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ABSTRACT

This study was an examination of secondary school principals' threshold guardian
behavior. Forty-five principals were interviewed concerning their é&fsé’riéaeés with
and perceptions about serious incidents of teacher inisconduct. The principals guarded
the thresholds of misconduct, attempting to head off, darnpen, and contain such |
incidents. They preferred to resolve incidents in-house, but cesorted to formal
sanctions when necessary.

Findings suggested limitations to the concepts of loose coupling, the logic of
confidence, and ritualistic lagitiination. Legitimation for school organizations is
ordinarily problematic; not assurad. Teacher behavior that could threaten legitimation

!
is circu nscribed, and teachers preserve leeway by avoiding threshold areas where

behavior and supervision are tightly coupled.



SCHOOL PRINCIPALS AS THRESHOLD GUARDIANS:
AN EXPLORATORY STUDY
systems (Weick; 1976; 1980) and as institutional organizations (Meyer and Rowan,
1977; 1978). Both Weick and Mieyer and Rowan e nphasized the loose coupling of
internal 6&gahiz’ati6’ﬁa’i elaments. Meyer aind Rowan have spelled out in some detail
the implications of their perspective for public schools:
Their view of coupling is tied to the concepts of institutionalization and the logic
of confidence. They contend that schools are the creatures of the society, reflecting
societal alues and conforining to uniforimity-inducing societal controls: §6’c’ié‘t'y' both
regilates and legiti:nates the schools through ritual classifications such as the
credentialing of parsonnel and the accreditation of programs. Such categories are
institutionalized in the larger society and mirrored in the schools' 6rgaﬁizaiibﬁai
arrangements. ‘Vhat Meyer and Rowan call ths logic of confidence is the assumption
of good faith, in this case, that school personael are carrying out their duties in an
appropriate ‘nanrer. | | ~
Institutionalization and the logic of confidence enable school activities and
outco-nes to be loosely coupled or decoupled without dire consequences for the

can be decoupled because the éntire enterprise is ritually legitirnated and because it is
assumed that participants are doing what they should be doing.
Vieyer and Rowan's approach blends external consensus about schools with

N ey . e,
internal dissensus; and Vleyer and his colleagues (1980) have empirically examined
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school ad ninistrators' and teachers' perceptions of school policies, rules, and practices - :
and interpreted the results as reflecting internal loose coupling in schools.
While the loose coupling and institutional organizations perspectives have

enriched the literature on educational organizations, there have been numerous
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criticisms: To cite just a few; Spence, Takei and Sim (1978) pointed to extensive tight
coupling within schools; and Ouchi (1980) and Beyer {(1981) noted that the institutional
organizations approach ignored iﬁfé?ﬁéigéﬁtiéi cultures, while VliEﬁééiééﬁ U.§8l§
argued that internal dissensus and loose coupling were barren concepts in the sense
that they could not generate predictions about student outcoines, even in starkly
contrasting school settings. ;

In an analysis that was the starting point fdr the empirical work reported in this
and the instititional orzanizations perspectives. His argu-nents can be briefly
sketched as follows.

General similarities and a degree of internal consensus in schools are fostered by
striictural features such as the mandated and socially defined 6éganizatibﬁ:studéﬁt
relationship, and the nature of typical ciéssromj arrangements and the teaching task,
réihf'orc’ed by teacher and student subcultures with distinctive norins and status

sometimes in conflict.

Tight coupling in the sense of routinization and regulation by rules is common_
with regard to students. Teachers enjoy considerable leeway in their work, as school
administrators, lert to the immportance of autonomy to Eé&éﬁé??s and constrained in
other ways such as by the union Eéﬁf?ééf; fﬁﬁiéiiiy‘éﬁﬁéﬁﬁé teachers with a light

teachers are well aware of the rules of the game and rarely violate them. At the same
tine; school principals; the administrators who work most closely with teachers,

commonly know what is going on in their schools and are ready to head off ﬁi’éBiéfﬁé

before they becoine crises: These administrators are threshold guardians because they

2




anticipate and daimpen behavior that appears likely to cross the thresholds of
impropriety.

| The co'nmunity is a major source of norimative content. The school is a public
and politically vulnerable organization that responds to perceived com: numty
pressures; but the environment is more pluralistic than is suggested by Meyer and
Rowan's account: Legitimation is not merely ritualistic, but is ordinarily problematic |
for schoot organizations; and can be threatened by internal or school related behavior
or incidents seen as deviant by significant segments of the Eéfﬁ.ﬁdﬁify& Hence,
administrators guard the thresholds of deviance (Willower; 1982);

7 The Study - ;

. The present inquiry was Sésighéd to gather exploratory data on these ideas by
interviewing secondary school principals. The general purpose of the study was to
examine principals' perceptions of the incidence and character of teacher misconduct,
and the manner in which the principals learned about and reacted to it.

Vlore specifically, we were interested in what principals perceived to be teacher
behavior that was damaging to the school with the community and what they saw as
teacher behav1or that was helpful to the school with the commumty tn addition to

- these deplctlons of behavior that presunably reflected percelved commumty norms,
the principals were as»ce'q to ,describ’e from its 1-r1cep’t1’o”n’ to conclusion an _{m’mden’t of
serious teacher misbehavior with which they had to deal. The principals were also
queried about the frequency of teacher misconduct, how they found cut about such

/ cases and how they handled them; including their timing. Their perceptions of whether

certain tyn)es of teachers were more llkely*to engage in aberrant behavior were probed

as well;
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An interview schedule consisting of 21 open-ended questions was the main data
gathering device. The questions were straight forward and directly on the content just
sketched. For example; on harmful and helpful teacher behavior, the principals were
asked to "Name soine teacher behaviors that you think-help the school's image in the
community" and "Naine some teacher behaviors that you think would aa&%ag& the

school's image in the_ccmmuniiy;“t On the specific incident of misconduct; the main
question was "Describe a serious incident of teacher misbehavior which happened
during youé current principalship:" Accompanying probes were "When did this incident
happen?" "How did you learn of fﬁig.iﬁaaéﬁz%ﬂ "How did you resolve the situation?"
¥id members of the community learn of this incident before you did?" If yes; "What
was their reaction?" and "If left uncorrected by you; how would this incident have
affected §6g? school in the community?* For a copy %:?th'é interview schedule and
details on other aspects of the research see Stetter (15853.;

The initial form of the interview schedule was piloted with four principals, and
some revisions were made. In addition, the decision was made to take handwritten
notes rather than use a tape recorder. Both techniques were tried during the pilot
interviews; the for-ner was less obtrusive and the principals appeared more

comfortable with it.

”

The Sample
The sample of public school principals interviewed was selected from all senior
high schiool and combined junior=senior high school principals in a diverse seven county

e

area of a large northeastern state. The 91 such principals in this area were numbered -
from one to 91 and, using the simple randoin draw procedure described by Loether and

MicTavish (1976), numbers were drawn until all of the principals were chosen
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In order to obtain a sample of 45 interviewees, the first 60 principals identified
in the random draw procedure were contacted by letter about participation in the
research. Fifty-five replied and 48 agreed to participate. Three were dropped to
bring the group into closer agreement with state-level data on the distribution of
school district enrollinents.

All 45 principals were males. Their mean age was /5.4 years. The average

p’ri’n”éip’ai had held his current position for 6.5 years, had 8:7 years experience as
principal, and a total of 22.6 years in education. Based on median categories, the
typical principal headed a school of from 1000 o 1500 pupils with 40 to 60 faculty
me:nbers including one assistant principal: The communities served by the principals’
schools were characterized by them pritnarily as suburban in 16 cases; as rural in 15;
“as small town in 12, and as urban in two.

The characteristics of the interviewees approximated those found in national and
state studies which show that secondary school principals tend to be males in their
49%s: In addition; school district-wide student enrollments, a variable often associated
with other organizational characteristics, were distributed in the present sample ina
way that closely a'p'p:i'b)’ci:'rié.téd the distribution for the entire state, although the )

sample was slightly overrepresentative of larger districts.

Nata Collection

Each of the 45 principals was interviewed at his schééi; usually in his private
office. The sessions took from one-half hour to one hour: Interview responses which
seaned incomplete or-ambiguous were probed following Kidder's (l‘?gli‘gﬁiaéﬁﬁééﬁ for
neutral follow=up. All of the interviews were completed during Jahuary and FéBE&';—;Ey

1983.




Findings
Since this study was éi'p’ibréto’r'y aid the interview questions largely open-ended, &
" predetermined categories of analysis were not used. Instead, the written accounts of
the interviews were analyzed in ordér to formulate categories which in turn could )
facilitate interpretation. This method has been used in qualitative research and

hypothesis-building by Glaser and Strauss (1965).

Teacher Misconduct: [Incidents Recalled o | ..

In response to the quastion about a serious incident of teacher misbehavior
occurring diring their current tenure; the principals overwhelmingly recollected
incidents having to do with studerits. Thirty-two '(7.i;i’565 of the principals pi__i'év'iaé'd
this kind of response which was labeled "student welfare jeopardized:" The typical
incident in this category was teacher use of harsh or Draconian discipline; although
there were a few cases of teachers who used drugs with or had affairs with students,
and one uniikely case of a teacher who exposed himself before a class. |

Two additional types of incidents were recalled by the principals. One dealt with
more general norms and the other involved‘organizational processes or rules.
Respective exampie$ were extra-marital attachments Bet\ieeh teachers, and the
incidents of the for:ner kind and only thre= described incidents of the latter type. Six
of the school ad;ﬁihistratarg, all relatively new in their present positions, said Eﬁé§ had
experienced no incidents of serious teacher misbehavior. Vost of the principals
reported quite recent events. One-third bf the incidents occurred during the current
school year and héériy two-tiirds occurred within the past two 'y'ééis;;

Thirteen of the principals first learned of the episodes they described from

i
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their own observations. One was informed by his superintendent ard another by a

fellow principal. Put dlfferently, it could be said that all but two of the principals'
sources were fr-onri within their own school-communities; the exceptions being the two
~ administrators 6Uiéi&é_iﬁé sphere of th& particular schools; but within the school
districts: On the other hand; if parents and students are defined as organizational
outsiders; then the bi-i;iiéibéi's‘ initial sotirces are divided fairly és;éhiy between out-
siders and insiders: In any event; the prmmpals were among the "first to Rnow-ii 70%
of those HEéiiﬁg with incidents believed théy lééi’héd about them before CdmmUh{}y
meinbers dids . ' A /'/,«
The ﬁiih'ei'p’als' 'r'e’spbhsés to the prdbléms represented by the incicjents fhey
action. All of the prmcnpa!s involved in incidents took some action. Indeed almost
90% of them believed that if théy did not -'c'orre'ct the situation, their schools would be
negatively affected in the community. The responses suggested that the principals
quie;ziy ntook charge" especially during the eariy phases of the case. More than two-
thirds bf them ihvegti;ated the situation by directly interviewing involved |3é}§66§;
partlcular!y the teacher=- orotagomst. Nearly 60% of the prmmpals dealing Wlth
mcndents/eventua!ly initiated some sort Uf unofﬁcm! action and 46% mmated official

ar:,tlon. Examples of the for'ner weie conferences directed tdward resolving the

proolem, or changing the schedules of teachers or students. anmpies of the latter

inclu fed letters of repnmand unsattsfaétéiy ratings, te.nporary suspensnons, transfers
or, as _BééiiFFeEl in eleven cases, dismissal by the board of education.

The principals appeared to prefer to resolve the broblems Min-house" when
possible; As one stated, "Once it leaves the bun!dmg, the principal and faculty lose
control of it:" Only eleven of the principals méﬁtiaﬁé& consultation with others in the
school hierarchy. Those who did consult, wéwheimingiy did so with the ",

, S o ) o,
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changed the principal's role from that of case manager to partncnpant, often as a ‘

witness at a formal hearing.
Put briefly, when the principals were asked to describe a serious iﬁtidéht of

teacher misbehavior, they recalled qUIte recent cases that involved teacher actions

that ]eopardtzed student welfare. The prmcnpals learned of these 1nc1dents early from

persons close to thetr schools: They responded quickly and directly to head off the

\adverse effects on thenr or&antzattons that they foresaw if they falled to act. They

attempﬁed to resolve the probierns quietly without ‘)rmgmg in outsnders, but when

1

necessary they resorted to official sanctions in broader arenas.
So far, the principals' reports on one incident each of them faced have been
explored. Next, their more general perceptions of teacher misconduct and its sociai

and orgamzatnonal contexts are examined.

The Principals' Perceptions

The principals' perceptions of community expectations for teachers were

) N ) D 7 ) - - ... =
indirectly tapped by asking them’ to name s’o"m’e teacher behaviors that would help the

school's image in the co*nmumty, and to name soime that would damage the school's
image. Helpful m-school teacher behavnors were named by 38 prmcxpals. Almost half

of the total of 96 behavmrs mentloned by these principals involved teachcr

contnbutnons to the school that went beyond the classroom and reqmred atter-school

. —
time commitments like sponsoring student af twmes, coachlng or attending school

events; Other 'na;or categor1e< of helpfu! behavior cited by the prmc:pals were . >

h communicating with pdrents on student p progress and having a posntlve attitude towards

i

students: Helpful teacher behaviors in the commumty were given by 33 principals who

vnentlohed 74 examples. More than 85% of these examples described teacher



involvemsnt.in communtty affairs such as in civic clubs, volunteer work, and church
and governiental activities. " | |
Pamaging teacher behavior noted by the principals also could be dichotomized in
’ - ' .
térms of those that were internal to the.school and those that were external or .

Y SN

co»nmumty based. Thnrty—seven of the prlnc1pals prov1ded 59 wide ranging illustrations

of daiﬁaéing in-school behavior. Shortcomings in classroom instruction and grading

practnces ccrnprlsed the largest categories of theSe behaviors, while a - nontage of
others included inappropriate strike or bargaining tactics; failure to communicate with
-parents or hostility towards them, offensive language or angry outbursts before
gtudents—, and minimal involvement or re}usal to become involved at all m extra-cuirri-
cular activities. Damaging behaviors in the Community were iﬁentién_ed'-SS times by 32
principals. More:than h&1f of these principals strassed the harmiul effects to the
;s’cn’ool when improper teacher behavior was ;'aiggsi&yé’d' oiienl:’y’ or generated publicity;

brawllng, drunkenness, eura-marttal affairs, tnvolvement with drugs; and even

K]

X
criininal arrest and prosecutton were ngen as examples: Fallure to become mvolved in
the comrnumty or even live in it illustrate some less dramatic types of behavior cited

by smaller numbers of the adrmmstrators.
. .

The prmcxpals were asked how many times dur1ng the prevnous schoolyyear ‘hey

14

learned of incide 1ts of serious mlsbehawor by a-mem: :er of their faculty. Seven
principals who were not: in their current positions at that time did not respond. The
largest response; by 50% Bf the rest of the admlmstrators, was "no 1nc1dents." Eleven

ofthe pr1nc1pals reported_}one or two 1nc1dents and elght reported three or more. A

.

number of prlnmpals commented on the changlng tlrnes. One stated that "the

(turbulent) late 60s had an 1rnpact on the s*affn s, . it matured them.'! Anothzr noted -

that "the tea’cher rnarket has changed. The majorlty are commltted to education, . . .

Kknow thelr rnghts N (and) How to solve rmsundersta'idmgs." A third pointed out that
, . . ~ ) 3

2
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"job security problems force teachers to reconsider attitudes toward the job. I've seen
a change in the last two years.”
If teacher misconduct is infrequent, is it confined to a certain type of teacher?

More than 90% of the prmcnpals believed that it was:. They described these teachers

both in terms of their teachmg and their personalltles. The\se teachers were

characterized as unable to deal w1th students, having poor classroom management,
Usihg unethical or U’ripr’o’fessro”rial j'u”dg’me'rjt; and being irresponsible anH_ not committed
to teécﬁihg. ?h’ey were further &ep’iétea as defensive, impatient and aggressive,

Q
vulnerable to stress and frustration. The pr1nc1pals furnished 67 responses essentlally

of the kinds just listed: A typical principal called such teachers "escapists:" He said

that "they enter teaching as a last resort: They're not motivated or enthusiastic.

They're vulnerable‘to discipline problems and they create adversarial relations.”

.We turn now to the principals' sources of information and courses of action -

relative-to the typical case of teacher deviance; When asked how they usually learn of

teacher misbehavior, 26 ;sriaaaai; mentioned teachers and sfaif, 17 mentioned
superintendent or school board; and two mentioned their own observations. As was the
. case with the single recalled incident described earlier, the principals overwhelmingly
said that they got their information from sources wighin or close to their school-
co nmunities. Teachers and staff éhd parents are still the principals’ iééailﬁ\g §6’u’?6é§;}
but tihé‘ltéé'cihérs and staff replace p’ere’n’ts as the brim’ary source in the typical as
opposed to the single actual situation. 7

However, when the principals were questioned about how tﬁé§ usually learned

that the comnunity was upset by a teacher s conduct, 25 of them indicated parents as

their source, while only 11 mentioned teachers and staff: Etghteen of the principals

P L N 1 o e T
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said the superintendent or school board was a typlcal source, but only three mentioned
contacts;" letters; and telephone calls.

The Principals' ‘\ctlons

-

Considered next are the pr1nc1pals reports of thelr typlcal responses to teacher
misconduct, including the extent to which they handled or referred such incidents,
their initial actions, their ti:ning, and their main objectives xﬁ such cases: Finally; the
activities the principals engaged in to hold incidents to a minimam are explored. -

The principals saw themselves as responsible for their organizations and their
personnel. As one of them put it, "The responsibility for statf is mine." Moreover, the

‘principals believed this to be in keeping with the expectations of others. One stated

. that "the district has an expectation that I'll handle incidents with teachers," and

‘another remarked that "our superintendent wants us to be the front line.” In fact,
_ te.” |
when iiie principals were asked if there were incidents of teacher misbehavior that

they would refer immediately to the district central office, 85% said "no." The seven
administrators who replied in the atfirmative cited extreme incidents such as teacher
arrest on crirninal charges. However, the large negatwe response did not mean that
the dxstnct office remained uninformed. Two typncal comitients were "I'll handle lt

and mfor-n the supermtendent" and "l have to t1p off the superlntendent so he's not

" As was the case Witﬁ the recalled incidents, the principals reported that they
typically entered the action early using quite direct approaches. 'All 45 principals
indicated their first step was to iﬁéesiigaie the situation; ordinarily by meeting with

the involved teacher. 2‘dthough direct and speedy intervention appeared to be their

favorite mode of ’o’p’e’rati'on’, in response to a quesnop about timing, more than 90% of

\
b
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the principals indicated that the rapidity of their reactions depended on their
assessment of the severity of the situation or their estiinates of its potential for

The principals were queried about their main objettives when taking action in a
case of teather misbehavior: All 93 of their responses could be grouped in two closely
related categories. One stressed dampening and containment, the other centered on

:reso!utlon of the problem. The prmmpals wanted situations of this kind to be dealt

with and concluded, but they wanted it done in ways that would "save face," reduce
the likelihood of future incidents, and preserve the integrity and reputation of their
schools.

Finally, the principals were asked to name some activities that they found

helpful in holding cases of teacher mishehavior to a minimum. Vore than 95% of the

admmlstrators cited activities that prO'noted posmve teacher behavior through

briefing them on éib’é’cta’tidﬁ’s. Almost 45% of the p"ri’ri’cip"als also mentioned
momtormg or mvestnganve activities. Specmc activities of this sort cited were
maintaining hngh vmbnhty in the school, observmg classrooms, being alert to possxb‘ie s
problems and promptly looking into them.
Discussion = ) -

Our findings are based on the self reports of a E%Péfaily chosen Sut i'éiatiiiéiy
small sample. Thus, many of our interpretationssare e lssentxally hypotheSes with some
tentative empirical support and some of them are more purely speculative. With these

caveats, we turn to a discussion of the study. ' P




wg{ |

&

The bulk of the recalled incidents dealt with inappropriate teacher behavior

toward st'u"dénts;, and there was substantial mention by the principals of hypothetical
stiident-related "damaging" teacher behavior: Both suggest a trend towards more role-
specific norms for teachers. Primary attention was given to teachers' work with and
relationships to studeqits: To be sure; the interviews showed unmistakable vestiges of
a more diffuse concern for teacher "morality,” but the guise was a modern one. The
conicern was not so much with teachers' private lives as it was with teachers as
examples for students and as persons who should behave in ways that earn the respect
of the students and the community- |

The principals appeared to have developed a sense of the limits of acceptable
teacher behavior based on their percepttons of communlty expectatlons and thelr own

<

values, both general ones and those keyed to schools and educational matters. As

heads of public and politically vulnerable organizations with a young and

- ~impressionable clientele; they frequently exemplified therute of

ipated-reactions. ——

(Friedrick, 1937), dampening and containing situations that they believed would elicit
negative reactions, especially from ;séréhis and the community. - Once an incident had |
taken place and the principals had determined that the thresholds of deviance had been
crossed, they moved swiftly to protect their organizations. In doing so; they
attempted to find internal solutions that generated a minimum of talk and publicity.
They informied their superiors of serious cases, but they preserved to themselves as
fiich leeway for action as possible under the circumscances and tried to "keep the
hounds away from the superintendent's door" as one of them put it.

The prlnmpals in the present sample could be characterized as threshold

guardlans. The behavnor they reported indicated that they were sensitive to and when

necessary, acnvely engaged in countering teacher misconduct that could threaten the

legitimacy of their organizations in the Cormiinity. - They knew what was happening

18
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and even what was allegedly happening in their schools because sources within or close
to their organizations brought them information which they checked and pursued if

they felt it was warranted. }
2

Meyer and Rowan's account of fﬁstttunonal orgamzauons stresses ritual

legitimation and the logic of confidence. Their ijér’sbé'ctwé neglects the internal

monitoring described by the principals and probably common to a variety of pUbllC

.O
organizations. This aaﬁif&iﬁg;’ which is hardly i:6ii$i§téiit with the notion of a logic of

) conﬁdence, is directed to the maintenance of the orgamzanon's external legitimation, -

that is,-to its legitirnation in the larger commumty. In fact; the maintenance of

confidence and legitimation appeared to be genumely problemanc for the prmmpals,

not something that was ritualistically given. Their depictions of incidents of teacher
misconduct were full of portrayals of administrative efforts to protect and sustain

their schools' reputations and posmons in the community. The stories that they told

c&early—;mpheuhax—leuumaoy_;meuer_ﬁnaLm_perrnanent qlsut must_be protectedand

sometimes even regained.

The pauc;ty of serious cases of teacher misconduct reported by the prmc:pals is

. consnstent with the ldea set forth earlier that t@achers are aware of the rules of the

notion of loose couleg For one thmg, a coumer explananon for what appears to be

loose couplmg is suggesfed Teachers protect thexr autonomy by acceptmg llmltS, and

by recogmzmg and not crossing threshol:‘s. This permits principals to en]oy cordial

relanonshlps with teachers and it permits teachers to enjoy consxderable leeway in

their work. At the same tvne, the organization is protected. Clearly, when teacher
behavior approaches the thresholds of impropr:ety;. admlnlstrator intervention is hlghly
likely. The area of thresholds is characterized by the tight coupling ’o’f-admihisiraﬁve

supervision and teacher behavior.
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Willard Waller (1932) called schools museums of virtue. This peculiar feature of

society as Meyer and Rowan and many others before them have argued: But society is

not as homogencous as some assume: It is pluralistic, composed of many communities,

and everyone has a legitimate right to raise questions aboit these public organizations
. R
which have stewardship over the Community's children and youth. We need additional
insights into the ways in which ?&ﬁaai organizations and thei- personnel behave in
response to these Kinds of forces. The present study indicates that the theoi etical
insighis provided by the 155'_;& coupling concept and by the iﬁéﬁﬁg@hﬂ §fgéhizétiaﬁ§
perspective are not sufficient to the task: ‘The blanket designation of educational

organizations as loosely coupled is clearly misleading. This concept and the concepts

o~
of ritualistic legitimation and the logic of confidence shift ;{téﬁr&ﬁ‘ﬁam what
- o S R L
appears to be a key feature of public school organizations. This key feature is the
devotion of members of these organizations to mechanisms that protect their schools’

legitimacy: Our work suggests the importance of probleinatic legitimation and

bounded leeway. It further suggests a symmetry to these two Concepts. Leeway is

~ bounded sharply by proscriptions on behavior that is perceived to contain potential

‘ w‘ftﬁ--éats to legitimacy. Ideas like these seem essential to an improved understanding of

I,,’,,,,.,’,,,,,,,,Z,,, o 3 AL- M 1 . € ales R T
schoo! organizations and the behavior of their members.
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