
• The principal displays talent and ability to cope with decision making.
• The principal strives toward the collective goal of fulfilling a mission.
• The principal presents new challenges and projects.
• The principal believes in the teachers’ ability to deal with obstacles.

Transactional Leadership
• The principal focuses his or her attention on finding exceptions, deviations, and

weaknesses in teachers.
• The principal does not hesitate to remark on mistakes and errors that call for his or her

intervention.
• Problems must become chronic before the principal takes action.
• The principal tells staff members what to do to receive rewards for the efforts.
• The principal will not bother the teachers if they will not bother him or her.

Decision-Making Style
Respondents were asked to describe, based on the following scale, the way their principal
makes a decision with respect to different situations (1 = makes own decisions without
consulting with subordinates; 2 = consults with subordinates but makes own decisions;
3 = makes joint decisions with subordinates; 4 = delegates authority to subordinates).
• Determining rules and regulations regarding discipline problems at school.
• Determining the character of classroom activities.
• Choosing the textbooks that will be used in the next year from the list of approved

textbooks.
• Determining the dates for faculty meetings at school.
• Allotting lab or computer time to each class.

Teacher’s Occupation Perception
• I feel free to try new ideas and teaching techniques in the classes that I teach.
• My line of work provides me with a high status.
• Teaching gives me the feeling that I can change people.
• There are always promotion opportunities for a talented teacher.
• In my line of work, opportunities for self-development prevail.

Teacher’s Satisfaction
Respondents were asked to indicate how often they felt satisfied with various aspects of
their work.
• Cooperation with other teachers.
• Student achievement.
• Physical conditions of the school.
• Support of the supervisors.
• School budget.



the scales). The sixth factor (two items) was meaningless and therefore it was
omitted from the analysis. The eigenvalues of the five factors were as follows:
9.89 (Factor 1), 3.34 (Factor 2), 1.71 (Factor 3), 1.24 (Factor 4), and 1.05
(Factor 5), explaining 61% of the total variance.

Dimensions of Teachers’ Occupation Perceptions

Principal component analysis with varimax rotation was performed on the
28 items that composed this question. The factor analysis yielded six factors.
The first factor contained 6 items that referred to occupational prestige (item
loadings ranged from .47 to .72). The second factor contained 6 items that
referred to the teachers’self-esteem (item loadings from .42 to .70). The third
factor contained 4 items that referred to autonomy in class (item loadings
from .50 to .80). The fourth factor contained 4 items that reflected profes-
sional self-development (item loadings from .47 to .73). The fifth factor con-
tained 4 items that reflected degree of consideration in the opinions of teach-
ers (item loadings from .48 to .80). The sixth factor contained 4 items that
reflected professional autonomy (item loadings from .46 to .79). The
eigenvalues of the six factors were as follows: 9.58 (Factor 1), 2.07 (Factor 2),
1.5 (Factor 3), 1.22 (Factor 4), 1.14 (Factor 5), and 1.08 (Factor 6), explaining
59% of the total variance.

Dimensions of Teachers’ Job Satisfaction

Principal component analysis with varimax rotation was performed on the
25 items that composed this question. The factor analysis yielded three
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TABLE 2
Reliability Indices, Means, and Standard Deviations for the Five Scales

Scale Reliabilitya M SD

Transformational Leadership (17 items; n = 682 teachers) .94 3.64b .75
Transactional Leadership (10 items; n = 712 teachers) .77 2.34b .67
Teacher’s Occupation Perception (28 items; n = 702 teachers) .93 3.19c .60
Decision-Making Style (24 items; n = 601 teachers) 2.45d .47
Teacher’s Satisfaction (25 items; n = 677 teachers) .96 4.73e .99

a. Cronbach’s alpha.
b. Rating scale: 1 = not at all to 5 = very typical.
c. Rating scale: 1 = disagree strongly to 5 = agree strongly.
d. Rating scale: 1 = autocratic decision to 4 = delegation.
e. Rating scale: 1 = never to 7 = always.



factors. The first factor contained 11 items that referred to self-fulfillment
conditions (item loadings ranged from .62 to .82). The second factor con-
tained 9 items that referred to the internal conditions of the teacher’s job (item
loadings from .47 to .74). The third factor contained 5 items that referred to
physical conditions of the job (item loadings from .41 to .78). The
eigenvalues of the three scales were as follows: 12.48 (Factor 1), 1.78 (Factor
2), and 1.26 (Factor 3), explaining 62% of the total variance.

These findings of the factor analyses, and the values of the Cronbach’s
alphas that were calculated for each factor and yielded very similar values to
the ones found in the original studies, provide another confirmation to the
content validity of the factors.

The correlation matrix of the independent variables and teachers’ job sat-
isfaction revealed the following results: Teachers’ satisfaction was signifi-
cantly correlated with teachers’ occupation perceptions (r = .65, p < .0001),
transformational leadership (r = .56, p < .0001), participative style (r = .35,
p < .0001), and transactional leadership (r = –.21, p < .0001). (See Table 3.)

The more the teachers perceived their occupation in terms of a profession,
the more they perceived their school principals to be transformational lead-
ers, the more they perceived their school principals to be transformational
leaders, the more the principals were participative, and the less they exhibited
transactional leadership, the greater their job satisfaction.

Path analysis was employed to test the model in Figure 1. This method,
which assumes linear and nonrecursive relationships among interval vari-
ables, allows examination of the direct and indirect effects of the independent
variables, principals’ leadership style, their decision-making strategy, and
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TABLE 3
Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients Among Research Scales

Scale 1 2 3 4 5

1. Teacher’s Satisfaction .56** (739) –.21** (738) .35** (735) .65** (739)
2. Principal’s Transfor-

mational Leadership –.25** (744) .38** (741) .40** (745)
3. Principal’s Transactional

Leadership –.02 (740) –.01 (744)
4. Principal’s Autocratic-

Participative Style .37** (741)
5. Teacher’s Occupation

Perception

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses are sample sizes.
**p < .0001.



teachers’ occupation perceptions, on the dependent variable, teachers’ job
satisfaction. This technique allows the researcher to estimate the direct and
indirect effects of variables in systems of structural equation models. Figure
2 depicts the results of testing the model reported in Figure 1 (using AMOS
3.61 of SPSS 8.0) with maximum likelihood as the method of estimation. The
model shows an almost perfect fit with the data, χ2(1, N = 706) = .439, p =
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Principal’s autocratic-
participative decision-making
(1=autocratic; 4= delegation)

Principal’s transformational
leadership

(1=not at all; 5=very typical)

Principal’s transactional
Leadership

(1=not at all; 5=very typical)

Teacher’s occupation perception Teacher’s job satisfaction

Figure 1: Conceptual Relationship Between Principal’s Leadership Style, Principal’s
Decision-Making Strategy, Teacher’s Occupation Perception, and Teacher’s
Job Satisfaction

.51**

.31**

.33**

Principal’s autocratic-
participative decision-making
(1=autocratic; 4=delegation)

Principal’s transformational
leadership

(1=not at all; 5=very typical)

Principal’s transactional
Leadership

(1=not at all; 5=very typical)

Teacher’s occupation perception Teacher’s job satisfaction

.25**

-.13**

.14**

-.12*

Figure 2: Path Analysis of the Relationships Between Principal’s Leadership Style, Prin-
cipal’s Decision-Making Strategy, Teacher’s Occupation Perception, and
Teacher’s Job Satisfaction (n = 706)

*p < .001. **p < .0001.



.507; goodness of fit index = 1.000; adjusted goodness of fit index = .996;
root mean square residual = .003.1

The most salient finding is that teachers’ occupation perceptions strongly
affect teachers’ satisfaction (β = .51, p < .0001). Teachers’ occupation per-
ceptions are influenced by principals’ transformational leadership (β = .33,
p < .0001) and by participative decision-making style (β = .25, p < .0001).
Principals’ transformational leadership affects teachers’ satisfaction both
directly (β = .31, p < .0001) and indirectly through teachers’ occupation per-
ceptions (β = .17, p < .0001). The principals’ participative decision-making
style affects teachers’ satisfaction only indirectly through teachers’ occupa-
tion perceptions (β = .13, p < .001). Principals’ transactional leadership
affects teachers’ satisfaction negatively (β = –.13, p < .001). The model
explains 54% of the variance of teachers’satisfaction. It reveals that teachers’
satisfaction increases as they perceive their principals’ leadership style as
more transformational and less transactional.

Analysis of the model by gender and religion revealed that female teach-
ers derived more satisfaction from their work than did their male colleagues
(β = .07, p < .05), and Jewish teachers were more satisfied than non-Jewish
teachers (β = .06, p < .05). With regard to transactional leadership, male
teachers perceived their principals more as transactional leaders than female
teachers did (β = –.17, p < .0001), and non-Jewish teachers viewed their prin-
cipals more as transactional leaders than Jewish teachers did (β = .23, p <
.0001).

DISCUSSION

The most interesting finding of this study is the effect teachers’ percep-
tions of their occupation have on their job satisfaction. Their perceptions of
occupational prestige, self-esteem, autonomy at work, and professional self-
development contribute the most to job satisfaction. This finding supports
previous research that revealed a significant positive relationship between
aspects of the teaching occupation and job satisfaction (Goodlad, 1984;
Poulin & Walter, 1992). This variable serves as a mediating variable between
principals’ leadership style and teachers’ satisfaction. In this study, teachers
reported feeling highly or very satisfied when their work gave them “a sense
of self-esteem,” provided them with “opportunities for self-development,”
gave them “a feeling of success,” and allowed them “to participate in deter-
mining school practices.” Such expressions of feelings about their work sup-
port theories of teacher job satisfaction, such as the two-factor theory that
originated in the work of Herzberg et al. (1959). These researchers argued
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that the motivators, which refer to intrinsic aspects of teaching such as teach-
ers’self-growth, personal development, and recognition, tend to promote job
satisfaction. Hygiene factors, which relate to external aspects of work such
as poor working conditions, tend to result in teachers’ dissatisfaction (Gra-
ham & Messner, 1998; Sergiovanni, 1967). Future studies should investigate
the concept of teachers’ job satisfaction by distinguishing its constituents, as
has been done in numerous studies, such as Dinham and Scott (1998). In the
present study, overall job satisfaction, incorporating self-fulfillment aspects
with both internal and physical aspects of the work, was examined. Further
research should be pursued to clarify the concept of job satisfaction because
as reported by L. Evans (1997), there is a “heterogeneity among teachers with
respect to what they found satisfying and/or satisfactory” (p. 327).

Limitations

Like all research, this study has certain limitations. First, a couple of factor
loadings were below .5 and thus considered weak. Therefore, it is recom-
mended that future research use instruments based on items that have higher
factor loadings. Second, as indicated earlier, researchers suggested that
transactional leadership, and especially the subfactor management by excep-
tion, entails some negative connotation in its scale items (e.g., Silins, 1994;
Yukl, 1999). This is evident also in the phrasing of the scale items that com-
pose this subfactor (e.g., “The principal focuses his or her attention on find-
ing exceptions, deviations, and weaknesses in teachers”; “The principal does
not hesitate to remark on mistakes and errors that call for his or her interven-
tion”). Consequently, the definition of transactional leadership may present a
problem of face validity that may influence the reliability of this construct. It
is suggested that future research take into account this shortcoming of the
instrument to improve the construct’s reliability. Last, with regard to the
generalizability of the sample, it should be realized that because the sample
was carried out only in the northern part of Israel, any attempt to generalize
the study’s findings, conclusions, and implications to the whole population of
teachers in the entire country should be approached with caution. Further
research that will incorporate factors that ensure that the sample is represen-
tative will contribute to studying teachers’ job satisfaction in relation to prin-
cipals’ behavior.

The model of the study demonstrates that the teachers’perceptions of their
principals and of their occupation contribute significantly to the explanation
of the variance in job satisfaction. However, teachers’perceptions are subjec-
tive, and it may be that their perceptions are affected by variables that were
not examined in this study. With regard to the dichotomies of the leadership
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styles and of the decision-making strategies, it is important to note that the
context within which each principal acts may affect his or her adoption of the
leadership style and decision-making strategy. For example, principals might
be autocratic on some matters and participative on others, or with certain
individuals as opposed to others. It would also be interesting to examine
whether the same principals adopt different approaches depending on the
context within the school (e.g., a young, growing school versus an old, estab-
lished one) and outside it (e.g., a stable and supportive environment versus a
fluid and demanding environment).

The data analysis indicated gender and religion differences with regard to
both job satisfaction, though the magnitude was relatively low, and to teach-
ers’ perceptions of the principal as a transactional leader. An analysis of the
model revealed that female teachers expressed greater job satisfaction than
did their male peers, thus supporting earlier studies (Chapman & Lowther,
1982; Kagen, 1983; Watson, Hatton, Squires, & Soliman, 1991). In addition,
Jewish teachers expressed higher levels of job satisfaction than did the non-
Jewish teachers. Perceptions of principals as transactional leaders were
higher among male teachers and non-Jewish teachers and lower among
female teachers and Jewish teachers. Before discussing the implications of
these findings, it is important to note that there is mutual dependence between
the two variables, gender and religion. As indicated, the overwhelming
majority of the Jewish teachers (almost 90%) were women, whereas a very
large majority of the non-Jewish teachers (about 70%) were men. Therefore,
there is great similarity between the findings regarding gender and those
related to the religion differences. These findings are not surprising as the
poor infrastructure conditions of the non-Jewish schools, as compared to the
Jewish schools, present a troubling reality of the school (Al-Haj, 1995). In
addition, male teachers among the non-Jewish population choose this occu-
pation as a last resort because of their inability to get a job that would fit their
academic credentials and qualifications. Under these circumstances, the
male, non-Jewish teachers feel frustrated and express greater dissatisfaction
from their job. Support for the finding regarding the greater satisfaction of
female teachers as compared to their male counterparts was also found in a
study about the inner world of Israeli secondary school teachers (Kremer-
Hayon & Goldstein, 1990). Examination of additional personal and school
site variables in relation to the study variables is recommended for future
research to deepen our understanding about teachers’ job satisfaction in
Israel and in comparison with other countries.
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Implications and Conclusions

The findings of this Israeli sample support the research work conducted
elsewhere, which showed that teachers prefer to work with a principal who
exhibits a transformational type of behavior rather than a transactional one.
(This finding, however, should not be surprising because principals who act
as transformational leaders seem to maximize the autonomy that teachers
have long had. Given that the challenge for education is more in the area of
how teachers can better coordinate their work rather than how they can maxi-
mize their autonomy, the finding regarding the teachers’ preference for
transformational principals seems to reinforce organizational structures and
functioning that may be becoming increasingly obsolete.) The study calls our
attention to the inner world of teachers. It suggests that to increase teachers’
level of satisfaction at work, we need to pay attention to factors related to all
aspects of the teaching occupation, especially those titled “professional,” as
they refer to the characteristics of teaching as a vocation. Teachers’ percep-
tions of their occupation are highly significant in affecting their satisfaction
from the job. This implication should be acknowledged by decision makers at
the top level, such as governmental officers, and on the more local level, by
supervisors and principals. The more the teachers perceive their teaching job
as a profession and central to their lives, the more they will be satisfied with it.
Moreover, to improve the general feeling of all teachers, school principals
need to be more aware of how strongly their role and behavior affect teachers’
perceptions about their occupation—and their job satisfaction. Through
transformational leadership and participative behavior, principals can
develop and foster positive feelings and attitudes of teachers regarding their
vocation. Viewing teaching as an occupation that confers a sense of self-
esteem and professional prestige will lead the teachers to consider it as cen-
tral to their lives and will thus increase their satisfaction from their work.
Teachers’ satisfaction from the job is highly important for the nexus between
teachers and students, for satisfied teachers will be more enthusiastic about
investing time and energy in teaching their students. Hence, this study may
provide the first step in a line of research relating principals to teachers to stu-
dents. This could be accomplished through collecting data from the princi-
pals about their leadership styles, decision-making approaches, and demo-
graphics and how these variables affect the views of teachers about their
satisfaction and, ultimately, the students and their learning as described in a
self-reported survey. This next step in this line of research is especially valu-
able today, when the expectations of all the parties involved in the learning
process are more elevated than ever before.
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NOTE

1. The goodness-of-fit index (GFI), developed by Jöreskog and Sörbom (1981), is based on
the ratio of squared discrepancies to observed variances. It measures “how much better the
model fits as compared to no model at all” (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993, p. 122). GFI range is be-
tween 0 and 1, where 1 indicates a perfect fit. The adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) takes
into account the degree of freedom available for testing the model. The AGFI is bounded above
by 1, which indicates a perfect fit. The root mean square residual (RMR) is the square root of the
average squared amount by which the sample variances and covariances differ from their esti-
mates obtained under the assumption that the model is correct. An RMR of 0 indicates a perfect
fit. GFI and RMR are measures of goodness of fit per se, whereas AGFI is an index of parsimoni-
ous goodness of fit that takes into account the number of free parameters required to achieve a
given level of fit (Loehlin, 1992, p. 75).
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Rosenblatt / TEACHERS’ MULTIPLE ROLES

Teachers’ Multiple Roles
and Skill Flexibility:
Effects on Work Attitudes

Zehava Rosenblatt

This study investigated the mediating effect of teachers’skill flexibility (the mastery and
utilization of various skills) on the relationship between holding multiple roles
(extrateaching school roles) and work attitudes (burnout, tendency to quit, and organiza-
tional commitment). In this study, skill flexibility was composed of three components:
skill utilization, skill variety, and multiskilling orientation. SEM path analysis revealed
that skill utilization mediated the effect of holding multiple roles on all three work atti-
tudes, and skill variety mediated the effect of holding multiple roles on burnout.
Multiskilling orientation added little explanation to the final model. Skill flexibility com-
ponents also mediated the effects of demographic variables (age, education, nationality,
and school size) on all three work attitudes. These results contribute to the conceptual-
ization of skill flexibility, which has been relatively underresearched in the organiza-
tional literature. Implications for teachers’ work design are discussed.

One of the most noted challenges to organizations in recent years has been
how to adjust to the rapid pace of change. Environmental changes in con-
sumer tastes and demands, legal requirements, demographic mobility, tech-
nological development, and economic fluctuations all call for constant orga-
nizational learning and adjustment in order to survive. In educational
systems, schools are continuously undergoing changes in areas such as learn-
ing technology, social integration, and organizational structures (Levin,
1993). To help schools adjust to such changes, teachers often take on new
roles and need to constantly acquire and utilize new skills—in short, to be
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skill flexible. The purpose of this study was to examine teachers’perceptions
of skill flexibility and its effect on work attitudes.

The association between change and skill flexibility has been demon-
strated in a multicountry study on change in teachers’ work life (Rosenblatt,
1999). In that study, skill flexibility was defined as the use of various teaching
methods and contents and the development of new competencies. Reports of
educational changes in the countries covered showed that, almost without
exception, changes required the development of new skills among the teach-
ers involved. The educational initiatives required teachers from the countries
in the study to develop new skills. Although the teachers displayed varying
levels of skill flexibility, there was a relationship between skill flexibility and
two other variables, participation in change and positive feelings toward
change.

To mobilize change and at the same time advance their own careers, teach-
ers need to assume roles other than teaching, both pedagogical and adminis-
trative. Extrateaching roles require technological, administrative, and social
skills in addition to those needed for routine teaching roles. Multiple roles in
education can be found in various nonteaching school positions held by
teachers. Although schools’ internal hierarchies are relatively flat, there are
various positions that teachers can fill, either as entry-level jobs on the way to
full administrative careers or as “quasi-administration” positions (Castallo,
Fletcher, Rossetti, & Sekowski, 1992, p. 318). These positions include
department chairs, coordinators, supervisors, and coaches. Although the
rewards, training, and in some cases licensing attached to these positions vary
among school districts and position levels, they all share the need and oppor-
tunity for teachers to use various skills. Another avenue for the development
and practice of nonteaching skills is through teachers’involvement in various
school programs (e.g., computer education, gifted programs, drug education,
social integration).

To illustrate ways teachers can develop new skills in multiple roles, the
Israeli educational system, the site of this study, serves as a case in point. This
educational system has being undergoing continuous political, pedagogical,
structural, and demographic change. Politically, the Israel Ministry of Educa-
tion changes back and forth between conservative-rightist and liberal-leftist
philosophies. These changes, reflecting different ideological orientations,
result in a similar pendulum effect for school programs and pedagogy. In
addition, educational administrators are experimenting with new programs
designed to support two conflicting objectives: enhancing excellence and
promoting equal opportunities. Structurally, the Ministry of Education has
been experimenting with new school forms designed to decentralize the over-
burdened central governmental system. These new organizational forms
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include open school registration and school-based management. In addition
to the new organizational and governance structures, the Israeli student body
is becoming more heterogeneous in recent years due to the large number of
immigrants from Russia and Ethiopia. This has resulted in massive social
problems added to the ongoing tensions between national (Israeli Jews,
Israeli Arabs), religious (orthodox, conservative, secular), and ideological
(kibbutz, urban) groups (Adler, 1989; Elboim-Dror, 1989; Gaziel, 1993,
1994).

These characteristics of the Israeli system—particularly the constant
planned and unplanned changes and the pluralism of the student body—
reflect the need for teachers to adjust and cope by developing new skills and
competencies. New pedagogical programs require the mastery of novel
teaching and instruction skills. New structures such as site-based manage-
ment call for teachers to assume active roles in management and participate
in decision making, thus developing administrative skills. Integration of stu-
dents from various backgrounds requires teachers to use counseling and
other social skills. Clearly, teachers—like employees in any organization—
need to become flexible to adjust to changes, and this flexibility involves the
development and utilization of various skills.

Skill Flexibility

Any adjustment to change involves flexibility, which is “a ready capability
to adapt to new, different, or changing requirements” (Webster’s Universal
College Dictionary, 1970). Applied to organizations, flexibility is a positive
attribute contributing to organizational effectiveness. Staw, Sandelands, and
Dutton (1981) suggested that organizations need to resort to nonrigid (flexi-
ble) responses to cope effectively with threatening change, particularly when
change is radical. To a large extent, organizational adjustment depends on its
members’ capacity to adjust. Among other ways, organizational responses
are achieved when the workforce can learn and apply new skills. There are
various ways employees can be flexible at work: for example, “flexiplace,”
“flexitime,” “contingent work,” and other methods of “work externalization”
(Pfeffer & Baron, 1988). This study focuses on what is perhaps the most chal-
lenging feature of employees’ adapting to change, skill flexibility.

The notion of skill flexibility refers to “the mastery of various skills, and
the ability to switch easily from one job to another while using different skills
as required” (Atkinson, 1984, p. 28). Skill flexibility, then, is mainly con-
cerned with skill variety and skill utilization.

In one of the few studies in which skill flexibility was applied to school
teaching, Rosenblatt and Inbal (1999) defined two types of skill flexibility:
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(a) the ability to teach more than one subject matter and (b) holding at least
one nonteaching role in school (multiple roles). Both types of skill flexibility
were positively related to work performance (measured by principals’ evalu-
ation); and the latter type was also directly and positively related to organiza-
tional commitment, directly and negatively related to powerlessness, and
indirectly and negatively related to burnout and intention to quit. Based on
these results and on interviews with school principals, the authors concluded
that skill flexibility generally enhanced schools’ effectiveness. This study
draws on those conclusions, focusing on the interrelations between the two
concepts.

This and other reports on the effects of skill flexibility derive their theoret-
ical foundations from five lines of inquiry: (a) job enrichment, (b) job
enlargement, (c) skill variety, (d) skill utilization, and (e) multiskilling train-
ing. A careful examination of studies in these five areas shows that the pri-
mary notion underlying most of them is employees’ skills, particularly the
extent to which skills are varied and utilized.

Job enrichment research. The earliest and most prevalent theory featuring
job enrichment is Herzberg, Mausner, and Snyderman’s (1959) motivational
theory. Motivation, according to this theory, is a function of work factors such
as responsibility, advancement, and recognition. These work factors imply
the acquisition and utilization of “vertical” skills involving, for example,
leadership, entrepreneurship, administration, and self-regulation. Research
on job enrichment shows that vertical skills are associated with higher job
satisfaction (Newman, Edwards, & Raju, 1989), generally confirming
Herzberg and colleagues’ original theory. In the teaching profession, job en-
richment has been associated with lower burnout (Cunningham, 1983;
Farber, 1991).

Job enlargement research. In contrast to job enrichment, job enlargement
can be referred to as utilization of “horizontal” skills, that is, multiple-task
work that requires skills of a similar level of complexity and responsibility
(Buhler, 1990). Here flexibility involves variety of tasks, not skills. Yet recent
research on job enlargement identified knowledge enlargement, defined as
“adding requirements to the job for understanding procedures or rules relat-
ing to different products sold by the organization” (Campion & McClelland,
1993, p. 339). Knowledge enlargement in this research involved not only
added tasks but higher basic skills (reading, writing, math, and problem solv-
ing). In teaching, job enlargement often consists of creating positions and
tasks that are added to regular teaching work (Firestone, 1994). Studies on the
effects of job enlargement programs show that when added tasks are interde-
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pendent, motivation is increased (Wong & Campion, 1991). Furthermore,
knowledge enlargement has been related to increased satisfaction (Campion &
McClelland, 1993). Studies in education also point to positive effects of job
enlargement. Firestone (1991), for example, showed that the instruction of
teachers whose jobs were enlarged became more diversified. In another
study, Conley and Levinson (1993) found that adding nonteaching roles,
such as mentor roles or curriculum development, helped to better utilize
teachers’ skills.

Skill variety research. Hackman and Oldham’s (1975, 1980) Job Charac-
teristics theory has been widely used to describe the effect of skill variety, to-
gether with four other job characteristics (task identity, task significance, au-
tonomy, and feedback), on work outcomes. According to this theory, the five
core characteristics, when properly designed, create conditions for better
psychological and performance outcomes. This theory has been largely sup-
ported, particularly with respect to job satisfaction (Hogan & Martell, 1987;
Kelly, 1992). In education, the Job Characteristics theory has proven to be a
useful diagnostic tool (Barnabé & Burns, 1994). Researchers investigating
work restructuring efforts who apply Job Characteristics theory showed that
these efforts improved teacher motivation, satisfaction, and participation
(Frase & Sorenson, 1992) and generally contributed to school effectiveness
(Rosenbach, Gregory, & Taylor, 1983). Of the five job characteristics, skill
variety is the closest notion to skill flexibility. Skill variety has been defined
as “the degree to which a job requires a variety of different activities in carry-
ing out the work, which involve the use of a number of different skills and tal-
ents of the person” (Hackman, 1977, p. 115). In a meta-analysis, Fried and Fer-
ris (1987) found that skill variety had the strongest positive relationship of all
five job characteristics with internal work motivation (in 22 studies) and also
had a relatively strong negative relationship with absenteeism (in 3 studies).

Skill utilization research. Skill utilization has been defined as “the degree
of match or congruence between an individual’s skills and the level of skill re-
quired by his or her job” (O’Brien, 1983, p. 462). Whereas skill variety
mainly refers to the range of tasks performed where multiple skills are in-
volved, this concept taps the match between tasks and employees’skills. Skill
utilization has been found to be strongly related to job satisfaction among
federal government employees (Ting, 1997). This relationship was expanded
when O’Brien (1983) found a significant increment in job satisfaction vari-
ance when skill utilization entered the model following skill variety. Others
have also found skill utilization to be related to increased job satisfaction
(Humphreys & O’Brien, 1986; Kopelman, 1985; Nachmias, 1988). Simi-
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larly, in a study on Israeli Jewish and Israeli Bedouin teacher populations,
skill utilization was positively correlated with job satisfaction and negatively
correlated with burnout (Meir, Melamed, & Abu-Freha, 1990).

Multiskilling training research. Multiskilling is “the process of increasing
the skill repertoire of workers in such a way as to improve the ability of an em-
ployee to work in more than one narrowly defined occupational specialty”
(Cordery, 1989, p. 13). Multiskilling is mainly concerned with training,
namely, providing employees with the opportunity to acquire a range of dis-
tinct and organizationally relevant skills. In addition, it provides a system of
job/task rotation and encourages a compensation or reward system that is
closely linked to the acquisition of additional skills. Cordery (1989) found
multiskilling (measured through employee orientation) to foster humaniza-
tion of work, reduce organizational conflict, lower labor costs, enhance pro-
ductivity, and improve working conditions. The downside of multiskilling,
though, is the costs incurred in training for multiple skills. Studies on the im-
plementation of multiskilling in service-related sectors have shown it to have
a favorable effect on employees. For example, multiskilled health care work-
ers reported more interesting jobs, greater job security, and more feelings of
enhanced contribution to the hospital than uni-skilled employees (Vaughan,
Fottler, Bamberg, & Blayney, 1991).

To summarize, the five lines of research presented above seem to revolve
around employees’ use of skills. Whether jobs are enriched or enlarged, and
whether individual skills are utilized or varied, the focus is on using skills
flexibly in conjunction with organizational needs. Employees whose jobs are
optimally designed in these terms become skill flexible.

Work Attitudes

Most studies on skill flexibility in its various forms (including the holding
of multiple roles) have concluded that it has a positive effect on work atti-
tudes. Based on published research, there are three possible effects of skill
flexibility (or the lack thereof) on work attitudes. These attitudes include
burnout, a tendency to quit, and organizational commitment, and are
explained in the following paragraphs.

Burnout. Burnout is one of the most widespread stressors in work
(Shirom, 1989). According to Maslach and Jackson (1981), the burnout syn-
drome is composed of three symptoms: depersonalization, exhaustion, and
lack of actualization. Researchers found that burnout is related to intention to
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leave (Weisberg, 1994) and to actual job leaving (Jackson, Schwab, &
Schuler, 1986). As performers of service work that involves heavy interac-
tion with people, teachers are particularly vulnerable to burnout symptoms
(Burke & Greenglass, 1995; Friedman, 1991). Common sources of burnout
in educators are role-related problems such as work overload, role conflict,
and role ambiguity (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996; Schwab & Iwanicki,
1982). In a recent study, Rosenblatt and Inbal (1999) found burnout to be re-
lated to teachers’ multiple roles through the mediating effect of school com-
mitment and sense of powerlessness. In other words, teachers who held
nonteaching jobs were less burnt out when their school commitment was
high and their sense of powerlessness was low. These results suggest that
holding multiple roles in school has the potential of elevating school commit-
ment and a sense of control over one’s life, leading to the enhancement of
teachers’ self-efficacy, work interest, and self actualization and, thus, elimi-
nating some of the negative symptoms of burnout.

Tendency to quit. Tendency to leave the job (voluntary turnover) might
create a critical problem when the “leavers” are of better quality than the
“stayers.” As observed by Murnane, Singer, Willett, Kemple, and Olsen
(1991) and Hart (1994), teachers who quit their jobs are generally of greater
ability than the average teacher. “Brain drain,” or exit of the more qualified
employees (Rosenblatt & Sheaffer, 2001), is often caused by, among other
things, lack of job variety (Martin, 1992) and skill underutilization
(Rosenblatt & Sheaffer, 2001). In line with this argument, the tendency to
quit was found to be inversely related to holding nonteaching roles (through
the mediating effect of school commitment and powerlessness) in Israeli
high schools (Rosenblatt & Inbal, 1999). Whereas salaries and working con-
ditions have been found to be the most important determinants of quit deci-
sions for teachers (Brewer, 1996; Useem, 2001), failure to get an administra-
tive position might be considered an indirect reason as well, because these
positions are usually associated with increased pay and improved conditions.
Shortage of administrative positions is more likely to occur in schools than in
any other sector due to schools’ flat hierarchical structures and consequently
limited career ladders. Possession of multiple roles or skill flexibility may
therefore be expected to attenuate teachers’ tendency to leave.

Organizational commitment. Organizational commitment, according to
Mowday, Steers, and Porter (1979, p. 226), is “the relative strength of an indi-
vidual’s identification with and involvement in a particular organization.”
Furthermore, commitment to school is one of the critical indicators of school
effectiveness (Kushman, 1992; Rosenholtz, 1989). In teaching, the commit-
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ment of experienced teachers has been linked to workplace conditions that di-
rectly affect the performance of core tasks, such as discretion and autonomy
(Rosenholtz & Simpson, 1990). As organizational commitment is highly cor-
related with job satisfaction (Clugston, 2000), and as skill flexibility indica-
tors (variety, skill utilization, job enrichment) are associated with job satis-
faction (e.g., Cunningham, 1983; Hogan & Martell, 1987; O’Brien, 1983), it
is very likely that skill flexibility will also be related to organizational com-
mitment. This assumption is supported by Rosenblatt and Inbal’s (1999)
study, in which holding multiple roles in school was found to be positively as-
sociated with organizational commitment.

In addition to the above, all three work attitudes are also expected to be
affected by personal demographic factors. For example, males are likely to
have a higher tendency to leave than females because teaching is often con-
sidered a female-dominated profession of relatively lower prestige
(Rosenblatt, Talmud, & Ruvio, 1999). Also, in a study of job-related stressful
events among teachers, the findings indicated that younger males were more
prone to burnout than the other teachers in the sample (Russell, Altmaier, &
Van Velzen, 1987).

Research Hypotheses

The aim of this study is to take the research on skill flexibility, multiple
roles, and work attitudes one step further. Although, as shown above, previ-
ous studies demonstrated that holding multiple roles at school was related to
improved work attitudes, the causal link between these two sets of variables
was not established. Based on previous studies on skill flexibility (in the areas
of job enrichment, job enlargement, skill variety, skill utilization, and
multiskilling orientation), it is proposed that the effect of teachers’ multiple
roles on work attitudes is mediated by their skill flexibility. In other words,
holding a nonteaching role is expected to positively affect work attitudes
when the teachers feel that their skills are well utilized and varied and when
their attitudes toward multiskilling are positive. Four research hypotheses are
thus proposed (see the schematic illustration in Figure 1):

Hypothesis 1: Holding multiple roles will be associated with improved work
attitudes (lower burnout and tendency to quit and higher organizational
commitment).

Hypothesis 2: Holding multiple roles will be associated with higher skill flexibil-
ity indicators (skill variety, skill utilization, and multiskilling orientation).

Hypothesis 3: Skill flexibility indicators will be associated with improved work
attitudes.
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Hypothesis 4: Skill flexibility indicators will mediate the association between
holding multiple roles and work attitudes, as stated in Hypothesis 1.

Personal demographic variables in this model were treated as independent
variables, the assumption being that demographic and occupational charac-
teristics contribute to one’s work attitude. The objective was to examine the
contribution of these variables over and above the contribution of the study’s
main variables, namely holding multiple roles and skill flexibility. No spe-
cific hypotheses in regard to demographic variables were proposed.

METHOD

Population and Sample

The population studied was secondary school teachers in the northern part
of Israel. The sample included 200 teachers from 12 schools selected on a
voluntary basis. Half of these schools had 9th- to 12th-grade classes, and half
had 7th- through 12th-grade classes. The schools were affiliated either with
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the Israeli Jewish or the Israeli Arab educational subsystems (10 and 2
schools, respectively), roughly representing national population proportions.
In each school, educators and students were of the same nationality (Israeli
Jewish or Israeli Arab). Teachers were selected in each school on a voluntary
basis in proportion to school size (an average of about 17% of the teacher
population in each school) and to gender distribution (an average of 65%
females per school, taking into consideration the higher male proportion in
Israeli Arab schools).

Demographic statistics on the participating teachers are presented in
Table 1. Seventy teachers were male and 129 were female (1 respondent
neglected to mention his or her gender). In regard to nationality, 160 (83%)
were Israeli Jews and 32 (17%) were Israeli Arabs (8 neglected to mention
their nationality). The mean age of all sampled teachers was 39.8 (SD = 9.1),
and mean education in schooling years was 16.7 (SD = 1.8). School size was
measured by number of students divided by 1,000, resulting in a mean of 1.02
(SD = 0.65). These demographic characteristics were generally similar to
other samples of Israeli teachers from the same part of the country (e.g.,
Rosenblatt & Inbal, 1999; Ruvio & Rosenblatt, 1999).

Variables and Measurement

Holding multiple roles. This variable was defined as “holding at least one
official role in school in addition to teaching” (Rosenblatt & Inbal, 1999).
Multiple roles were measured dichotomously: 1 (holding multiple roles) and
0 (not holding multiple roles, i.e., teaching only). Of all the respondents, 103
(52%) were classified as holding multiple roles. The roles (n = 114) held by
these teachers (in addition to teaching) were homeroom teachers (39, 34%),
subject-area or grade-level coordinators (55, 48%), and counseling (20,
18%). Eleven teachers held more than one extrateaching role.

Skill variety. This variable was part of Hackman and Oldham’s (1975)
core Job Characteristics theory. It is composed of three items from the Job Di-
agnostic Survey. These items are (a) How much variety is there in your job?
(b) the job requires me to use a number of complex or high-level skills, and (c)
the job is quite simple and repetitive (this item is reverse scored). The re-
sponse range for skill variety was 1 (low) to 5 (high), and the median reliabil-
ity over 46 samples (Fried & Ferris, 1987) was α = .69. In this study, reliabil-
ity was α = .60.

Rosenblatt / TEACHERS’ MULTIPLE ROLES 693



694

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics, Internal Consistencies, and Intercorrelations of Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Skill variety (.60)
2. Skill utilization .45**** (.78)
3. Multiskilling orientation .00 .21** (.72)
4. Burnout –.30**** –.26**** .17** (.88)
5. Tendency to quit –.10* –.29**** –.02 .40**** (.84)
6. Organizational commitment .32**** .47**** .16** –.40**** –.30**** (.86)
7. Age .10*** .20*** .06 .01 –.07 .06 —
8. Education (years) .25**** .06 –.12 –.13* .08 .04 .09 —
9. School size (number of

students/1,000) –.12* –.18** –.30*** –.08 –.02 –.25**** .15** .14** —
10. Nationalitya –.13* –.06 .05 .25**** .10 –.02 –.02 –.20** –.33*** —
11. Genderb –.07 –.00 –.02 –.11 –.11 –.06 –.13* .14** .22*** –.43**** —
12. Holding multiple rolesc .21*** .22*** .11 –.01 .01 .19** .12 .05 .05 .04 –.04

M 3.7 3.8 3.2 6.5 1.6 3.5 39.8 16.7 1.02
SD 0.8 0.7 0.5 3.8 0.8 0.7 9.1 1.8 0.65

NOTE: Cronbach’s alphas appear on the diagonal in parentheses. N = 186 to 200 (except interactions with multiskilling orientation, for which N = 134 to 141).
The variance in sample size is due to missing data.
a. 0 = Israeli Jew (n = 160), 1 = Israeli Arab (n = 32).
b. 0 = male (n = 70), 1 = female (n = 129).
c. 0 = no (n = 97), 1 = yes (n = 103).
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. ****p < .001.



Skill utilization. This variable consisted of five items and was developed
by O’Brien (1982, 1983). The items asked the respondents to estimate the ex-
tent to which their jobs provided opportunities for (a) learning new jobs, (b)
working in the way they thought best, (c) using their abilities, (d) using their
training, and (e) using their experience. Response range for skill utilization
was 1 (low) to 5 (high), and reliability, as previously reported, was α = .78
(O’Brien, 1983). Similarly, in this study, reliability was α = .78.

Multiskilling orientation. A scale designed by Cordery, Sevastos,
Mueller, and Parker (1993) to measure employees’ attitudes toward a func-
tional flexibility program was slightly adjusted for this study to fit a teacher
population. Five items were used in the current study, prefaced with
“multiskilling will lead to . . . ”: “better promotion prospects,” “a better
chance to use skills,” “greater responsibility,” “increased work satisfaction,”
and “increased autonomy in doing the job.” The scale for each item ranged
from a low of 1 to a high of 5. In this study, the reliability was α = .72.

Burnout. An instrument developed by Maslach and Jackson (1981) to
measure burnout for human services professionals was adapted for this study
with teachers. This measure was previously used with an Israeli sample of
teachers (Rosenblatt & Inbal, 1999) in which the reliability rate was α = .84.
Sample items include “I feel emotionally drained from my work,” “I feel used
up at the end of the workday,” and “I feel fatigued when I get up in the morn-
ing and have to face another day on the job.” The scale is composed of two rat-
ing factors: frequency and intensity. For each item, the frequency factor was
multiplied by the intensity factor, yielding a product that ranged from a low of
1 to a high of 25. The final burnout score was composed of the averages of
these products across all items on the scale. Only two of the three content di-
mensions of the original scale were used (depersonalization and exhaustion),
as the third dimension (no actualization) did not yield an acceptable reliabil-
ity score. In this study, reliability of burnout was α = .88

Tendency to quit. This variable was measured by five items with a scale
that ranged from a low of 1 to a high of 5. The measure was developed by
Walsh, Ashford, and Hill (1985). Sample items include, “I am starting to ask
my friends/contacts about other job possibilities,” “I am thinking about quit-
ting my job,” and “I intend to leave this school within the next six months.” It
was adopted for a teachers’ population by Rosenblatt and Ruvio (1996) and
by Rosenblatt and Inbal (1999), who reported reliability rates of α = .84 and
α = .90, respectively. In this study, reliability was α = .84.
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Organizational commitment. This variable was measured by nine items
with a scale that ranged from a low of 1 to a high of 5. These nine items were
developed by Mowday, Steers, and Porter (1979) and adapted for Israeli
teachers by Rosenblatt and Ruvio (1996) and by Rosenblatt and Inbal (1999),
who reported reliability coefficients of α = .83 and α = .90, respectively. In
this study, reliability was α = .86. Sample items include, “I am willing to put
in a great deal of effort beyond that normally expected in order to help this
school be successful,” “I talk up this school to my friends as a great school to
work in,” and “I feel very little loyalty to this school” (reverse coded).

Demographic variables. The following demographic variables were in-
cluded in the study: age (in years), education (in years of schooling), school
size (number of students divided by 1,000), nationality (0 = Israeli Jew, 1 = Is-
raeli Arab), and gender (0 = male, 1 = female).

The reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) for the scales used in this
study are reported in Table 1 on the diagonal. These estimates reached
acceptable levels as indicated by Nunnally (1976).

RESULTS

The means, standard deviations, intercorrelations, and measures of inter-
nal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) are presented in Table 1. These averages
for the dependent variables suggest that the teachers in this study were mod-
erately committed to their institutions (M = 3.5, SD = 0.7), were likely to
remain in their positions (M = 1.6, SD = 0.8), and were not experiencing burn-
out (M = 6.5, SD = 3.8).

In addition, these teachers perceived that there was a moderate amount of
variety in their work: that they were able use several skills in their present
roles (M = 3.7, SD = 0.8) and that they were able to use their skills and experi-
ence the way they thought best (M = 3.8, SD = 0.7). Teachers also perceived a
flexible program to moderately enhance their chances for promotion, more
responsibility, increased autonomy, or work satisfaction (M = 3.2, SD = 0.5).

The correlations between the dependent, mediating, and independent
variables are predictive of the path analysis. For example, organizational
commitment was positively related to the mediating variables (to skill vari-
ety, skill utilization, and multiskilling orientation at r = .32, p < .001; r = .47,
p < .001, and r = .16, p < .05, respectively). These correlations suggest that
teachers who are committed to their work perceive more variety in their
work, better utilization of their skills, and some opportunities to enhance
their skills. In addition, teachers experience less commitment in larger
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schools (r = –.25, p < .001) and increased commitment when holding more
than one role (r = .19, p < .05).

As another example of the relationships between a dependent measure
and mediating or independent variables, burnout was negatively related to
skill variety and to skill utilization (r = –.30, p < .001; r = –.26, p < .001,
respectively) and positively related to multiskilling orientation (r = .17, p <
.05). These relational estimates indicate that teachers perceive less burnout
when their work is varied and their skills are utilized; however, they reported
experiencing burnout when they perceived multiskilling as positive. Other
correlations indicate that Israeli Arab teachers perceived more burnout than
Israeli Jewish teachers (r = .25, p < .001), but teachers with more education
experienced less burnout (r = –.13, p < .10).

There were significant relationships with the final dependent variable,
tendency to quit, and some other variables in the study. These correlations
indicate that teachers who tended to quit perceived that their skills were
underutilized (r = –.29, p < .001) and that they performed fewer tasks in their
roles (r = –.10, p < .10).

It is interesting to note that the direction of all but one of these correlations
was as hypothesized. This exception is found in the direct relationship
between burnout and multiskilling orientation. It was hypothesized that this
association would be an inverse relationship, but burnout was correlated with
positive attitude toward multiskilling. In fact, it should be noted that the
multiskilling orientation variable was poorly related to the other skill flexi-
bility variables.

To test the path relationships associated with the study model, a series of
structural equation modeling were run using maximum likelihood estimation
in LISREL 8 (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1993). These modeling analyses were
conducted to examine the associations between skill flexibility, holding mul-
tiple roles, and work attitudes. Demographic factors were added as independ-
ent variables. All variables in the model were measured (as opposed to
latent). The correlation matrix was used in all analyses. As the fit coefficients
of the initial model were poor, insignificant paths were omitted. The final
proposed model offered a good fit to the data, where χ2 = 28.19 (df = 24), p =
.25, goodness-of-fit index (GFI) = .97, adjusted goodness-of-fit index
(AGFI) = .93, and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .031.
The final model yielded a χ2 difference from the first model of 22.43 (df = 22,
p = .43), indicating that the simultaneous contribution of all the omitted paths
was not significant. Because of the significant correlations between skill uti-
lization and skill variety, burnout and organizational commitment, burnout
and tendency to quit, and organizational commitment and tendency to quit,
these four sets of variables were allowed to correlate (error correlation = .33,
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–.29, .30, and –.19, respectively). The path diagram representing the model
considered most meaningful, in light of the overall findings of the research, is
shown in Figure 2.

Results indicate that teachers who held multiple roles felt that their skills
were utilized and varied (β = .22, p < .01) and were more organizationally
committed (β = .13, p < .05) than teachers who did not. Two skill flexibility
variables—skill utilization and skill variety—served as mediators: Skill utili-
zation mediated the relationships between holding multiple roles and all
three work attitudes, whereas skill variety mediated between holding multi-
ple roles and burnout only. The third skill flexibility variable, multiskilling
orientation, was not related to holding multiple roles, was only (negatively)
related to school size, and mediated between school size and burnout.

These results partially support the study hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 (hold-
ing multiple roles will be positively associated with work attitudes) was sup-
ported with respect to organizational commitment but not burnout or ten-
dency to quit. Hypothesis 2 (holding multiple roles will be positively
associated with the three indicators of skill flexibility) was supported in
regard to skill utilization and skill variety but not multiskilling orientation.
Hypothesis 3 (the three indicators of skill flexibility will be positively associ-
ated with work attitudes) was fully supported in regard to skill utilization (all
three work attitudes were predicted by this variable) and partially supported
in regard to skill variety and multiskilling orientation (only burnout was
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predicted by these variables). The extent of support for Hypothesis 4, accord-
ing to which skill flexibility indicators are expected to mediate the effect of
holding multiple roles on work attitudes, can be derived from the above (fully
supported in regard to skill utilization, partially supported in regard to skill
variety, and unsupported in regard to multiskilling orientation).

The inclusion of demographic variables in the analysis revealed that these
had significant effects within the model. Age and education were positively
associated with skill utilization and skill variety, respectively: Skills of older
teachers were better utilized and skills of better educated teachers were more
varied. Nationality was associated with both skill utilization and skill variety:
Skills of Israeli Arab teachers were less utilized and less varied than those of
Israeli Jewish teachers. Nationality was also associated with burnout: Israeli
Arab teachers were more burnt out than Israeli Jewish teachers. School size
was associated with three components of skill flexibility: Teachers in larger
schools reported that their skills were less utilized and less varied and their
multiskilling orientation was lower than those of teachers in smaller schools.
School size also had a direct effect on organizational commitment: Teachers
in smaller schools were more committed than teachers in larger schools.
School size, then, was the strongest predictor of skill flexibility and work atti-
tudes of all demographic variables.

DISCUSSION

On the basis of previous research (Campion & McClelland, 1991; Hack-
man & Oldham, 1975; O’Brien, 1983; Rosenblatt & Inbal, 1999), a model
was postulated suggesting that teachers’ skill flexibility (skill utillization,
skill variety, and multiskilling orientation) explained the effect of holding
multiple roles on work attitudes (burnout, tendency to quit, and organiza-
tional commitment). The model also included demographic characteristics
as independent variables. Findings confirmed the study’s conceptual model
and most of the hypotheses in regard to skill utilization and skill variety. The
model, arrived at with a series of SEMs, provided a good fit to the data.

The results of the study further the understanding of how holding multiple
roles contributes to work attitudes. Previous research pointed to the organiza-
tional and personal advantages of skill flexibility (Cordery, 1989) and empir-
ically showed a link between multiple roles and teachers’ work attitudes
(Rosenblatt & Inbal, 1999). This study expanded this research by specifying
the design elements underlying this link and proposing a path model in which
these design elements (indicators of skill flexibility) explain how work atti-
tudes are influenced by holding multiple roles. Holding other school roles in
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addition to teaching may afford teachers the opportunity to exercise their
skills, whether they were previously latent, underutilized, or acquired on the
job.

In addition to offering a path model, the results of this study also contrib-
ute to the conceptualization of skill flexibility. This concept has received rela-
tively little attention by organizational researchers in general and by educational-
administration researchers in particular. Yet a careful examination of various
studies on job design shows that skill flexibility is a powerful notion underly-
ing various job design concepts. This study highlighted this notion and its
three major components: skill variety, skill utilization, and multiskilling
orientation.

The study outcomes, then, have implications for research on teachers’
work design. Most studies that have used Hackman and Oldham’s (1975,
1980) Job Characteristics framework measured job design by the Motivation
Potential Score (MPS), representing a multiplicative formula of five core job
characteristics. With the MPS index, it was not possible to distinguish the dif-
ferential effects of individual components. Moreover, a meta-analysis (Fried &
Ferris, 1987) showed that this multiplicative index was a less satisfactory pre-
dictor than an additive one. This study filled the gap by concentrating on skill
variety and demonstrating its differential effect.

The findings regarding the effect of skill utilization and skill variety are in
step with O’Brien’s (1982, 1983) assertions of the added value of skill utiliza-
tion over skill variety. Together, the two concepts add a unique dimension to
the Job Characteristics model: a dimension related to the extent and depth of
skills used on the job. Findings of O’Brien’s (1982, 1983) studies, as well as
those of the present research, show that work attitudes are better predicted by
these two notions than by one of them alone. It is concluded, therefore, that
the two notions strengthen the construct validity of the Job Characteristics
model.

Of the three indicators of skill flexibility, multiskilling orientation was the
only one totally unrelated to holding multiple roles and positively (in contrast
to the hypothesized direction) related to only one work attitude, namely burn-
out. It was also unrelated to the other two indicators of skill flexibility (skill
variety and skill utilization), which were strongly correlated with each other.
Evidently, multiskilling orientation represents a dimension of skill flexibility
different from the other two components. Whereas multiskilling orientation
reflects teachers’ general opinions about additional training, skill utilization
and skill variety represent their work experience. Also, taking into account
the positive direction found between multiskilling orientation and burnout, it
is possible that, when asked about enhancing and adding to their skills in
potential, teachers tend to consider aspects such as additional time for
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training activities and changing their teaching strategies even though they
like the experience of being able to exercise different skills. This speculation
about a dual approach to skill flexibility needs to be tested in future studies.

The results pertaining to the effects of holding multiple roles allude to a
need to clarify the conceptual difference between job enrichment and job
enlargement. Holding multiple roles seems to represent a classic case of job
enrichment, in particular when teachers assume administrative or managerial
roles. However, a close examination of the additional roles held (homeroom
teachers, subject-area and grade-level coordinators, counselors) shows that
teachers not only needed to use enriched skills (e.g., responsibility for other
teachers’ work or performance) but also experienced job enlargement (e.g.,
when training novice teachers). Because most of the roles teachers normally
assume represent a mix of the two types of job design, it is hard to classify
extrateaching role-holding in terms of the traditional enrichment-enlargement
distinction. The differences between these two forms of job design are proba-
bly more blurred than is usually believed.

In addition to multiple roles, demographic variables were found to affect
work attitudes through the mediating effect of skill flexibility, in particular
skill variety and skill utilization. Of all demographic variables, school size
had the strongest effect in the model, being negatively related to all three skill
flexibility variables. These results are corroborated by Griffith’s (1998)
assertion that “in larger organizations it is more difficult to identify members’
skills and fully employ their skills, experience and specialized knowledge”
(p. 74). Similarly, Rosenblatt and Inbal (1999) reported that holding multiple
roles in smaller schools promoted efficiency in human resource manage-
ment. It follows that smaller and perhaps more intimate schools provide
existing staff with more opportunities to function in various roles.

The findings regarding the effects of nationality show that Israeli Arab
teachers had initial lower scores in skill utilization and skill variety and
higher burnout than Israeli Jewish teachers. These findings reflect some of
the differences between the two separate educational subsystems in Israel.
Israeli Arab schools suffer from several structural disadvantages: fewer edu-
cational support services, less diversified secondary education, and limited
financial means at principals’ disposal (Adler, 1989; Mar’i, 1989; Mazawi,
1999). In addition, these schools are affected by the traditional and more con-
servative culture characterizing the Arab society. Abu Saad and Hendrix
(1993), for example, showed that rural Arab schools in Israel were character-
ized by a rigid and highly controlled environment. They stated that “schools
tend to operate on a rigid time schedule with emphasis placed on completion
of the prescribed amount of material. The instructional method is mainly lec-
ture. Communication for the most part is unilateral and downward flowing
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from teacher to student” (p. 29). As a result, teaching patterns in the Israeli
Arab sector are relatively conservative and less diversified than in the Israeli
Jewish sector. It follows that Israeli Arab teachers have less opportunities to
develop and utilize diversified skills at work.

Only one demographic variable, gender, had no effect whatsoever on work
attitudes. Future studies in education need to investigate whether the pre-
sumed differences between female- and male-dominated occupations are
becoming blurred in a world where women have more occupational
opportunities.

Whereas skill variety and skill utilization were each predicted by most
demographic variables, multiskilling orientation was only (inversely) pre-
dicted by school size. This finding might imply that teachers in smaller
schools expect that multiskilling training can lead to more opportunities to
use and develop their various skills than teachers in larger schools, in which
work is more compartmentalized. Finally, lack of significant relationships
between multiskilling orientation and other demographic variables (age,
education, and gender) was also noted by Cordery et al. (1993).

Recent literature on human resource strategy emphasizes the importance
of competency-based human resources for gaining and sustaining a competi-
tive advantage (Coff, 1997; Kochanski & Ruse, 1996). This study has con-
tributed to the application of this approach to educational administration by
bringing to the fore the value of human assets and competencies in educa-
tional institutions and specifying some of the ways such competencies can be
enhanced. Educational leaders could use the results of this study to help in the
design of teaching jobs so as to create fulfilling work and to promote better
integration between the teaching and the administrative functions within
schools, thereby enhancing cooperation between teachers and school
management.

Finally, although this study was conducted in Israel, its implications are
universal. As in the case of the Israeli educational system, many other educa-
tional systems are undergoing organizational and pedagogical changes that
reflect on teachers’ work lives (Poppleton, Menlo, & Williamson, in press).
The results of this study highlight the way teachers adjust to such changes by
developing and applying skill flexibility.

CONCLUSIONS

Skill flexibility is becoming increasingly important in organizations. The
results of this study focus on educational organizations and demonstrate the
effects of three skill flexibility indicators on work attitudes. These results
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show that schools can become “flexible firms” (Atkinson, 1984) by employ-
ing teachers who assume different school roles as needed. Based on the
results of this study, school management can redesign teachers’work in such
a way that it nurtures existing skills and develops potential ones so as to
improve work attitudes and contribute to school effectiveness.

The study results, then, can be readily implemented by applying human
resource strategies designed to enhance skill flexibility. The most typical
strategy for this purpose would be job rotation. Applying job rotation to a
school’s role system offers teachers opportunities not only to use existing
capabilities but to develop others. Teachers should have the opportunity to
rotate among extrateaching roles such as program coordinators, department
heads, and so on, to use the full range of skills these roles offer. In this way, a
school can utilize to maximum advantage the pool of potential skills avail-
able within its workforce. At the same time, this strategy enhances the devel-
opment of career ladders for the teaching staff. The effects of job rotation on
knowledge and skill outcomes have been studied by Campion, Cheraskin,
and Stevens (1994), who saw rotation as an alternative to enrichment and rec-
ommended further research on its influence on job design.

Another recommended structural intervention, derived from the positive
effect small school size had on all three indicators of skill flexibility and on
school commitment, is the creation of “schools within schools” (Griffith,
1998). According to this strategy, the benefits of small schools are achieved
within large schools with the help of physical boundaries, curriculum differ-
entiation, and different administrative support staff.

Yet another strategy to enhance organizational flexibility is to do so
through the pay and remuneration system. This strategy, termed financial
flexibility by Atkinson (1984), aims at widening differentials between skilled
and unskilled employees. Financial flexibility reinforces the motivation of
employees and encourages them to learn new skills as a way to increase skill
flexibility. In education, the employment of this strategy has been reported by
Firestone (1994) as “knowledge and skill-based pay.” Firestone showed that
paying teachers for skills was compatible with an outcome focus and with
norms supporting individual experimentation and personal growth.

Any work redesign effort that includes multiple roles and skill flexibility
needs to consider implications for role-related stressors, in particular role
conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload. Studies show that work attitudes
are negatively affected by these role malfunctions. For example, role ambigu-
ity and role conflict were found to negatively affect burnout among teachers
(Jackson et al., 1986) and blue-collar employees (Kelloway & Barling, 1991)
and to negatively affect job performance of Israeli workers (Fried, Ben-
David, Tiegs, Avital, & Yeverechyahu, 1998). Role conflict was found to
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positively affect intent to quit (Himle, Jayaratne, & Thyness, 1989), and role
overload has been related to work stressors (Parasuraman & Alutto, 1981).
Moreover, a study on public sector professionals (nurses and engineers)
showed that opportunity to grow (implying gaining new skills) was a strong
predictor of role conflict (Bacharach, Bamberger, & Conley, 1990). It follows
that when roles are combined to create a challenging multiple-role design or a
multiskilled job, caution must be taken to avoid inconsistencies, ambiguities,
and work overload.

Other considerations in employing the above-mentioned strategies are the
levels of teacher participation and commitment attached. It is imperative that
programs enhancing skill flexibility include work autonomy and participa-
tory methods to achieve long-term motivation (Cordery, 1989) and to ensure
commitment to results and higher quality of decision making (Bartunek,
Greenberg, & Davidson, 1999; Hoy & Tarter, 1993). Finally, it is important to
design work in a way that ensures its long-term effects and avoids diminish-
ing effects often observed in work redesign programs (see Griffin, 1991) on
work attitudes and other outcome variables over time.
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