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. CHAPTER 1 - . .

ISSUES IN THE MANAGEMENT AND PERFORMANCE OF FIELD AGENT ROLES

L )

Educational field agents are‘personnel located outside the boundaries
of client school systems; their objective is td assist clients--~individuals,

groups, or schools--in order to enhance each client's functioning as an -

educatdr or educational system (Louis, 1981). Field agents generally have

some organizational base, such as an lntermediate or state educational agency
or regional educational laboratory, yﬁose mission includes technlcal assiatance
to lccal schools and school systems in order to foster school improvement.
Thus, educational field agents regularly move between the organizatlons "
sponsoring and receiving this assistance, and they qualify for a more generic
term in the organlzatlonal literature: 'boundary spanner.”

‘ In this volume, we explore the nature of the fleld agent role in edu-
cation. We analyze how the role emerged in a particular federal program, how
the nature of the role affected those who performed it, and how the role was
perceived by those who were intended to be its primary beneficlaries--teachers
and principals. Special emphasis is placed upon a variety of role character-
istics which differentiate 'boundary-spanning positions from positions more
centrally located in an organization. Most of thesge characterlstlcs are not
unique to field agentq% Rather, they are role dilemmas that are particularly
salient for all people who must interact extensively with cllente located
outside their own organizations. An understanding of these role® dilemmas
can, however, contribute a great deal to our understanding of how and why
field agents behave in tertain ways and have certaln.attitudes about their
jobs. Managers of field agents might be especlally‘toggerned with the extent
to which the field agents' attitudes and behavior affect their performance,
or even thelr survival, in an unusually stressful role. . If these attltudes
and behavlor_can be altered through job design or providing professional
support, then the 1mpllcations for role management are increased.

Our approach to these 1ssues is exploratory, largely because the *
state of knowlecge about educational field agents--often referred to as
fexternal chggge'aqents' or 'lfnklng agents'--is still gltlfully under~
developed. Hortatory or normative articles based on personal experlence'or

theory alcone seem to multiply rapidly, while more painstaking attempts to

develop cogparatlve, enpirical studies of those occupying such roles emerge
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only'slowly. (See iouis, 1981, and Paul, 1977: for recent reviews of em=-
pitical research ) This lack of serioud attentiop is qll the more surprising
lwhen we consider that empirical evidence has, for dome time, strongly suppo}t-.
edvthh notion that change agents from outdide a school system may be highly
important to the schéol improvement process (see, for efample, Louis and
~ Sieber, 1979y Emrick and Peterson, 1978; Moore et al., 19'7'7).‘1
The lack of interest in researclr on the field agent role may stem,
in part, from the profound skepticism of some federal poiicy makers about
’ the value of such roles in schooll provement (Chabotar et al., 1980). Aside
from concerns that federal suppor of change agents may look like "federal
.meddling, some members of Congress and others in highly plafed positions
' within the Department of’ Education tend to belzeve that materials development g
is more important than technical assistance. And, as one congressman recent-
ly commented, "We paid for the materials (through Title I and other federal
programs). If they want these linking agents, they should sbaty for them
themselves” (personal interview, 19803. ’Howevér, such a view is short=-
sighted. Studies of school change programs have found that external change
agents are of importance in a‘range of activities, from organization develop-
ment (Miles et al,, 1978) to lementation oflcarefully packaged exemplary \
programs (Stearns, 1976) to rizgcal school'reforps (Moore et al., 1977).
It makes little sense, then, to cqQntinue to develop programs, packaging, and
marketing strategies, while ignoring or neglecting the human conduits and
catalysts that may significantly affect both diffusion and sound implementa—
tion of exemplary practices.
.In general, lack of resgearch interest in the role of field agents
in education is a11 the more inexglicable when the relative attention given
to similar roles in non-school settings is uncovered. The notion of boundary-
spanning roles has captured the attent ion of organizational psychologists and
management researchers fior a number of years. By now, the .empirical bases
for understanding what affects role performanéeypf salesmen, public relations
speclalists, organization development practitioners, and othets who have
substantial responsibilities for managing external relations have been well
establisfed. Indeed, the empirical, literature on boundary~spanning roles has

become extensive enough to warrant a substantial chapter in a recent annual

teview of organizational research (Adams, 1976). This literaturg is deeply T\
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connected both ;1tﬁ change practice and theory and with the more abstract | -
theory of role design and performance.
In this volume, we take the value and impact of external change

agenEs in education as g:lven'.2 Instead of attemptihg to justify the field

- agent role, bur objective is to contribute'to an\immediate need to understand
how and why field agents behave in ce?tain ways and have certain attitudes P
‘about their jobs. In addition, the rlelationship between field agents'
behavio: and attitudes and their :elationships with client achools is exam-

1ned. In sum, we seek to know more abouty the occupant of educational b0und-

ary-spanning roles, both ad an individual and as an aqto: in a complex

universe of local schools.

This volume also seeks to address policy concerns. {t,highlights
factors that can be affected either by 1ndiv1duals in field agent toles
those who selecp, manage and support field agents. In particz}h

general questions serve as the report's organiziyd focus:
. L]
e How do educational organizations design/ﬁ%éld agent
roles and manage their agents, and hew do these
. choices affect the’ agents' attitudes abbut their
) jobs?—

e What kinds of relationships do field agents develop . .
with their clients, and how do these affect their ) .
attitudes and their effectiveness? ' :

e What do field agents actually do, and how does .their
behavior affect outcomes for both field agents and sites?

Wnile such Ppractical questions :eglect a managerial perspective, our approach i |
is also influenced by the\existing lite;atu:e about the occupants of boundaty- j
spanning roles. é;ua, we havé attempted to examine issues that are often
" raised about the nature of the role. 1In the remalnder ofhhhis chapter, we

briefly define some of these Bignificant 1ssues, each of which relates to the

¢
questions around which the rePort is organized.

) f
Definition Jnd Characteristics of "Boundary~-Spanning” Roles v
N v

- . ~
BOundary-spannfng roles occur at the margins of educational organiza-

tions, and serve.as a systematic means of connecting the school, the 1nteq-
mediate education agency, the reglional laboratory, or other otganizations to

another organized group 1n,the environment (Kahn et ‘al., 1964)., A pefaon in

a boundary position is, more than most members of an organization, influenced s
~~ ' ' 1

3 ' ’

- -— . e—




both by the people within the agency that embloys him or her, and by those. in .
the outside organizeiions to which he or she relates. Consequently, Epe (&
occupants of such roles are the target of potentially conflicting demands.
Boundary-spanning roles are so cdmmon in educational settings that it requires .
thought to list more than a few roles tha£ do not have a boﬁhdary-spanning d
compénent. Unlike industrial settings, or even most seévice delivery organiza-
tions, schools have constant|relatlionships with a public conséituency that
require a great deal of contact at all levels--teachers with students and
parents; principals with teacher unions, PTAs, and other orgpnized constitu-
enciee; and district office staff with the local governance structures , as :

well as the multitudinous social service struc ures that articulate with

[y

schools. .
However, mos? roles in educational organizations are Hesigned so R

that only a small component of the role involves boundary-spann}ng activi-

ties. Thus, simply engaging in such activiéies on a reqular basis may nol::"L \

qualify the role occupant to meet the following criteria defining a boundary-a \T
(.
spanning role (Adams, 1976): ’

¢ greater distance, psychologically, organizationally,
and .often physically from other members of his organi=~
zation, and greater closeness to the external environ-
ment and to the agEnts of outside org&nizations'

e a role which prominently involves representing the
v orgamization to the outside world; .

+ s e acting as the organization's "agent of influence" over
” an external organization.

bhe above criteria|more clearly relageﬂggiﬁgggeyigip kind_gf role in which

the emphasis is updn the provision of services to cliente 1p'the1r own

setting. In this peport we adopt the term “"field agent® to refer to an
'externqi‘agent..ﬁlocated outside of the boundaries of the client system, ]
whose objective is to assist client]s)--individuals, groups,... or gchools--

to enhance the clients' functioning as educatérs or an educational system
fLouis, 1981, B 18). A "linking agent® Le,a specializeq field‘agent, w@o

focuses on creating ties between the worlds ef research and development and

of practice. ) ’ T

o .
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Role Dilemmas for Pield\Agentsz The Natufe of Boundary Pogitions

A ariety of ‘role characteristics differentiate occupants of boundaty-
spanning pdsit&ons from those in more central organizational roles. Hayelock's
(1969) classic examination of linkage systems in education mentions only two \

particular role dil‘emmas for field agents: role overload and marginality.

However, more recent empirical examinations of the -field agent role both in‘ -

educational and other settings have identified a broader set of stresses in )

‘the role. These include: . ,:
—

¢ role conflict;
¢~ role ambiguity and lack of formalizationj
*

f' marginality; J
¢ impermanence of the role set;' \ -
V" - e multiplicity of strategies for role ’ -
. performance. . - -
- . "
'Bach of these is’ defined briefly below. " ’

Role Conflict. Until the mid-~1950s; social science tbeory empha-

-
sized social consensus-about how roles should be performed (Gross et al.,
1958). wWith the 'discovery that role occupants were subgected to a variety .
of conflicting expectations, however, much research attention was turned to
articulating different ways in which role occupants could experience con~ A
flictinq_demands. ’ .
Miles (1976) in a review of the literature has 'defined role conflict
as the "degree of incongruity or incompatibility of expectations in their N
performance of an assigned role.” 'Additionally, role conflict can be ex-
perienced in such different ways ad: ‘ )
. . .
e “person-role" conflict; defined as a perceived #ncongru- )
- ence between the role requirements placed on a focal perr-
son and his/her orientations, interests, and values; _
¢ "“intrasender®™ conflict, in w. h two or more mutually in— 9
compatible role expectations ‘are held (or "sent™) by one
&f the person's role partners; .
-~ ® 'inter—sender' conflict, in which two or more of the. -per- ”
gon's rele partners hold - l'send') opposing role expecta- .
¢ ’tions; and g
. & "role .overload,” gor the extent to which the various role -, -,

expectations conmunicated to a role occupant exceed the
amount of time and resoutces available for their accom-
plishment (Miles, 1977). . .




Embiguity.and Lack of Formalization. In' addition to conflict in
‘('expeotations,‘ many have noted that field rolds--particularly roles involving
change agentry --tend to be very poorly expligated. Iouis and Sieber

. 11979), for example, documented some of the,prgglems that educational field
agents had in defining their role to. potential clients. The problem with |
‘explaining the functions of "liqkage" has also been’ noted in, other occupa- .
tiQnal areas {Hamilton and Hgihard, 1975). Rmbiguity is particularly
*a, p?oblem in a wal-developed area like educationhwhere the basic role
structure has existed since the early part of thls century,-with the develop-:

ment of the modern schopl district. .o 7 B ‘

Ambiguity is usually compoundod _pck of Eormalizjtion, ot the
absence of formal job definitions, clearly defined. .feedback and” rev1ew
procedires for field activities, #nd idéntﬁ.fied organizational bositions
whose maig component’ involves providing Eigld—based services. Becfuse‘
f:ield agents, in education are a relatrvely new phenomenon criteria for

ﬁabsent. The

prevalence of soft-money funding, for field agent positions can also gontrib-

. role definition andxassess,ing e££7/étiveness are generaﬁ

ute to anbiguity. A,nuinber t‘studies outside of education have found that
ambiguity and low Eo:talization lead to role conflict and job dissati’sfaction

- (Kﬂhn et - ﬂlo, 1564: H uB‘% and RizZO, 1975)0 ) *
-t ) Marginality. In' thgi/study the term "marginality®™ is used to refer
to the extent of organizati al distance between role occupants and

others to whom they reIate. "As Havelock has n'”i;ed,'linkage« (Eield agent)

roles are probably erently marginal‘ : -

o . Matginali may well be inherent in the linking role
" for strategic reasons. The linker is negsssarbly and

. . by definition an in-betweener...He can attain partial !
: . membership in either the practice or teseagch world by -
I overlapping memberships while not achieving full member— N .
* ' ship..i.(Havelock; 1969, \p. 7-37). = . ‘ ' '
e marginal.ity of an individualrin a boundary—spanning fole has both bene~ .

Eitd and costs. On the one hand, it"may allow the role occupant to gain
. access to tl1e client system morpg easily (louis and Siebbr, 1979) and may
ir{cx‘:‘ease his or her credibility as "objectivdW On the other .hand, margin—

. 'ality nay lead to othef form# of job streas, such as increased ambiguity and .

L} ..
‘ v lack of * fomalization, or eve‘n lonelgne,gs. . ' . @ .
" LS T
L
- > ~*




-y

Impermanence of the Role Sets. Field agents also guffer from anofher

gource of role stress: the need to constantly negotiate new roles with new
clients. As Hiller afd Rice (1970) have noted, this aspect of the salesman 8
role accounts for the very high levels of turnover in this type of job. Of
course, as Sieber 11974) points out,f-gving a multiplicity of role partners,
or sequences of role partners, may also serve to buffer failures, and stimu-

late the role occupan}s who like change. However, this impermanence implies

a constant need to negotiate role expectation with new clients '(Louis and
Sieber, 1979). ' ‘ .

Multiplicity of Strategies for Role .Performance. Field agents are

constantly bombarded vith advice about how to carry out their roles, and are
presented with numerous t!po@ogies about how the roles could or should be -
performed. Thus, even before tﬁe agents are put.in a position where they

must decide what to do with a client school, they must consider an enormous q ‘ .
variety of game plans.®™ Should they be prbcess helpers,'I *resource finders,"

or "solution givers,™ using the Butler and Paisley il978) classification? |
How much attention should be given to "front-end” (problem identification) .
vs.. "back-end" (implementation) roles? (Crandall, 1977) Should they, as
suggested by Organ (1971) Yearn to be political animals, or, as sugge%ted.by

the work of‘Hall et al. Il975) should they put their energies into‘\nderstand- "”*
ing, the concerns .of indivi s confronted with change? The guestion of .

?ctive strategies for: g ’gents .1s among the most Hotly debated, and .
yet remarkably few empiricai data address the strategies that are actually
adopted lsee Madey,.1979, and* Deqad et al., 1980), much less the impacts of )
these strategy choices (Cofton et_al., l957)h . . ’ .

. - . -’

Bffective Fleld Agents: The Relative Importance of Training, Support, , .

and Selection

-
\

Once it is agreed that the role has certain inherent dilemmas, the
question of how to manage rolé stress for field agents arises. Some have
clained that, in addition to the content information educational field
agents may need, a key requirement for effective functioning*is. training ’ -

'in the management of various aspects of the role (Havelock, 1969; Crandall,
1977) ~‘ft has 6een assumed that traihing is an appropriate mechanism for '
clarifying roles, for providing the analytic skills to help agents choose
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effective strategies-in 3 given situation, and for generally helping-to

legitimize the role. 1In addition, training is also considered a vehicle

_for developing needed consultation and other skills. . el

Others, however, have contended that a support system may be more. -

important, since reguldr comminication and feedback may reduce marginaiity »
and the daily stresées of role conflict (Louis{and Sieber, 1979). In addi=
tion, it has been argued that on-tne-job socialization is probably more

effective than formal training in learning & role as complicated and poorly
defined ag that of a field jagent. / ) M g

The relative importance of training versus support may, nevertheless,
be a moot debate. Some have argued that ef{;ctiVe field agents have particu-

lar petsonality and skill profiles that allow them to thrive within the get

of role characteriétics described earlier. 1In this view, what-is generally
perceived as damaging role stress can be a positive experience for some
people who enjoy challenge, being in posLtions that reguire objectivity,
' having many role partners, and so forth~(see Sieber 1974). Others have .

suggested (in personal communication) that older educators make better field

agents, because they have fewer “problems with a marginal role and have

‘greater legitimacy as advisors than teachers fresh from a few years of

. effective in the job.

classroom experience. Thus, there are a variety of arguments suggesting that

it is probably better not to invest too much in the training and support of
field agents, but simply to select the individuals who can be happy and

Overview of the Volume . . o

) S -

In the remaining chapters of this volume we explore the role character-

istics and role mAnagement isﬂues ment ioned above. The volume is divided into
five parts. The first consists of this introductory chapter and Chapter 2,

" J — L

in which the reader is introduced to the specific group of field agenéhywho

.

were the subjects of our investigatior. . ,

Fach of the next three sections consists of two chapterf, one of :
wh ich analyzes survey data obtained.from the field agents about their role,
and the second of which presents a casplilluninating some of the issues

explored in the guantitative analysis. Part II focuses on the organizaticnal

. cantext in which the field agent is located. It explores the ways in which
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the design ‘and management of. the field agent role can affect the role occu-
pant's job attitudeg {such as sense of efficacy) and perceptions of job-

R related stress. The anal;gis\focuses on techniques that are typically used by
nanagers to affect the zole petfo nce of their employees: employee selec-

tion (for certain pereonal chatacteristics), job design, on-the-job training,

" and pereonal and task-related support. .
. . Pa:t III is concezned with the quality of relationships between
field agents and schools and the attitudes which agents have about the best

ways to achieve change in fohools. The agentsa’ relationships with schools .
{(for exanple, the degt@e of 1nfluence ageats have over local decisions and
activities) and perspectives og change {fqr example, a political orientation)

_are examined 1in relation to the agents job attitudes and perceptions of

job—zelated etzess, as uell 2s Yo measures of field agent effectiveness,

including the agents’ pezceptions of program success at the school level, and
client assessments “of the quality of agent performance. ,
'Part IV looks more closely at the specific roles performed by field ,

LA

agents and the activities in which they engage, zelating these to both field

L)

agent effectiveness and job att
field agent zolee and activities are xamined~-namely, personal characteris- |
tice, job design, the trainfng and suﬁ'
ships TIth client schools. Figure l-i

s. In addition, potential influences on

rt structure, and the agents' relation-

rizes the organizational and -

-

‘- conceptual framework for thé‘analyees in this volume. ' .
CO:reeponding to ghe”differept foci of the three analytic sections,
the Cﬂses p:esented in this volume are written from several dlfferent perspec-
tives and enphasize different aspects of the relationships 5gl;een field.
agents, their eupervihore, and clients. Each case_stands alone and is
primarily intended as a means for bringing to life the concepts discussed in
the analytic aections of the volume.3 Whileﬂfﬁ!‘cuses themselves are *
-{ p:iEAzily descriptive, each one ia Eg}lowed by an epilogue which summarizes *
the highlights of the case, focueing particularly on the issues introduced in
¢ the quantitative.analyeis. . . ) .
Finally, pPart V consistg of one chapter, in which the findings of ' .
both the quantitative analysis and thé case studies are briefly summarized,
aiong vith implications fP;_the design‘and managenent of field agent roles.

] - *
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. . ) CHAPTER NOTES .ol
. o .
1. Despite the recent dates on these publications,«théi: findings have

been in circulation since the early 1970s. T . *

P
’

e - -

2. Another report of the RDU étudy (Louis, Rosenblum and Molitor, 1981)

documents the impacts of RDU f£ield agents in site schools. . .
% . ,’ s ‘

longer case studies prepared by independent. researchers and not originajly

intended for this qplume. The o 1ginaiAcase studies generally included a

conceptual frameworks. Im general, these analyses are excluded from the *

edited case studies, presen

11




. CHAPTER 2 - . .

PIELD AGENTS IN THE R&D UTILIZATION PROGRAM . .

The subjects of our 1nvestigation were field agents in the R&D
Utilization (ROU) program, which was supported by the National Institute of
+Bducation for a three-year pericd, 1976-79. 1In this ‘chapter we describe the
backgrounds and rdle characteristics of the RDU field agents, as well as the

nature of the data base for the analyses in this volume. = ( .
I \“
-, -
The Emetgence of the RDU Pield Agent Role
o

From 1976 to 1979, the Naticnal Institute of Education funded a
major demonst:ation program designed to help local schools improve their
curricula and their staff development practices. This effort, known as the
R&D Utilization (RDU} program, was deepl& affected'by émerging theories about

how best to create linkages between resources outside of the school district .

. and the school personnel who might benefit from using them. The program
design did not require the extensive usetof field agents to help cocrdinate
resources and guide participating schools through the process of identif;ing
and solving local problems; nevertheless, each of the seven demonstration
projects that were ultimatéely funded proposed an assistance strategy ;hich
rather prominently featured such a :ole.1 “One hundred field agents (known
va:iousl;\xs "linking agents,” 'gene:alists,' 'coordinators,' and "facili-
tators” ) were supported during the course of the program.

* The role, partly by coincidence, but mostly as a consequence of the .
program’s focus on knogledge atilization and school improvement, had several
coumon features across projects. Pi:st, in all of the pzojects, field agents
we:e expected to p:cvide on-site coozdinating and assistance services to
schools. . .

’ Second, in all cases, they were physically located outside an RDY
p:oject office, in a 'host organization” that was physically closer to their
client schools. The host organizations were p:edominately 1ntermediate
service agencies serving one or pore school dist:lcts wféhin a state; thereu
were, however, scme other aghkncles that housed field agents.2 Prcoblems of

managing the field agent le were compounded both by the nqed to span more

boundaries (agents wére geen as representatives of thelr host organizations

19-.
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as well as o§ the projeot) and by the need to relate to an extra set of
pnotessional colleaguea in the intermediate service units that aerved as the
agents’ organizational homes. X
’: Third, in a%} cases, the field agents werg¢ viewed as providera or
coorainators of the process assistance that thoola would need*?f they were
to choose”-and: implement improved curriculum and staff developmgnt practices.
" Process assistance typically involved, at minimum, oriénting school, petsonnel
to a rational problem-aolving model that sites were expected to use. While
the undel;rzﬁzied slightly among projects, they all adhered to basic features
that have been described by many authors. (See, for example, Paul, 1977;
Benn15,=éenne and Chin, 1969; Rosenblum .and Louis, 1981.) 1In soue.caaes,
the field agents were alho expect ed eithe: to participate in training
school staff, or to provide the staff with substantial process consulta-
tion ag they implemented the problem-solving model. :
PourZh, agents were not expected to take responsibility for finding
exemplary pfbgrama for the client schoola to implement. . This function was
“performed by specialists located eiaewhere,in the project atructure: How=
ever, they were expected to provide schools with asaist;nce in’ making deci-
sions from among alternative new p cticeh, and to'helpithem locate huran
, resources that could aaaiat the choolas with’, implementation.3
Finally, field agenta in the RDU program were all educators, and
almogt.all had had some relatively recent experience working with achool
districts, either as 1ndependent conaultanté or as staff of a state education

association. They were, on the whole, much closer to the world of practice
>

L

- than to the world of research and development..

pata Sources for Studying Field Aéeqts . ) .
. ' . ’ PR |
Pour data sources provided the basis for this report.r The .most

inportant of these was a thrge-wave mailed euruey'whigh was sent to a sample
of 69 of the 100 fiqld agen
agents in six of th
project. Pifty-three £ etd agents responded Lo the first survey, which was
gent out in-June 1978 (a return rate of.78%), with a 100% return.rate from

The 69 agents represented the universe of

projects, and a sample of 18 im the Michigan

fouf of the geven proﬁects. The somawhat Iower response rates from the
Michigan and NEA projects were not unexpected, given the very small, part of
these respondents’ jobs :eptesented by their participation in the RDU program.

-

.
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: The second and third surveys, sent out in J&nuary and-April of 1979,
were completed only by those field agents wh; responded to the first survey
and who remained in the program (there was sope: ob tufnover in the fall of
1979). By the end of the survey period, 43 had‘r turned al% their, instruments.
The surveys were each 13-14 pages long and toék respondents approxiéately 30 |
to 45 minutes to complete. Copies of the instruments may be found in Appen-
dices A, B and c.? ' ’ '

A second data gource for this'report consfsted of intensive,

. pérson interviews conducted with 11 field agents during the s

of 1978, and a follow-up conference with the same group in
1979. The interviews lasted about two and one-half
unstructured in nature. At least one agent from each project was seleéted
to be in the interview sample. These gents were selected by staff members
of the Abt Associates research project in conjunction with the project
directors on the basis of their being exemplars of different field agenE
styles. Also, some %ﬁtempt was made to minimize respondent burden by not . .
. se{ecting field agents already involved with case study efforts within each
of the seyen Qrojecés. The follow-up conference, which involved grouP
discyssion of agent role management, lasted, for a day and a half.

The primary purpose of the interviews and conference was to orient
tﬁe reseirch staff to tqe world of the field sgent in ways‘that could not ]
easily be tapped through survey instrumentation. These' data were used in the .
study largely to inform the questions that were asked, to assist us in
gpterpreting gsurvey findings, and to provide insights.for designing the
secong and third survey instrumengp
{ The third data source consisted of "linkage case studies prepared

by the BevenlhDU projects, keports to the National Institute of Educa- . .
tion, and data collected t Associates Inc. on site visits to schools

=

—involved in the program - <

FER

'I'he fourth data source was a mailed survey of teachers and prinléals,

distributed in the £all"of 1979. Data from this survey provided measur
of client satisfaction with the agent and the problen-solving process. One
hundred and fifty two principals (a 76% return rate) and 594 teachers (48%)

responded to the survey. V‘E\
. L)
- ' by,
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///Analysis Strategies -’ . .

A . -

“ Who Were the RDU Pield Agents, and What Did They Do?

Becauge the number of regpondehts wgg relatf;ely small, and item
non-response to some questions further redyced the sample available for
analysis, inferential statistical technigques had limited utility. Therefdre,
our primary strategy has been to describe the fiel;*ggents and to conduct
bi-variate correlation analyais., In some instances, the approach has been
supplemented with canonical correlations, in ogder to test the strength of
Eelationships between groups of variables.

. Y
. . <

Pgogle'became involyed as field agents in the RDU ﬁrograﬁ in a *
variety of ways. Some assumed the position ‘by nature of t:heir present |
jobs~~simply adding one more set of responsibfilities to an alreadg-full
complement of actfvities. Others were hired from the ranks of teacher;\
and adnini:trg}ors to become fsil-tiqg fieiﬁ agents--essent jally leaving
their old responsibilities behind. And for a°‘few who were unemployed at '
the tire, the position was the first sqitable job to become available,

Por some, the field agent position offered the potential for individual
challenge and professional development, whiléjfor otheras it was extra work
which elicited less enthusiasm.® ) . ‘

The field aggnts were highly educated: of the 53 respondents to the

first survey, ai but one had an advanced deg;ee beyond the baccalaureate;

;bt had achieved a master's degree, and 30% held a Ph.D, The, field agent

job came at varying times in their care¥r8\ For some, this was their first,

"real® job after obtaining .their most recent éZgree; for others tﬁis would s

be the last “formal" job prior to retirement.. K While these extremes did '
extat, the average age at the time of the finst survey was 4l--very much a
mid-career stage in life. The average age of the field agents varied widely
by project, from 34 in the Pennsylvania and the NETWORK Epnsortium pEOjectl )
tg 47 in the NBA project. (However, projects with the highest average

. age--NEA, Michigan, and Plorida--also show the largest standard deviations,

indicating that their agents actually fell into a very broad age span, . .

incluéing both younger and older agents.) Of the respondents who answered

all three surveys, there were more male (24) than female (19) field agents.
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Since the geven projects all began at the game time--though some
were glower in hiring than others-~there were no ma:ked‘differences by
ptojectlln the number of months of experience as an RDU field agent. At the
time of the first éurvey, 16 months was the ave:hg? length of time in the
position. It should be noted, however, that a number of the respondents came
t? this posIEion from béckg:ounds that were quite relevant--for example, a '
few were associa?sd with National Diffusion Network f;cilitator proj;cts or
were consultants based in lccal school distrigts or intermediate service

agencies. Seventy-five percent of’the respondents to the first survey had

"had experience with other federally funded programs, 65% had had experience ,

;ith other "linking” roles, and 35% had had experience with R&D'L:odpcts or
outcomes, ’ ' I

Table 2-1 presents the p:eviou; teaching and administrative experi-
ence of the RDU field agents, along with their average age, by project. 1In

, all p:ojécts the field agents had had more experience {n teaching than iIn

adninigtrative positiqQns. Another point worth noting is that teaching

experience varied significantly by project, f:om.an average.pf 2.8 years in

the Georgia project to an average of 10.2 years in the NEA project. In .

general, the olde:} more experienced field agents of the, NEA, Michigan, and
~

Florida projects heavily weight the average for all respondents. Thus, while .

»

the average number of years in teacHing is 7.4, this figure is substantially
higher than the averaées for four of the seven projects.

L

. The field agents in our sample varied enormously in their time
commitment to the RDU projects, ranging from 1% to a full-time comﬁitment.

The 53 respondents to the firat survey fell into three groups of.app:oximately
equal sfﬁe: 1-10%, 20-50%, afd, 80-100%. The aveiaqe time commitment teo RDU
va:igafsignificantly acrogss the seven.prqjects (Table 2-2), with agents in

the Nﬂh, Pennsylvania, and the NETWORK Consortihﬁ projects devoting full- or

nearly full-time to the project, while agents in the Michigan and NEA ﬁroj‘ects

others.) Note that agents in the Michigan and NEA prajects yere expected to

provide similar, though less intensive, seryices as agents 1n the other

L]

projectsL .




Tahle 2-I1

.

g RELEVANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR RDU FIELD AGENTS BY PROJECT
N .
[]
. _ Average Years Experience i .
¥ .
School District Level State .or .
/ Age Administration/ Administration/ Regional Units Number of
. . Avg. *8.D. Teaching X Staff Staff or Association Respondents |
i All Respondents |  4l- 1M 7.4 3.1 1.2 * 4a 53 ;
) e |
RPU. PROJECT : - |
|
Pennsylvania 34 " 3.5 6.0 , 0 N 0 0. N 2
Network s 3.5 4.7 .7 .5 1.0 6
. Y
- Georgia 35 6 2.8 1.2 o7 3.0 “¥8
-3 —- . W
NRC 38 13.3 4.8 4.8 1.2 .8 4
. » '
. - - L]
Florida N -43 11.2 9.8 4.4 1.5 i }.,9 8
Michigan a5 8.6 7.87 C 2.5 ’ 2.9 5.3 13
NEA 47 13.8 10.2 3;? 2 7.1 14 .
" - = -
Signifi‘cance Of - .08 .008 67 - 25 .13
the Difference
) A
L - - .
. - ) - ' 29 .-
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Table 2-2 .

>

L)

i PERCENTAGE TIME COMMITMENT TO RDU FOR FIELD AGENTS BY PROJECT

a—

_ Percentage of Tinme Lt
. " Devoted to RDU | Number of
. o v Average S.b. Respondents
All Respondents (44.1 -| ‘%0.9 53
. . w
| RDU PROJECT: ¢ . -
NRC ¥ 100.0 0 4
- Pennsylvania 97.0 2.8 2.,
Network o 92.0 9.4 6 -
\__ , - .
Georgia 67.5 35.4 6
: 4
Florida 64.7 | . 29.3 8
14 [
. NEA L g 12.0 12-9 . . 8
LIPS
Michigan 7.2 ‘8.4 13 »
Significancé of .
[ the Difference - 001
Among Projects
Nt -
-
- 26 -_/\,—C
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: Field Agent Roles. As- }ndicatfd .tn'c_hapter 1; there, are many diffeﬁ-o )
>®nt perceptions of what eduéationa; H.eld agents shquld do. The research ' \. .

l}t?rature usuzally descr‘}?es t}m' field agéht role in terms of the problem=-
Eolvingjknowledgq %t%!.\ization proc’:egs*. X For example, Havelock (1973) has
* i_daiatified fgur‘roles, 1;15_61‘15& "catalyst,” "solution giver," "process
helper,” and "'z-esou!.:ce linker."' ‘ﬂg:ield agént can serve-asg a catalyst by'
help‘in'g ’écht.)ol d}atrict perspnnel to 'overcq{ne their reluctance to c‘hange. Be
or she. can then s.'l_.mply proffer a’solution, or.guide local staff through the
stages of a ;ogical.problem-solving. process. The agent's access to human,
fj.nax':cial, ‘or o;:'fller resoyrces ig also of .great :l.mp?rtance- But\ler and .
Paisley (1978) alsg describe the roles of "process helper,” "solution giver,"
and "resource finder," and Madey 79) has: most recgntly suggested thz:ee
. 'r_olg categories: "facilitator,". '&:urce find‘er," and "communicator."

4

-
In our regearch we Zttempted to discover the %xtent to which the ! " .
4

field agents in the RDU {rogra;u perceived themselves as fitting &nto,a* fixed

list of role fateg(iries, senh to reflect the roles desc:;ibeq in the. liters-

ture and cur perceptions of ac’tua&-vhnations among agents ?r:lathe RDU program.

The field agents were asl%ta assess the extent.to which thpy had expected _ .
extent to which

to perform certain asp;’cj:ﬁ of the fiela agent” role, and th .
theypactually performed those roles. .Responses to these guestions for the 43 i
agents whoiresponded to ‘al:l .threB\.gurveys are summarized in Table 23, witl{ |
the potential rBles ;1stetr% descending order of actual performa;xce. .

I:‘:. ig clear that the field agents perceived themselves primarily as.

s

. , 4
_resource persons ‘ana coordinators. One agent described the job as follows:

L

& , ..,} . - .—/. )
{It's) vexry much like "gepéral supervision”...assist(ing) teachers
. in finding solutions to 'stated problems, without being a line pefson,
’ . '
' without having authority over. the teachers, establishing a trust
" relationship and a helping relationship (McCutchan, 1980:215).
R - ] - N
. « a B ’
/ﬁome of \tt}e_ a'z.'tivities that the field agents neither perceived as important
, hor actual:ly pexformed were agtivé involygment in pr‘ogrmg il;tplementation,
involvement in evaluation, apd p}ovidingé;nt‘ent specialist assistance.
'I‘hes;a actilvitied are higlhy special.{zed, and involve gkills that wany of the
. ’ - . - -

agents did,not fegl they had. L8

.o For tlie most part, their actual role performance was consistent
with tHeir own expectations. There is, however, this exception: the field
.a'gants felt that they should be performing the role of an expert “in issessing

. <

O ) f 1 ¥
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/ . ol Table 2-3 ° R ' |
- - ' TANKS AND MEAN RATINGS ; PIELD AGENTS' EXFP AND AGTUAL .,
AT ' EXTENT OF PERFORMANCE. OF VARIOUS FIELD AGENT ROLES .
[ ‘ -
' - (N = 43) . v
& ’ ' .
\ W
e.' * Fleld Agents' . Actual
. Expectations Performance
‘ L]
- -, ; . Rank | Mean*. §.D. | Rank | Mean*} §.D.
s f‘
r - t
a. Resource Person . 1 4.5 »7 1 4.2 ] .94
b. Coordifftor ] I T Y - I I 1 of 4.2 1,0
! .
Yow C«  Process Trainer 3 * 3.5 7 |14 3 3.3 |7 1LY
d. Observer/Historian 6 3.2 .93 3 3.3 | 1.1
Je. Counselor or- "Hand- . e
Holder" ' 6 3.2 1.2 3 3.3 1.1
f. Expert’'in assess.ini} .
the match between . . ‘.
innovations & problems 3 3.5 =~ .9 6 1 3.0 | .95
» .
"I g» Conflict Resolver 5 3.3 1.2 6 3.0 | 1.2
+ he. Basic skills, career
; education or inservice
! "?'specialist 8 3.0 " 1.2 6 3.0 1.2
i. Program’Implementor 10 - 2.6  |[1.2 o | 2.6 | 1.3~
3 ... . 3 4
j..’ BvaluatOt 9 2.8 1.-2 10 2.5 1.1 -
° -
R : > -
*Response Scale: Lo et .
5 = to a very great extent J ~
. » 4 = to a great extent . . - - .
. 3 = to some extent o - . '
2 = to a little extent -
1 = not at all . ¢
- R 7 ..
- - - . ] . .
n.} " ’ ] )
t ‘ -
1 s ..
1 o °
. * ) . 20 ( 28 . .
. . . ) Ll
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the match between innovations and problems to a greater extent than they were
'actually perforning that role. This may have been due, to some degree:
to the perceived conflict between helping sites to find an appropriate
solution, and beconing an advocate for or against particular programs--gome-
thing that almost all agents felt was inappropriate. For example, one agent
found herself on several occasions in a situation where schools wished to

adcpt a reading program that-ehe felt was inappropriate:
(The agent) 4did not like the BCRI prograil, and privately remarked )
that she would not want her own child in an ECRI class. Even so, she
assumed a professional neutrality and pushed for a fair cdnsideration
of it. (Kraus, 1980:204) w

- * S - L) [ -

In sun, the agents' perceived themselves as providers of relatively

1ow-iey, supportive forms of aggsistance. They emphasized be}ng a "helping
handa™ rather thanJ;bvious change agentry. Nevertheless, the "non-intrusive"”
role that they adopted could have signiff%ant impacts on local schdols, as
‘will be seen later. . g

Field Agent Activities. ‘The above discussion of role defihition has

focused on the more global parameters of thé roles field agents play. Yet,
from the perspective of a job occupant, the activities that make up the
day-to-day cycle of events are in many ways nore”salient and more likely to

stimulate positive or negative reactions than the more general role defini-

tions. A sample wéekly log for one agent (Tabla 2-4) shows the type and ‘

”
range of activities for a typical agent employed full time.

Based upon interviews with a gample of agents, a list of routine
field agent activities was generated and included in the first suxvey. The
RDU field agents wera asked to rate the importance of each activity, and the
. Lanount Qf time spent.on it. The results are shown in Table 2-5. On average,
_ the field agents were spending the greatest amount of time .in (1) meetings
with small planning groups at the sites, (2) writing reports and filling out
forms, (3) arranging, designing, or conducting workshops, and (4) travelling

from gite to site.6 ’ -

In general there is little discrepancy between the amount of timen‘
the field agents weres spending on various activities and the degree of
importance they attached to these activities. There are, however, these

notable exéeptionss developing themselves prOfessionally and reading mater-
ials about R&D products were both’ thought of as more than moderately importan},

?
,
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l ! / SAMPLE COMMUNICATION LOG

TIPE OF COMMUNICATION

DATE ) - PRATECTY ACTIVITY Fhone  Kemo  letter  Travel

7
i ~ Ay L)

£

MONTAY Cowplets monthly' rwports *afd mafl - X
. *J.Cuz RE: LEA participsnt on Meading ranel ’ 4
AMo: KE: ZEA pnrtc!pan;- on Mading Prnel;
othar arcangemsents !qr Hor, 18 19 .
. meetings ~ * X .
. L.Ret Copy of revised gat
23.c. L.5.: InfoPmation on Meading Paned .. b .
- . ‘l’n AN X

R.5.: Jaquested.four ccptn of flow c:hms on . . ‘ -

. project x
e AX.: XE: Call for !.n!om:lon on dau on <
* District A o - X
. W.P.: Nesds sssesssent handbooks for but:tc: |
{as requasted) . A
L.R.t KE: Newsletter for project ‘ X
- : X.S.1 Needs assdamment progresé and assistance

[ . .

. > . s
TURSDAY °  R.S.: Jequest for needs- assesmsant charts x .,
Kefot rouov-qp on request 4 -
AM.1 Dates' 26r Meading Panel, problems y!.th
above and conflict X & R training; -vitleo~ L )
tape lnformation fot Reading Panel’ X . .
- LeRa2 hed.b-:l- on problems with Reading Panel
Sates and participamis; suggestions re- .
4 questdd.for brosdening dfstrice vtwpotnt
of projoct 4 .
AeMat k:mmntn for sanding information to .
. ek participants in Meading Panel b 4
* Order doctment onsMading in, the Middle schools
. - at request & District 3
- B.8.; .Jollow-up on suggestion that & teacher ’
. . * ,nu.mlil-tulningbc involved on
, tbe"Reading Pane} . X

-

WELICTINY 2RIC Docment cénnpu:y Meading Programs -
- . tocupiled by RCTE) scan for lnformations
check on frogress for B (in-house
X requast, ' x
Complete préduction order processes for video—

) taping Reading Panel * , 4
* Work on newslstter articles ) .
Graphic represantative fdesas for aiding

district ccaprehension of soops of project
A.X.71 Demonstration of EDL materials for tesching o
audtntr-f.ut to representative, .
L.kt *® ary Reading Skills Center. 2" handout X~
L.X. and A.X, Y Information on luhlmton. D.C. »
oonhrm ar8 inforpation frem 31 i .

TACUREDAY R, and-B.8.1* Cross~examine comprehension ressarch
smaaries to by used for Resding Panel and -
for knowledge buc (group of 7 Mading

. PFaculty)

ALY
‘ ” ; \

Y 4 r i L

PRIIAY Aot 21/ mumuq meeting on November nrd:f
work on newslet¥lr arcicles ’ . X
Mvliev of regsarch lﬂuztn on comprehension -
genarated by R.N. for: "o’m 4 M
R¥.: Mest to discuss teacher statemsrts on com~
. pubcmlon probless * .
Complete and send out revisions on Policy Statements
' - =t \Linker Tasks > b 4
. *J.Cer Shared rinformation on ssoondary rebding
L.Ret Budget revisions; sslf-sssdsmment for sec-
ondary teachers, rewgletter mailing.list . b 4
- 2o B \:nlntnq materials ceceived

“h
»
-

'i
o . . - X = tnooming ,
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. . . ' Table 2«5

. RANKS AND MEAN RATINGS OF PERCEIVED IMBORTANCE AND
ACTUAL AI-DUNT OF TIME SPENT ON VARIOUS FIELD AGEN‘I‘ ACI‘IVITIES

*Regponse Scales

v 3 = very important . t
2 = somewhat -important
‘'l = of little of no inportance

. ) . e

. - 23

ssResponge~Scalet

3 = a great deal of tinme
2 = a moderate amount of time
1l = little or no time

: 1Y - m 43) %
. ) ' . Amount of
~ Fleld Aent Agtivities Importance Time Spent
. .. ' ‘ Rank |Mean* | S.D. | Rank | Mean** |s.D.
:| a. Meetings with small planning .
groups at the sites 1 2.8 .5 1 | 2.5 .6
b. Writing teports/fi]‘.ling ‘out ’ . ' '
forms - 11 2.1 .6 1 2.5 7 4
c. Arranging, designing or - ."
- conducting workshops | -3 2.6 .6 3 2,2 .8
"| 'a. Travelling from site to site 10 2.2 .8 4 2.1 R
e. Promoting or explaining the . . .
* ' RDU program 4 2.5 .6, 5 2.0 o6
£. Wobking' with individual. ‘ '
administrators 4 2.5 |, .7 5~ 2.0 .8
g. Organizing, preparing, aﬁd . . ..
delivering paterials . 6 2.4 .7 .5, 2,0 .6
h. General meetings with site - '
staff ) 6 2.4 .5 5 2.0 .7
i. Developing yourself: profes~ 2 2.7 .5 “9 1.9 Y A
sionally . X ' Y
j. Meetings wfth RDU central ' .
N project sta!_f ( 9 2.3 «5 9 1.9 o7
k. Reading materials about R&D -~
l products . . 6 204 n7 11 . 1:7 '06
’ 1. Managing Budgets 11 2.1 |° .7 12 1.6 .7
m. Desligning, administening, -
! and analyzing evaluation .
. materials 13v | 2.0 .7 12 1.6 7.
n. Observing teachers . 13 2,0 | .7 14 |- 1.3 7 )
+ 0. Working with individual - . h“:fm
teachers . ‘ 15 1.8 +oB 15 | 1.3 <6
p. Work ' with parents or . .
volunfears ) 16 1.6 o7 16 1.0 .3
<. J
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Conclusion . . // ’

“~
S | ‘;
ranking second and sixth respectively among the 16 poésible activities, and ’ 1
yet they consumed reiativaly little of the field agents time. This finding
is consistent with the earlie: finding that field agents felt they shg;ld be
performing the role of an expert in assesstng the match betwden innovations
and pxoblems to a greater extent than they were actually doing. The field
agents appear to have taken seziouslyﬁthe notion of themselves as links to
knonledge about R&D products or inndvatiéns; at the same .time feeling scme-
what inadequat; in the extent to wh(fh they perforged this function and,
perhaps, in the extent to which )A'ney currently had"the knowledge and exper=-,
€ise %ox doing it well. . . .
. There is also a discrepancy between tde importance of, and the

amount of time spent, writing :ebo:ts or filling out forms and travelling
from site to site. That is, both these activities rank low in importance but
higntiﬁ the amoynt of time they consumed. Indeed, writing reports and
£411ing out forms is the only activity which was rated lower in importance
than in the amount Jf time it consumed. The conflict between 'pap?r'%ozk'
and “people work" was one that arose again and again in interviews and

. .
h *

discussions with agents. :

This problem, is, as Louis and Sieber (1979) have pointed out, a
perennial one for o:ganizations yﬁ’t rely extensively on field-based‘:taff. v
As we will discuss in later chapters, the need for developing mechanisms of
agent accountability (largely effected through paper work) and,the developtient
of local loyalties and support systems do not alwafs complement one another.
While the problem.of documentaﬂlon may be somewhat greater in a "research"
pzogram like RDU (one agent even zesigned from his project in protest over { . .
the\need to document activities and cliqnf p:ogress), the tension between
people work and pape: “work is aimilat in many other dispersed organizations.

L

This chapter has héiefly reviewed the nature of our data collection
procedures and some of the characteristics of the field agents in the study--
boﬁh personal attxibutes and expected and” ac;ual role performance. Because
they were part of a federally fuﬂded demopstration activity, these agents
probably show considerqbly less variation in many o£ the role and activity

c¢haracteristics than if the sample had been drawn from a population of field

agents qperating in more permanent :olgs. However, even within the delimited .

.
. " . N -



franework of a demonstrati n, there is at 1east somé variance among gents in
. what they did and how th perceived their activities g:ouping int7 different

g >

A -
‘' Moreover, although agents wbre very consistent in thelir peporting of

roie segnents.
the extent to which they performed various ro&es and activities, we know that
other factors had'a great Ilmpact on the intensity of the field agehgk rela-
tions with sites and the atra;egies that field agenteJemplcyed in pe:forning
their roles. Thus, for example, each project designed the role differently--
in some cases it was full time, in others it represented a small fraction of
what the individual was expected to do in his ov her job. Projects differeéd
greatly in théir cxnmunication mechanisms and in the degree to which expectq-
tiops for agentg were formalized. In addition, client schools also differed,
and agents adopted different ‘strategies for playing out their role in’ response
to client demands. 1In the remainder of this volume, we examine some of the
factors that pffett how the agent role is played out, and how these ultimately

affect the client_school's assessments of field agent performance.
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CHAPTER NCTES . . '

e 1. Thg seven RDU grojects-were regionally distf&buted, and included the

following: . d

»

e_ The Horénwegz-neading Consortium; involving the state de- -
partment\of eaucation and other agencies in washington, ,
Oregon, Alaska, and Idaho. ) SR

! - [

' ) The National ¥ducation Association'lnservice Education

. Project, “operated in collaboration with the departments
of education and corresponding state education associa- .
tions in 12 states: Alabamh, California, Iowa, Massa-
chusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohioc; Pennsylvania, Ten-
nessee, Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming;

e The Consortium, operated by the NETWORK, a non-profit -~ '
research and service organization that ccordinated the
efforts of agencies in six states: California, Connec-
ticut, Kinsas, Massachusetts, Minnegota, and Washington;

e The Georgia Research and Development Utilization Programs

e The Pennsylvania School fnprovement Program}
'Y ’
e _ The Florida Linkage System; and -

® The Michigan Career Education Disseminatioin Project. e
/’/ \u,, This project was operated by the state department of ed-
ucation, as were the projects in Georgia, Pennsylvania, !
and Florida. ' 1
S/ ‘ . )
For more details on project structure and operation, see lLouis and Rosenblun, /
1980. .o

2. The project sponsored by the NEA placed two linkers in each of 12 states
One wayﬂépcated in the state department of education, while the other was
exployee of the state education association. The NETWORK project locat

regional laboratory. ., While the nature of the NETWORK'S host organizxtions p

g varied, their functions were similar to intermediate service agencies.

A ) - ‘o
3. If we attempt to classify the ROU linking agents using Butle and

?' process helpers and "regource finders, but not as solutio givers.”
In additioh, using Crandall's distinction, they were all expected to per-

form some "front~end” support for their clients.
!

N 3
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4. The suryeys were pretested £ace-to-£ace with two field agents. Fdl-

p \

.

L]

lowing minor modifications in wording and graphic design, the surveys were
mailed to all respondents along with a cover 1etter, a cover page with gen-

" eral instructions, and a postage-paid return envelop Each survey waf
. ! . .
identified with a numerical ccde to facilitate congE;:ntiality.

5. Both the Michigan and NEA projects designed the field agent role as an

extension of Slready existing positions. In the Hichigan project, the rolq\

was assighed to Career,qu~;iipn Planning District Coordinators--usually

vocational-technical education directors in intermediate service agencies.

In tha NEA project, the field agent role was given to inservice specialists
,/' in state departments of education and corresponding state teachers' agencies.

6." Since these data were gathered after the agents had been in‘the‘project
for épproximately a year and a half, we believe that the, responses represent

fairly stable generalizations of time use and role allocation.
r . hd
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e INTRODUCTION -\
This section oF the volume will focus on a question of nasic‘concern
both to managers of field agents and to orgaﬁi ticnal theorists interasted
in testing the power of organizational design. Simply put, the quesrion ig
whether the‘design and management of the field agent role can (1) improve the
role occupant's job-related attitudes, and (2) reduce role conflict.
The first chapter in this part (Chapter 3) will present the finqlngs
from our analysis of field ageniraurv ¥s. The analysis, which focuses on
characteriétics o{ﬂ;pe role struct and its occupants\that are most easily
affected bﬂ‘project management,,pr es a number of fingings. First, with
, only a few axceptions, the individual agent characteristics geem to have
. lits}e‘association with job-related attitudes and role conflict. Second, an
design characteristics appear to have dignificant potential as factors .
?ffecting fleld agents' perceptions of job stress and ‘satisfaction. Finally, . |
we £ind that the formal training provided by projects for agents had little
impact in ameliorating the strains of acquiring and enacting a new role, and
that high levels of support and communication from the central projecﬁ'dffice
may actually increase stress. . .
The ;ase study that follows, the quantitative analysis (Chapter 4)
elaborates on a nuefar of ngints tnat are introduced through survey analysis.
In particular, the case study is intended to shed some light on the surpris-
ing'finding that training, communication, and support from project staff , .
members can actually increase job ;trqss. The case draws attention to some
of the ways in which the multiple loyalties of the agents to locally based
superviaors and to more distant project directors may affect their relation-
ships with a central office, and how the facto of’physical distance impedes
the effective provision of timely aupport: In(addition, the case points out
that role ambiguities can be addregsed through intervention by prqject
‘managemant, but that formalization of expectations may be more important than

¢ L)

providing episodiq-akills training;/ . .

-
. .
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CHAPTER 3
ORGANIZATIONAL INFLUERCES ON THE FIELD AGENT ROLE .oy
- - . \

In recent yeare, a number of significant studies have examined the 1
relationship between :ole chazacteristics and the job-related attitudes of |
occupants of boundary—spanning :oles (Miles and Perreault, 1976; Tosi, 1971;
Prudden and Stark, 1971; House and Rizzo, 1972). These studies have con~-
ceptualized job satisfaction and other variables, such as sense of efficacy,
as the consequences of role conflict, marginality, role formalization, and
1noiv1dual characteristics (see also Keller and Holland, 1975; Kahn et al.,
1§64: Lyons, 1971)._  These studies are, however, drawn from non-educational
settings and tend to focus on individuals who operate from a centralized
organizational base or branch offices of the central organization. Our own
analysis exaninee the effects of role design and management on field agents
1n education, permanently located at some distance from the office sponso:ing
thei: activities--in hogt organizations that have only 1nfo:mal or tempo:a:y
ties with the central organization. —_—

The basic question posed above can'he':efined by looking at tech-
niques that a:e typically used by managers to affect the role performance of
theit employees. The three most commonly used techniques are employee
selection, job-design, and ongoing management. } ‘ /

Selection. The field of occupational psychology provides J;nage:s
with scientific p:ocedu:ee for picking employees who are likely to succeed in
their roles. In this chapter we examine the effects of a number of easily
identifiable individuval characteristics upon the, job-related attitudes of
educational field agents. _Our purpose is to test whether the often voiced ‘
belief that "it takes a special type of person to be a linkez" #is supﬁorted.

{(See, for example, Zaltman and Dun n, 1976.)

S i

e can strongly affect the natu:e

Design. The choices managers
of the 4ph/ﬁ\rb: example, a manager who ieves margina eld agents
are more efgectivo will draw up a job defi ition quite different from that
designed by a manager who feels marginality leads to lowered effectiveness,
Our approach in this chapter is to look at central characteristics of .
the field -agent role._which can be affected by design choices. In particular
we conside: the percentage of time devoted to the job, the formalization of

the jobp and the marginality of the field agent with regard to ggé\p:oject

, 38
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offi.ce.1 We then determine the degree to which these—afjjgp job-related ’ .

attitudes.
Ongoing Hanagement: Training and Support. 1In addition to selection

and design, organizations engage in ongoing relatiocnships with their employees,
which are structured in a variety of ways that can either support or undermine
job satisfaction and performance. This chapter cpncentrates on twowaspects
of ongoing management: on-the-job training, and personal and task-related
sdpport. We examine the ways in which’ training and support are associated
with the agents' attitudes about their jobs. .. -

The analytic model used in this chapter involves‘three variables

that are treated as desired outcomes for agents:

e sense of efficacy;
e Jjob satisfaction; and -

¢ reduced role conflict. _ .

The remainder of the chapter examines the relationship between these outcomes
and several setz of potential predictor variables. The predictor variables--

corresponding to the management strategies of selection, job design, and
. 4]
ongoing management-~include:

e individual characteristics of the agent-+~age,
teaching experience, inrnovativeness, change skills,
communifationfskills, and use-of-power skills;

¢ 4job design characteristics--formalization, -

v marginality, and percentage of time committed to the

RDU pesition; and

e training and support structures--amount and
perceived usefulness of training, amount of commu- -
nication received from significant role’ partners,
and amount of influence over agent roles exercised
by the sams role partners. - s o

The predictor variables are treated in more detail in the analytic sections
of this chapter. The follewing section provides the operational definitions

and measures of job-related attitydss’and role conflict. e ~
*

‘Job~Related Attitudes and Role €onflict: Concepts and Measures

In this analysis job-related attitudes have been operationally
defined in a number of survey items, which have heen grouped into two sep-_
arate scales measuring field agent job satisfaction and field agent sense of

L

efficacy.
o ) 3l —_— .
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Job Satisfaction. The job eatiefactiqg\iiele ie composed of two Y

items, each measured on & five-point scale: ¢ . S
Py
® -To what extent is the following statement about your job
as a linker/facilitator true? It uses my e§ille and.
abilities--letd me do the things I do best. .
s On the whole, to\what extent are you satisfied with your -
preeent job? - . .t -
The scale composed of theé&\fyo items has a reliability of .81, using .

Cronbach's standardized alpha coefficient. ' . .

Sense of !fficaey. Senee,of efficacy was.measured by ‘asking each
——

agent to, judge bis/her importance to site outcomes in four phases of the 9
pro?lem-e lying proceee- ) . ./ﬂ

& To what extent were fou important to the accomplishments -~ | .
achieved by (specific site) during each of the following
activities: .

problem identificatiaon -~
solution selection . .
-planning for implementation .

. implementation ﬁﬁl

“f

These measures ¥ere combined into a single measure, which has a'range of 4 to
20 and a mean of 12,78, indicating that the &Verage field agent felt moderately
important in the problem-solving process. The standardized alpha for tgie
scale is .76,

Role Conflict. ,In our original design, role coeflict was classified

as a.etructuxal_characte;igtlc of the boundary:epanning role. This classifi-
cation ¥as consistent with the literature; however, our observation of the
occupants of field-baeed boundary~spanning roles suggests that rcle conflict
may have an ambigﬁousfplace in real world activities. Role conflict appears
ta be in part a function of organizational design and in part an outcome of
the ways~in which individual occupants of a field agent role determine how
they will relate to clients (lLouis and Sieberq 1979). In this section we
diacuee role conflict as an outcome of organizational design on a par with
job-related attitudes. (The relationslfip of rg}e conflict to the negotiation
of role relationships between the field agent and the client is discussed in
Chapter 5.)




. . - &

- Rple conflict was measured exclusiybly by surveys of field agents.3
Thus, vhile we shall refer to our coustruct as role conflict, it should be

remembered that it refers only to perceived rather than actual role conflict.

y Role conflict is Operationilized through two sepqratefscaldb, one which .
. reﬂef%o}irectly reported tole conflict, and one which uses measuresﬁof? q
) inéerred role conflict.® . i * 1

Repprted__i.p conflict is measured by asking field agents to assess ~
not only 'inter-sender role conflict but“also role overload and ambignity.
The items in the scale, which has a standardized alpha of .71, are: &

e To what extent do people around you have different opin-
igns about’ what you should be doing?

LT we

~
-~
ak
.
.

e To what extent ﬂo people around you have different opin- |
. idns about how ﬂfu should "be doing your job? ) "Q& |

A o' To what extent are you clear about what people expect you b |

_,.___‘) . "to do on your job? - .
[ -

& To what extent are you expected tg‘do more than, you are
. able or have time to 8o?

. . -
& E * ¢

- The mean response on the role conflict measure, which could_ theoretically
range from 4 tq,zo, was 10.2, with a standard deviation.of 4.1, indicating

.. that” agentg pecceived modest role conflict, on the average, though there is
a great deal of variability betweent individuals on this construct. We say

conclude “from this gimple descriptive finding that rple conflict is not
always associated 'with the boundary-spanning role, although su&h roles may
typically be cHaracterized by more conflict than those which do not involve
,f?equent interactdon with iﬁﬂdviduals outside the employing organization. .
p . Infhddition to the direct assesspent of role confiIct, role confligt -
wad inferred from Juestions that asked each field agent to rate the degree to
which central projedt staff and clients expected him/her to perform in 10

. diffgrent roles, such as “evaluator,” 'conflict resolver,” and "expert in

- matching problems to innqvations. An inferred role conflict score was
' computed by subtracting the. differences in. expectations between the agent
and the two types of role partners on 7%f¢ the 10 items., (See Appendix A,
Question 10. ) The.possible range of this scale wag 0 to 28 The mean ' a
responge was ‘4,24 lindicating a high average consiste;;;\between agents
and supervisors in most instances) with a standard deviation of i 0. : &

- - .
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. Table-3-11 at the end of this chapter.
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Field Agent Characteristics: Can Good Field Agents Be Selected?

_ We now examine the effect of field agent selection on job-related "W
:Ettitudee and role conflict. As noted in Chapter 1, the literature abounds
with arguments concerni;g the importance of individual field agent character- d//’
istics. The characteristics included in our analysis are ones that could be
easily identified in an interview prior o hiring a field agent. ALl of the
correlations between variablés discussed in this analysis may be found in

Meagures of Field Agent Characteristics. The field agent character-

istics examined in our analysis include age, sex, and teaching expe!iénce--a
factor that is often thought to be important in :elating to teacher p:dblem—
solving teams. (For descriptive data on these characteristics, see Chapter
2.) In éddition,-we examined one self-reported personality characteristic

(innovativenesa) and a number of self-reported skills. ——

The measure of innovativeness used in this analysis was judged by '
.Brice (1972) to be among the most valid organizational measures available.
The procedure involves forcedﬂchoiée selection between pairs of adjectives N
deec:ibing the':espohdept*s_behavio:. Fgur innovative characteristics
(independedt: flexible, original, and self-reliant) are paired with four
conventional cha:actezistics {dependatrie, coog’xative, induatrioua, stable}.
The battery is scpred by adding the number of times an jpnovative adjective .
is selected over a conventional adjective. "(Por fuft;:fpdocumentathan of ’
this measu:e, see Price, 1972. .The item appears in pAppendix B, Question )
2.) The méan response on the innovativeneas scale was 7.7, out of a possible
range of 0 to 16, indicating that the typical agent views him or herself.ds
being Somewhat innovative.‘ The standard deviation was quite high, however. '
1(3.7), and agents could be found at both extremes of the scale: ‘.
Field agents were also aaked to rate themeelvea on a seven~point .
scale from “very weak" to "very strong” in 24 skill areas. Results aré" )
corted in Table 3<1. Sample skill areas included: ability to organize
myself and others,™ "listening and understanding," 'grOup tqam building,” and
"facilitating implementation.* These items were subjected to a principal
compeonents factor analysie{with vErimax rotation.. Three sigaificant factors
eme;ged. The first.factor, which loaded highly on items measuring skill in ]
p:oﬁie; identification, solution selection, facilitating implemeptation, and . .
evaluation and follow-up we .have called change skills (reliability = .80).

. .
. .
- ‘ 42
- .
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Table 3-1 ' Lot .
RANKS AND MEAN RATINGS OF SELP-REPORTED FIELD AGENT SKILLS

J
xi1l Arens . | Rank | mMean* | s.B. ’
L : { T
Openfiéss ) 1 59 L 0.
Listening and understanding , 'f 1 Q5.9 1._0 - . -
Ability to organize myself and others 3 5.8 0.9
Influencing through suppo:tive-:einforcément \ 3 5.8 0.9
Oral communication 5 5.7 1.0 .
Process helping . 5 5.7 0.9 .
ility to write at appropriate level 7 .6 1.2
- ! Group- problem—solving . 7 5.6 1.~0 .
Gaining acceptance at_. all levels of the . . ]
system T 7 5.6 [ 1.0 :
) Facilitating implementat.ion * 7 5.6 0.9
Group team building ) 14 5.4 1.1 N
| E ective use ofgomal and inf@mal power L
structure 1 5.4 1.2 - |
* | skills in problem identificati?n_/“\ 1 5.4 1.04{
Skills' in solution selection _ 1 5.4 0.9 T
Counseling . . 15 5.3 1.2 |
Interviewing } .. 15 | 53 ,| «.0
Goal setting 15 5.3 0.9 | -
ék!.lls in curriculvd development 18 5.1 1.4 .
Ability to live a low profile - 19 .],.5.0 1.1
Conflict resolution 20 4.8 1.2
Bvaluatin/follow-up 20 4.8 1.4
SI:ills in content a:ea {reading, etc.) 22 4.6 1.6°
High tolerance for amblguity ’ 23 4.3 1.5' ) i
Influencing through confrontation ahd } ‘ .
" -| advocacy methods - ‘ ’ 24 39 | 1.3
1 . ¢ 14 '

*Me@a‘\are on a seven-point scale, where 1 = very weak and 7 = very atrong.

C -.m%:
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The second factor, _vhich we have calledl comunication 8kills, loads highly on

'listening and understanding,' ".oral communication,® "interviewing," ®*influenc=-

" ing through supportive reijorcement, and "influencing through oonfrontation

and advocacy methods® (rel’i&bili”ty = .86). The final factor is called
effective-use-of-power skills. loading on "gaining acceptance at all levels

_of the systen,' 'effective use Of formal and, informel power structure™ and

opennesa to change® (reliability = .86). ) -~

—

Ther:e was less variation on the skills scales than on the measure of
innovativeness. on each of these, scales, which could theoretically range
from a 1ow‘score of 1 to a high of 7, the actual lowest score was 2.6. In

the case of ccmnunicalfo?, fofr example, the l:ean self-rating was 6.4 tstandard
deviation, «96). Agapks viewdd themselves as having glightly lower change
and use-of-power slr.illsi but the means are still reldtively high (5.25 and
_5.18) and the staridard deviai:ions are modest’ (.9 and .8).

Analysis an% Findings. fra e 3-—2 displays the significant Pearson

correlation copfficjent® he as res of the field agents' job-related
& ﬁqict,

attitudes and role ndividual characteristics. It can be seen
that the zgents' personal characteristics have some relationship to job
attitudes (includ}aé‘g*rcle conflict) but that‘.these tend to be somewhat
scattered.” While thé’ sex o j

measuresn age and teachi% experience are both modera}ely associated with

the agent is not related to any of the dependent

lower levels of infnrred role conflict; and, in addition, teaching experiénce
is related to lower els of reported role conflict. Agents who rate
themselves Jhigh on ef;t e-use-of-power or communicaticn skills are also
less likely ‘to repo’ét rg¥e conflict, while more innovative agents tend to be
less satisfied with their jobs. {These latter correlations are, however,
significant only *ut ‘the .10 level ) : )

Tagen together, these ffhdings provide only limited support to

those who contend that "it takes a special person to be a linker.” This

should,,,.of course, be relatively good hewk to most managers of educational
field agents si\nce, in most case’s, it is not feasible to.hire an entirely new
set of staff rembers to perform these roles. Rather, most agencies that
attempt_. to develop or expand boqndary—spanning functions must call upon the
staff tpat they already"employ. .The findings of this report, both in this
and later chapters, suggest that, on the whole, the need to "retool” existing

‘,“staff'wiu not .pose a problem to the expansioh of 'boundary-spanning roles_in

\" ‘. . .
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il _Table 3-2 .

: . SIGNIFICANT CORRELATIONS OR -PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 7
) . WITH "JOB. ATTITUDES AND ROLE COMNFLICT

+ [l

Personal ySense of |  ,*Job Inferred * Reported
Characteristics Efficdacy | Satisfaction | Role Conflict | Role Conflict

. . . . .

* ®* | Innovativeness -, 25% ] h
Communication skills | -.26% \/__
Use-of-Power Skills - 1 =23 17

.. Change Skills .- C ’
‘. )
: | Sex of Agent )
Teaching Experience . -, 32%% -,23% | . .
Age . -, 38%%

*Significant at .10
“ #*Significant atr .05 or better

v . - pe

)
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edycational service _agencies, so lang as managers attend to important features - L

of role designgand management.5 . ) . ‘

findings do indicateﬁ however, that with experience tome the
tools £dr reducing job-related stress. This finding is consistent with
studids of many dther occupations. The.interesting igsue here, of course,

is that the field agent job was novel for most of the participants. Even the
most experienced agents had never held a full-time field agent position
before, and even for those who had held positiOns that .required signlficant
boundary spanning, the definitions of the agent role posed new challenges., ) -
under these conditions of apparently equal uncertainty for all, older and
more experiﬁnced individuals were better able to cope with stress. The
gtatistical finding is confirmed by interviews with both older and younger
agents. ' younger agents tended to describe the job as a "burnout” role, full,
of tension. Older and more experienced agents found it less stressful.

Before the manager of field agents jumps to the conclbsion that ¥
utilizing experienced educatorB will facilitate the development of more .
effective boundary spanners, we must foreshadow findings to be presented
later, In Chapter 7, data are _presented which indicate that older anq more
experienced agents may be less likely to engage in boundary-spanning behavior.,

Thus, while undergoing less, stress, they may be no more, nor less, effective.

-

Job Design: Can the Structuring of the Role Affect Job-Related Attitudes? .

v While there are many role characteristics that can be manipulated in
a new role, our dlscussion here /ds linited to three variables that are
prominent in the literature on educational field agents. First, we follow up
on the persistent question of whether the aéeng's time commitment to the

boundary-sPanning role--i.e., full-time, part- time, or very part-time--affects

job attitudes, 1For a discussion o£ the relevance of time commitment, see
Sieber ot al., leE )} Second, .we examine the degree to which the agent role
is codified or formalized, and how this affects job attitudes. lLack of role

formalization has, of course, been defined as one of the characteristics of

the educational agent role. Finally, we examine the effects ofvmarginalitz, }
which has been viewed as a gerious bource of str?@s for educational field
4gents. "(See Havelock, 1969, for a discussion of the more significant .

features of the field agent role,) :L .
. )
e commitmént to the field

Measures of Job Design. "The agent's t
agent job was measured by asking, ."What percentage of your working time do

A . ‘. 38 46 . .
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you devote to RDU project aftivities?" The redponses to this question fell a

into three groups of approximately equal size: =10%, 20-50%, and 80-100%.

: o
above in Chapter 2.

An index af role formalization was developed us gix itens:

e Iz there a written job description for you as an\RDU
linker/facilitator? .

“ o Did thid\description exist when you were, hi:ed? . \\\\ ‘

# Are there any procedures for :eceiving formal job aéseqs-' i
ments or evaluations from your RDU project director? Ve

® Are the:e any procedures for receiving formal job assess-
ments from your supetviso: in the organization in which you r‘“}

are located? . . o

. Ié federal funding to support your linker/facilitator :ole‘”'
were, to be discontinued, how likely is it that the organi-
zation in which your office is located would attempt to re- .,
tafn you?

[

L] - - L1 R
e If federal funding to support your linker/facilitator role -
were to be discontinued ih the near future, how likely is

it that'the organization in which your office is loca@ . o~
would continue to engage in linking activities sjmilar
those you now perform? -

- — r
An analysis of responses to these individual items revealed that ;

relatively few of the field agents (25%) indicated there was any procedure
for formal job assessment from the RDU projéct itself, but a considerably
higher proportion (59%) indicated that*tormal assessments were nade by
supervisors in their host organizations. Thus, we suspect thad: the field
agent role is more formalized at the level of immediate supervision than

at the level where project objectives are set. Despite the fact that 72% Sf
the agents had been employed B& their host organizations prior to becoming
RDU field agents, only 59% indicated that they.wdﬁld definitely be retained
when RDU funding was terminated. Only 30% of the agents peréeived their host
organizations to be firmly committed t9 maintaining the field agent role,

]
~ -

while 39% perceived either no clear commitment, or an unlikely commitment to

" continue to sponscor field agemt activities. . .

39
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A roie formalization score with a range of 0 to 8 was constructed by
. assigning a value. ©f 1 for each "yes™ response regarding formal job descrip-
tions and formal assessment procedures, a value of 2 for each response
indicating definite job security and a definite commitment to the future
support of field agéit activitie;, and a value of 1 for obable job security
' and commitment to'field‘agent activities. The mean fo:<ii
with a standard deviation of 2.2

1 agents was 3.6,

. . Marginality as used in this study is defined structurally as the
extent of organizational distance between the field agents anq their sigqifi-
. cant role partners. Survey responfents were aeied to indicate graphically
QPH close they felt tp one or the other organization in three organizational
paire; school/host organization, school/project, and project/hbst. gpe
more the egents saw themselves as not part of either organization in each
pair, the higher their marginality score. For example, they received § 1 if
they locatedgthe?selves inside one ‘the organizations, a 2 if.thef located
~ themselves on the boundary of one organization, and up to a 6 if they put
themselves equidistant between the two organizations. This visual grephiag
teﬁhnique was adapted from Cotton &t al., 1977. ‘f .

A score of total marginality was computeq,by adding the scores for
the three pairs, thub yielding a possible range off 3 to 18. We found that
the mean marginality using this measure was 9.9, with a standard deviation of
2.8. However, the Cronbach's standardized alpha for this index revealed
that it was not unidimensional. Rathe;, it was composed of two pypee'of
maiqznelity. . marginality betueen the project and the other two role partners

{project marginality), and the single item reflecting marginality between
the host organization and the school flocal marginality). 1In this chapter we
exanine onﬁ;jproject marginality, since this is the feature of organiza- ,
tional desigﬁ,oyer which there may be the greatest contrel by the Qenagers
of dispersed field staff.6 The standardized alpha coefficient for this
. wvariable is..70.‘
Analysis and Findings. As was discussed in Chapter 2, the fielp

agents in our sample varied enormously in their time cCommitment to the agent

/ role, £anging from full time to 1%. The amount of time devoted to the‘role,
however, correlates significantly with few of the measures of job-fhlated
. attitudes or role conflict (Table 3-3)._ The only significant relationship is
a negative one between the agent's time commitment to the role, and his or

»
~
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Table 3-3
SIGNIPICANT CORRELATIONS BETWEEN FEATURES )
J. . OF "JOB DESIGN AND'JOB-RELATED ATTITUDES
’ L
¢ ) Sense of *Job ifferred Reported
Design . +BEfficacy Satisfactiot |Role Conflict Role Conflict,
Percentage\@( ¢ - =~ 40* ¥
Pormalization . ~ 40%%
1 1]
Marginality —e3%%
(Project) e —e25* .26*
. } !
[ § - ‘
*significant at ghe .70 level, . . v - .
**Significant at the .08 level.
T, ‘6
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her reported role conflict (r = -.40): agehts who spend more time on the job

apparently percelve fewer competing roie definitions and role overloads. '

The field agent job was general}y compatible with other roles that
field agents played in their host o:ganizations. Bowever, one of the major
role dllemmas mentioned by agents.who apént very 11tt1e time as RDU field .
agents was that their supervisors generally forgot the new obligations that
were added th;ough and 4id not {edﬁce their expectations of other parts
of the Job. The ag:h
between part-time field agent roles and,other roles in the agency were 1 fez;“'
to be located in organizations that were already hiqply client p&t 963{5 In
fact, fuli-time field agents who were placed in settings where theI"Jpeets
and colleagues were doing quite different things were among those who ex-

ho reported in personal interviews the least strain

pressed the greatest concerns about the value and security of their jobs,
and they frequently had a difficult tlm@ becoming integrated into the host
organization. (The importance of communication and collaboration with pee:d
is diqp&ghed further in the section on field aéehb training and suppoEt.)

- The formalization of the agent's job, unlike time allocation, tended
to be influenced by factors other than overall project design; there 1s.no
significant difference between projects on khe level of formalization. ©On
the basis of the 11tezatuze {House and Rizzo, 1972), e predicted a negative

correlation between formakization and role conflict and a positive correla-
tion with job satisfaction. The basic argument is that clarification both bf ) ‘
what the job entails, through a written dascription, and of the organizational
status ofsthe job and the, zole occupang, should reduce the level of incompat-
ible expectations? and thus the personal anxlety and anbiduity for the role
occupant. Our data suggest, however, that for field-based boundary spanners,
the potency of job formalization as a\managezial strategy for reducing stress
may ‘be more 1gnited. It is not significantly related to job satisfaction R
measures, nor to sense of efficacy. In addition, reported role conflié: tends

to increase rather than decreage with formalization (x = ,40) (Table 3-3).,
)

Vol .
An interpretation of this finding in light of the recent discussion of the ,
extremely low visibility of the field agent role (Louis and Sieber, 1979) .

would suggest that formalization may serve to increase the visibility

‘ of what agents do. Further, as role pastners begin to define the responsi-

iy
bilities of ‘field agents and describe mdre expectations for per formance, the

potential for conflict may ihcrease, as does the probability of both negative

90 B
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and pogitive feedback. While such feedback ig desired oy field agents, it
can’ also be the source of sfress.

s 7 Marginality can be viewed as both an individual characteristic and
one which is affected by organizational design. In the RDU pregram, the
measure of prcdect merginalit? is not‘significantly related t& the project
in which the agent was located, but it is ‘significantly associated 3ith
another feature of design--time allocation. The more time an ageht spent
on RDU activities{ the more marginal he or she felt (r = .60). Marginality
is also related positively to satisfaction (r = .26, significant at the .10
level) .and negatively to reported role conflict (r = -.31, significant at the
.05 level). In sum, our data contradict the contention (Cotton et al., 1977)

that marginality can increase the stress associated with a boundary-spanning

role. -
Rather, marginality has, overall, the effect of reducing major
sources of job stress. This finding is consistent with Sieber's theory
apout how individuals manage uhen‘confronted with th accunulation of many
roles and role expectations. One technigque for reducing stress discussed by
Sieber is using commitments in ocne role as an excuse for not performing

in another. The more marginal an individu is‘\ith respect to different
organizations or social groups with which Ei\o

easily these excuses may be called into play. Thus, for exampie, agents

r she interacts, the more

who experienced high levels of perceived stress were those wWhose clients
dighnot understand or respect their marginality--e.g., their obligations
to other clients -and to the organizations for whom they worked.

The other side of marginality is, however, tne-assumption that low
levels of affiliation may increase the :ield agent's ability to effectigely

mediate between two organizations. The effects of marginality on relation-

ships with clients are presented in Chapter 5. T
Metons For '
Training and S_pport: Implications for OQQoing Management of Pield Agents
_—

The subject of providing ongoing .management support for the educa—
_tional field agent has received an enpirical assessment in & previously
published report {Spencer,and.Louis, 19803. The purpose of this sectien
is to summarize earlier analyses and to put them into the larger context of
how organizations influence occupants of, the field agent role. The focus of
this aection is upon the role of actors in the project and host organizations

. ) s .
Yo 7~ 5 ~ L .
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who relate to the field agent. {The impacts of clients on the agent are

discussed in Chapter 5.} Theffact that this role set is made up' of many
individuals maAy contribute Yo job stress. Here, however, we ,Jook at the ways
in which role partners reduce stress By providing resources to the field

agents. The three major sets of variables examined in this analysis include:

® on-the-job training;
o influence/support of praject-level staff:_and . —
® influence/support of staff in the host organizatiocn.

Measures of Training and Support. Por the purposes of this volume,

training 18 defined as an organize& gset of materials and experiences used for
orienting and indoctrinating the new :ole Occupant, teaching specific knowledge,
skills or attitudes that the roge occupant needs to. perform the job, and

‘providing opportunities for general education and self-development (Schein,

1970). For the most part, training usually emphasizes the acquisition of
knowledge. Hood and Cates‘(19787 statet/'”Review'or evaluation of actual
programs of instruction for linking agents suggests that many programs |
probably succeed’in imparting only orientation levels of competence; that is, _
they impact (sometimes very effectively) general awareness and understanding”
(B, 30). ' _ . ~
Bowever, the acquisition of skills--especially interpersonal 8kills—-
is equally important, is much more difficult, 4nd occurs much less frequently
than knowledge acquisition. Mednick (1964) provides a traditional defini-
tion of skil}: “precision a tining of movements that are oriented around,
a task or goal." PFor example, in learning tohswim,'the required leg and arm .
movements are within most individuals’® benavioral repertoi}e. Learning

g;comes the process of integration and proper sequencing of these behavioral

"units so that the total skill can be performed as an integral whole without

faltering and without fo:ced conscious awareness of individual parts. In
following the analogy, field agents use nmany methods to acguire their process

.helper, resource finder, and solution giver skills (Havelock, 1973; Piele,

1975; Butler and Paisley, 1978). Some learn by being dumped into the pond,
and some learn by gequential trial—and-erzo: practice. Others are fortunate '
enough to receive guided instruction. .
Degspite differences among the projects, each provided information or
skill training in therfoiloting areas: the problem-solving process, group
dynamics, the use and availability of tne kndwledge base (the pool of innova-

, .
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tive programs) and the administration of the RDU project. A survey question
asked field agents to rate, ﬁsing a five-point scale, the extent to which

training was zeceived in these four areas. The results are presented in Table

3-4. A8 can be seen, the training given by the seven organizations did not
vary a great deal in content. ({The content of field agent training is
described further in the gsection on analyais and Eindings.) Follow-up
questions asked the respondents to indicate thée quaiity of the training in

each area, along several dimensions:

e Was the training useful and relevant to you in your ‘work?

® Kas the training provided at the appropriate time? , .

e Was ‘the amount of training that was provided appro-
priate to your needs?

Each of these items, including the question on,the extent to which training
was received, was summed across training topids to form feur scales: amount
of training, usefulness of training, timeliness, and adequacy of amount.

The impact of the support structure of the project was measured by 5
examining the frequency of interaction of agents with project directprs and
evaluators in the central project office, the degree of influence that the
central project staff had upon the field agents' choice of activities and -
time allocationg and the amount of feedback received frem the projects. The
logic here was that agents cannot feel supported by the central office unless
{1) there is actual communication on.a regula; basis, (2) this communication
has content that is valued by the agent, and (3) the agent believe;:that the
communication structure actually has an effect, on what he or she does, -
including the provision of corrective feedback: .

Ptequency of interaction was determined by measuring the amount of

fage-to-fdce, telephone, and writteéfi interaction on a five-point séale

raﬁging from "never®” to “daily.” TThis question was asked separately for

the project director and the project evaluator, since each of these provided
Some aupervisidn and support to field agents in most of the projects.

In addition, the agents wezp asked to rate their immediate supervisdrs in the
organizationa in which they were located, and others in the host organizations
performing in roles aimilar to their own. The three modes of communication

were added together to obtain a single index ofafrequency, which could range

from 1 to 12, for each role partner. b
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) Table 3-4 . R
~
MBAN DEGREE TO"WHICH TRAINING WAS RECEIVED IN FOUR CONTENT
ARBAS AS PERCEIVED BY FIELD' AGENTS IN EACH PROJECT -
¥ : ,
] Content Area of Training: -
Information or Skills Related to:
; *Problem | Interperaonal Use and Project
. : Solvi.ng“J or Group Availability | Adminis- ALL
) . rodess Dynamics* of Knowledge*| tration* |AREAS
RDU Project . | 1~
’ T P t v
Pennsylvanda 4.0 3.0 - 3.0 4.5 3.6
Michigan 3.7 3.2 . 3,0 4.1 3.5
’ NEA 3.6 3.1 2.9, 3.8 3.4 '
Georgia ., | 3.8 © 4.4 2.4 2.7 3.3 |-
Florida 3.3 3.0 3.3 3.1 3.2 7
NRC y 2.8 3.2 3.0 - 3.8 ° 3.2
Rem:k’ a . 3.0 2-5 . . '3‘.2 3.2 4 3.0
(] { - -
Y J
. : K P .
ALL RESPONDENTH— 3.5 . 3.2 .. 3.0 ] 3.6 - \ 3.3

*Scale:

» N
« 2 = to a little extent :
- 7 *1 = not at all
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The ;neans for the four different ‘xole pgrtners are shown in %able -~ 9
3-5. This tabie shows’ very .clearly that the‘mp.jor 3ources of communication ’
are ﬁagents ‘supervisors in the projgct and host organizations. Not

surpris ngly, the communication with 1oca1 role partners is more often

fa o

thrgugh informal, faqe—to—face mechanisms, than by telephone or in writing. -~
a y— °  Influence wds measured by asking the agent to rate the project
airectckri pf'oject evaluator, host organiz‘ation sdpervisor, amd rs in the

) -hos.l: organizat;lon, 1using, a four-point scale ranging from *none" 1@ "a great . $ 4
AY ‘ -
= dﬁ%" on the following dimensions: , ' .o T ’ .
3 ﬂ‘ P . -~ . " >
. é How nuch influence (does the‘individual)- have on the Q |

_jature of your” activities as an RDU linker/facilitator?,

e How much influence (does the ihdividual) have on the .
amount, of Ltime you allocate to various RDU related activ-

L2

T itles? ) . {'
-" ' l
o How nuch feedback do you receive from (the individual)
g, ) about hoW you are perfqrming y,qur job? .
- These items were summed to ot‘>tain a total influence score for each role i
partner, ranging from' 3. S0 2. v ©o. . . ) ’ |
- * L
*  Means for each type of influenée, and/to{al influence, are shown in
-
\J&able 3-6. This table indicates that project directors have the strongest .
nfluence ovef agents,‘ and that this igfluence - is centered in the area of

" degamiging the nature of the field agerits' activities. .
- Analysis and Findings: Training.‘ As noted, Table 3-4 indicated A

signifiacant differences ih the general content of training by project. Thps,
f‘inding, whic& is discussed in greater detail in Spencer and lLouis (1980),
ﬁoccurred despite the attempts by each projéct to design a%raining program

L]

'., _"that was tailored to its specific program demands and needs. The development A
of tailored, relevant training proved to be extremely difficult, as is well
. P ¥
documented by the case f8llowing this chapter. ) - )
e,

- It s.'é i'n't.eresting to note that most projects stressed information ,
About project adm“istntion and provided- little information about the
knowledgg base. as Te saw in Chapter 24 the agent role involved a great
deal of rep&tting, An part because. agents were en\‘edded in a demonst