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THE STUDY OF LOOSE COUPLING:

- ST ' . PROBLEMS, PROGRESS, AND PROSPECTS R

¢ " One of the more thallenging ideas in the study of schoolsaas
organizations over the last decade has been to view then as loosely ¢oupled -~
systems.. This approach was popularized by Karl Weick (1976) and developed
in somewhat different directions by Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) and by
‘ Meyer. and Rowan (1977). The concept of loosely conpled spstems downplays
efforts to treat a schovl as avrationally coordinated whole, viewing it
more as what‘WeicE (1976) talls-a,seriee of stable subassemblies that are
responsive to each other yet separate andbindependent. Althougn the
eoncept has benefitted from an imaginative and navel development in the
; la"f few years, it has a numoer of precursors in the work of Waller (1932),
,'Bidwell (1965) and Lortie (1969) as well as a good deal of mainstream
oréanizational sociology’(Corwin, 1981). 1Its attraétion stems partly from
B .the novelty of its presentation but also from tne unsettling ﬁnestions it )

) , V.o,
raises about the role and- functions of school administfators and the

difficulty of intentionally directed efforts to- reform schools.
While the idea of loose coupling has*inﬁpired or been supported by a
number of studies, extensive research has been inhibited by two problems.
i+ The first is the dif?iculty of translating “the concept into research
procedures and operationalizable measures. The second is the slowness of
! moving beyond evaluative, definitlonal questions like "arevschools really N
loosely coupled systemg?" and "is lodﬁe coupling good or bad?" to more

fruitful research issues. Looseucoupling is a sensitizing concept, rich in

implications but difficult to examine empirically. Moreover, because the




concept is intr ‘ - 1 unsettling, it is often difficult to know how it

k3

relates to earlie: . orwin, 1981) or how it can be used to address

-
.

some of the continuin -~ tes that perplex educational researcherg. In

this paper I explicate sowe meanings of the term and suggest ties between

if\ahd'bther concepts v.#ed to describe organizations, I then report on one

- 4
research’progran to m¢’+ ure the degree of coupling in schools thr- igh

survey methods and summarize the substantive and methodological results of
that work. I conclude by suggesting several directionms foé~;uture

research, idcluding new issues and new reseaxch approaches.

a4

.

What Loose Coupling Means

.

The concept of loose coupling is attractive precisely because it’ is

&

ungettling and counter-intiiitive, suggesting that some classical principles’
of administration, like cenfralized control and rational planning, may not

be as useful as is often believed. Weick (1976) takeé_great pains to show

the balance of functions and dysfunctions of ioose coupling. For example,

a breakdown in one portion of a loosely coupled system will not affect
.' K
- other portions. Thus, a single bad teacher will not affect a school's "

\

overall educational output, and the "damage" will not spread to other
classrooms. On the other hand, it is difficult to "repair" that damage,

for instance by improving the teacher's instructional abilities.

-

Similarly, in a loosely coupled system,.it is easy for individuals to

. . ~
s innovate in their own areas but difficult for anyone to change the whole
system. Finally, a loosely coupled system can respond to many small

demands from the environment, but it is unable to coalesce in ofder to

respond to mﬁjor threats (Weick, 1982),
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The idea of loose coupling is especiaily unsettling because it
undermines a recurring beiief about organizations, hamely the centrality of
1eadetship. Inatead, it emprasizes the limitations to administrators’
abilities.ﬁf ehape the instructioqal process (Deal & Celotti, 1580). In

_ fact, Weick 61976).;oipts out that one of theﬂmost.cemmohly discueéed
coupling mechanisms in orgenizational tﬁeery-ethe authority of office-—is
not prominent in edﬁcation.._He&er and Rowan (1978) argue that instruction
is‘decoupleddiro; the adﬁinistrative st;ucture of schools. Finally, March
(L978§219) asserts ‘that "changing education by chaﬂging edﬁcaticnel
administration is 1like changing the course of the Mississippi by epitting
into the(xllegheny.

.+ - If nothing else, this interpretation has political implications for
school administration as an occupation. It undermines efforts to upgrade
the status andppowet of educational administretors as an occupational
group. It is hard to argue that school administrators should receive '
greater respect or income if they have substantially limited influence over

- ]

-the activitiés and results of the organizations they manage. This view may
have other coneequences as well. Lutz (1982) argues that the idea of loose
coupling is now used by administrators as an excuse to escape
accountability--"There's.nothingwI can do. It's a loosely coupled

system''--in situations they can control. ?Thus, one of the major challénges

raised by the idea of loose coupling is to better specify the‘relationship

[

between school administration and school performance. o . .4'

In addition to questioning the centrality of leadership, the idea of
loose coupling challenges belfefs about the rationality'of the educational’

enterprise by probing the linkage between intentions and actions. Weick

a e
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(1976) suggests that‘goals_and intentions often foliow and interpret
actions rather than preceding actions and guiding them, especially in

schools. In an extensive review of the common properties of schools, Miles

(1981) concludes that they suffer from an excess of goals and lack of

" consensus on how goals shoﬁld be prioritized. Yet, in spitecof répeated'

conciusioné_aiong’these lines, many of the'aéencies charged with overseeing
ahd managing education act as if $chools can and should be more rational
than they are. Wise (1979) cléims that the resulting "hyper- !
rationalization; of‘schools in fact impedes their efforts to educate
students. Since school administrators have the task of translating
politically determined goals for e&ucaticn into day-to-day activi;ieh, the ~
loose coupling of intention and action raises another serious question ‘

about what this occupational group should do and how it should be done. As

these examples indicate, the 1s8ues highlighted by the idea of the school

".as a loosely coupled system haﬁe major theoretical, political, and

practidal iﬁportance.

«

Definition and Examples

T

Although the idea of loose coupling has raised important issues, there
are serious difficulties in uaing the concept to resolve them. Perhahs the *
major difficulty is creating a definition of loose coupling that will
facilitate research activities. Weick quotes Glassman's (1973) definition:
the degree of COupling between units depends on thé activity of the
variables that the uﬁitp share. When two units have few variables in
common or share weak vhfiables, they are loosely cdﬁpled. Such a

definition is exceedingly general., It emphasizes the idea of

R4



14 . . .
responsiveness. That is, if an action of A leads to some reaction by B,

then fhe two-are tightly coupleq. There is also a time element involved: -
the shorter the lag between A's qctioh an B's response, tﬁé tighter the
coﬁpliﬁg. But soﬁetimes,ﬁhe emphasis seems to be on pre&ictability rather
than responsiveneés. If at 10:00am on Tuesday Johﬂ;y ié'in algebra or if
all teachers have teaching certificates, the system~-or at least ﬁart of
it-~is tightly coupled although exactly who is coupled to whom is not as

. J/ ’ -
clear (Weick, 1976).

Weick (1976) ‘attempts.to clarify these defiﬂitibnal issues by
providlng fifteen exceedingly diverse examples of loose coupling in
schools. They include slack times when there is an excess of resoufces
relative to‘;emands. occasions when any one of several means will produce
the same ends, a relative lack of coordination or slow- 9oord1nation, a
relative lack of ;;gulation, planned unresponsiveness, causal independence,
delegation and aecentraiization, the observation that a system's structure
is not c&terminus with its actix}ty. situations yhere no matter what
h;ppens the re;ults are‘the same, and courses for which there ;;e few

prerequisites. 1It. is hard to imagine a single measure of loose coupling_

that can cover this range of meanings. Elsewhere, Weick (1982) defines

* tight coupling as a situation where there are (1) rules on which there 1is

(2) consensus and (3) a system of inspection combined with 4) feedback to
improve compliance. He suggests that loose coupling typically occurs

because of a lack of consensus or inspection. Such a definition is more

-

spéecific and can hYe operationalized: but it oniy covers'predictable, .

recurring events for which rules<or norms can be developed over time. What

L

-



abouﬁ unpredictable events? There tight couplihg probably comes from what
Thombson (1967) caflsvmutUal adjustment--direct conversation émong the

individuals whosé work must be coordinated.

‘ .

. One final obstacle to operationalizing loose coupling is discussion
among the parties whose actions must be coordinated. Again a variety of

measurement strategias is needed. There is the lack of agreement among

.

those who write about it. For instance, Willower (1982) points out that

L]
B .

some view high discretiof as a sign of loose coupling, but Weick sees it as

an indicator of tight coupling.

o

Clarifying Questions

-Given the range of meanings attached to the term loose coupling, it
seems unlikely that anyone will develép a single, pérsimonious set of .

measures for it.- Rather, specific measures will be created for more

\

specific inquiries. The nature of these measures will depend on answers to
three questions: what are the elements thought to be coupled? what are the
coupling mechanisms? and what is the purpose of the inquiry? To give some

flaver of what. has been done in the past and to introduce our own work, I

2!

will indicate how others have answered these questions and how we do.

Weick (1976) points out that the number of elements in schools that
can be coupled is large but not infinite. One set of elements is

‘ N iutentions and actioms: do intentions cause actions or do actions clarify

.

. and modify intentions? Another 1is yeséétday and tomorrow: how much of.
what happens tomorrow depends on what happened yesterday? A third is means

and ends where several means can lead to the same end. A fourth is process
) AN

and outcome. One set of elements he does not refer to is time and activity

where the amount of time available may or may not set limits on what can be

©
.
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e done. However, most. of the elements that can be coupled are roles. These
e /

include voters and board members, administrators and teachers, teachers and

teachers, parents and teachers, and teachers énd students.
o .
+« My own attention and that of my colleagies has focused on these role
pairs. Since much of the interest (and anxiety) about the loose coupling

f,/’aiises from considerations of implications for administrators, one pair of

roles we have attended to is teacher and administrator; another is teacher

’

and teacher. One generalization frequently made about tedaching as an

occupation is that it is characterized by considerable autonomy--especially
with respect to the conduct of instruction~--but also consiqérable

<

. loneliness.  Teachers are decoupled hpt only from administrators bu; also
from their peers while they see a great deal of qtqdents (Lortie, 1969):
The isolation of téaeﬁfrs from ;olleagues is viewed as an importanE
impediment to devglopment of the craff of teaching (Dreeben, 1973). To see -
how muchvthat_is the case; we wanted to learn moze about teacher-teacher
coqtacts.

Some answers to the question about what.coupling mechanisms are .used
a;e provided by Weick's (1976) examples. In addition,'the is%qe of
coupling has been richly.addressed by students of orgarmizational behavior
for a long period of ;ime,_albeit_using differént Qeyﬁinoloéy. Maﬁy char~
acteristics of the bureéﬁcraé?, like the hierarchy of offices that |
centralizes control of activity or the use of rules to make behaviors more
predictable (Weber, 1947), are c&upling mechanism;. Similarly,. March and
Simon's (1958)htyp0103y of coordinatién b; plan and coordination by

S e e .
_ feedback ‘identifies two others. Mintzberg (1983) has syntgsgiaed W .

a
<

previously identified PP .
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mechanisms for coupling individuals or units in an organization into a
five~fold typology that is summarized,with modest modification as follows:

1. Mutual adjustment. The coordination of work by the simple.
process ‘of direct, informal communication.

2. Direct supervision. Coordination by having one person
stake responsibility for the work of others, -issuing
instructions to them, -and, monitoring their actions.

3. Standardization of work processes. .The prespecification .
or programming of the contents or procedures of work.
This can be done through the creation of directions or
. rules and also through specially designed work devices
A like measuring cups or textbooks that ensure that certain
' amounts of information are provided.

' "~ 4., Standardization of outputs. The prespecification of the

. results of ‘work in terms of dimensions, quantity, or
quality. This is done through product testing or quality
control in industry and through standardized testing in
education. .

- - 3. Enculturation or standardization of skills, knowledge, and
- values. Mintzberg defines this as coming through .
training, typically before entry to the organization, as
in professional training. However, it can also- include
on-the~job training and informal socialization to
organizational or group norms.

Because this. is a typology of coupling mechanisms, it may seem

important to specify which. ds. tightest and which is lposest. One might

_argue that) they are listed in descending order. Mutual adjustment is the
tightest form qf coupling since it implies direct responses among the
. cemmunicating individua}s and the fullest sharing of information. By
contrast enculturation may be the looeest because ‘it suggests that the
- primary proéramming of individuals occurs at'one time{ and they.continue to
act in ways that are predictable in spite of current even=s .or messages.

Yet, this ranking misses the.point of the research done on these

mechanisms which is that effective coordination requires a fit between the
B . ] *
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*situation and the coordinating mechanism. TFor instance, standardization of
work ‘processes is the most effective form for coordinating tasks that are

N ’

simple and, predictable enough to be divided into sm;11. describébié units
(Pér;ow, 1970). Standardization of'out?uts is preferable where the work
processes are harder to describe than the end product. When tasks are
cpmplex and nondivisible but require a great aeal of skillj standar&ization
of skills is preferable (Hage, 1980%. Generélly, forms 6£ staﬁda;di;dtiou
work best wBen.fhe environment,;s,highly’predictable. but coordination .
requiring interaction (mutual adjustment or direct super#&sion)'bécomes
1mportant aé uncertainty rises (Lagrence &.Lorscﬂ;¢1967). These example;
show that tightness per se 'is the issue.e.What is importané is the
appnppriﬁteness of the mechanism for current working conditions.

Weick (1976) makes another important point that should influence any
effort to place value on coqplin; in Perms of theirftightnéss: He suggesfs
that when examining a system, éttention should‘not be fogused on the tight-
nésg or looseness of specific couplingé. but rather on the pattern of
coupling. It is not”ﬁecessary to have tight couplings between all parts of
a system or to use all forms of coupling. In fact, excéssively tight
coupling is-gounterproductive. .The result could lead to efforts by the:
school boarduto>;emediate each ;tudent's reading problem apd total overload

ﬁf'the system. Attending to tight coupling can blind one to the importance

of loose ones. Similarly, strong expectations about one kind of coupling
. -

¢an draw attention from another. As an example, Meyer and Rowan (1978)

suggest that administration (direct supervision) 1s not'an j.mpprtantQ

-

coupling mechanism in schools because certification (standardization of

- ' . . A



skills) is. Sensitivity to the full range of coupling mechanisms permits

one to identify the:ones operating in a eituation.
The final question is what are the pnrposes of inquiry? Weick (1976)

and Meyer and Rowan (1978) are fascinated with the problem of perqistence.

Vhy is it that in spite of alleged loose coupling a school is so w1dely

recognizably a school? Why doesn't this orgunizational form drift into
1
.something e€lse perhaps more bureaucratic or more commercial? My interest

and that of my colleagues (Firestone & Herriott, 1981' Wilson & Corbett,
1983) has been in explaining the implementation of innovation and the
\é;}ead of'change. This has encouraged us to focué'on the couplings related
to uncertainty (direct supervision and mutual adjustment) ;ndﬁto erphasgize
the dysfunctions of*loose coupling. It has-also been & frnitful line-of

research that has identified a number or coupling mechanisms that do

promote the spread of'chanke in schocls. Other questions are also

o

possible.» .Why, for instance, has recitation persisted as the primary form

» F -

of instruction since the-beginning of the _century (Cuban, 1982), or is

there any relat onship between school coupling and student learning? Such
. questions help specify the elements and coupling mechanisms of interestv
A Survey Approach tg the Study of Coupling -

- . r: .A v '-' V. -
The last decade has seen several efforts to overcome conceptual

ambiguities in order to operationalize various coupling mechanisms and
. explore their causes and#consequences. These include the work of John
Meyer (Meyer, Scott, Cole, & Intild, 1978); Cecil Miskel (Miskel, McDonald,

vt & Bloom, 1983), and Rosenblum and Louis (1981). My efforts, in which I

. . -

worked with Robert Herriott and Bruce Wilson, began during a study of -

-~
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educational ch;nge in a rurai school distfict. “In the course of that
study, i; became clear that the events surrounding implementation of the
p;oject weﬁé‘better explained by think;ng of schools as loosely éoupled,
systems than by thinking.of tﬁem in‘moreﬂconventional bureaucratic terms
(Firestone;& yefriotQ, 1981).. fhis led t; two +further questions. First,
is it more ﬁseful and' accurate to think ;f Bchoois as loosely coupled
systems than as bureaucratic organizations? Second, can the ease of
program implementation and thé spread of change in schools be explained by

the strength of ﬁarticular coupling mechanisms?

Instrument Development
‘ Both research questions required the development of techniques to
measure &Qupling in schools. Although our thinking had been influenced by

direct obsexvation through field work in schools, future work seemed

to require a survey‘appgoach for at least two reasons. First, after look-

ing at a few schools intensively,“we~wg;e seeking a methodology that

allowed us to compare larger humbers of schoolﬁ?\\SgEond, we wanted to have

\\\

a more précise metric for our comparipons than had been.ﬁoésible in my
field work. At the same time, we believed that the looseness of coupliqg
might vary among parts of the school in ways that could not be assessed by
a single informant. Moreover, the use of multiple resp;ndents to provide
data on one schooi would overcome the bias or information limits of any
single individuai (Seidler, 1974).” These considerati;ns suggested to us

the importance of developing a multisite, multirespondent survey approach

to measuring‘coupling.

11
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We began searching for opportunities to develop such a measurement

‘approach, and three arose.

® A study of educational chahge carried out at Research for Better
*+ Schools (RBS). There we studied.the implementation of three RBS
programs. To measure contextual ‘conditions affecting
implementation, a sutvey was administered to 638 teachers in 13
schools (Firestone & Herriott, 1980). . ¢

e A ‘'study of the extent to which schools corresponded to different
images of schools, including that of the loosely coupled system.
We drew a random sample of 50 schools in southeastern

“ Pennsylvania. A revised survey was administered to 1,323.

teachers (Firestone & Herriott, 19828)

(] An effort to test the practical utility of the developing survey.

’ We used the survey as part of a principal inservice program
conducted by RBS. After revising the survey, it was administered
to 2,311 teachers in 61 schools.

The culmination Lf otr efforts is our School Assessment Survey (SAS};f\
containing seven dimensions thatvmeasure the tightness of coupling
mechanisms in schools (Wilson, Firestone, & Herriott, 19§3). In
identifying those mecha'\isms, we were convinced that aftet“nOretthan twenty
years of using multisite, multirespondent survey techniques‘to'study
schools-—dating bsck to the work of Hal}in and Croft (1961)1lther3 was a
wide range of existing research from which we could build. We examined
many studies of schodls (e.é.,_Anderson, 1968; Corﬁin, 1970; Gross &
Herriott, 1965;‘Rosenb1um & Louis, 1981) and compiiations of measures from
studies of other organizations (e.g., Price, 1971) to identify the concepts
and measurement techniques they used. Over time,.we identified seven

4

importaht coupling dimensions that represent four of the five basic

‘coordinéting mechanisms identified by Mintzberg.

Tabie 1 defines these dimensions and illustrates the . kinds of ques-

tions used. The measure of mutual adjustment, called horizontal

12
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.communication, averages the frequency with whiah each teacher discusses
/. .

educational issues with two other teachers. /Ehree measures of direct

supervision are included _ The first, vertical communication, examines- the

3 /
Ve

extent to which teachers discuss the sdme topics that were included in the
horizontal communication measure/with superiors. Two others examine
centralizationhof,influence byvcomnaring teachers; perceptions of their
¢inf1uence and that of the principal over two decision areas. Lort1e (1969)
suggests that influence is differentially distributed in schools with
teachers having more control over day-torday instructional matters and
administrators controlling iseues related to the flow of paper and
resources.’ Separate dimensions assess centralization iﬁfeach of these

sareas.

“vnable 1 about here
'S

Work processes are often standardized through the ?evelopment of
rules. Our measure of this"form of standardization asks teachers to reoort
onvhow consistently rules governing their activitydare enforced. Our
instrument includes no measure of standardication,of outputs, but it has
two for enculturation. The first looks atlagreemeng among staff on
instructional goals for the Bchool*using a rank-ordering.procedure. The

, . . .
second asks teachers to assess the staff's overall morale. The method-

ological properties of these scales are described by Wilson, Firestone, and

Herriott (1983).

.
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Uses of the Instrument

Webused this instrument to explore both the overall pattern of coupl-~
ing in schools and to explore the relationships between coupling and ~
change. Our initial formulaéion of the first issue was to ask if_schoo}s
are better viewed. as loésely coupled systems or as rationgl bureaucracies.
In this effort, we focused ;; two‘of the central coupling mechanisms that
have reééived extenisive attention by analysts of schools: the hierarchy of
administrative authority as measured by centralization‘df influence over
instruction, and agreement on goals which is one prerequisite for rational
decigfo;-making. Using a variety of samples and progressively more refined
me;surement procedures, we have repeatedly come to the same conclusion.
Schools can be sorted into two distinct clusters. Thé first is more like
the rational bureaucracy in that authority over instrﬁction is more
centralized (although administrators still have less influence than
teachers) and goal consensquIE_ﬁighérf““Thewother is more like thg loosely
coupled system because influence is decentralized and goal consensus is
lower. Moreover, the first group consists almost entireiy of elementary
schools and the second almost entirely of high schools (Firestone &
Herriott, 1982b; Hérriott & Firestone, 1983).

This clustering of secondary and elementaty schools into more and less
loosely coupled clusters raises two subsidiary questions. First, what is
it about schools at different levels that might account for separate.pat-

terns of coupling? Using our existing data, we have explored three pos~

sibilities: -



- ] -
1. Size. High schools are larger. Larger schools may in-
crease the administrative span of control thereby limiting
‘othe principal's abjlity to supervise teachers and forcing
.decentralization. While there are no studies relating size
to goal ‘consensus, it is not'unreasonable to suggest that
larger groups will have greater problems reaching
consensus. N\

2. §pecialization. High schools have more subject matter
specialists. The goals of such specialists should be '
influenced by their training in their fields therebyw-
decreasing goal consensus. Moreover, because specialists
have esoteric training, it is often necessary to
decentralize when they are present.

. 3. Gender composition. High schools have more men< Men are
generally acknowledged to have higher status in society
(Lockheed & Hall, 1976). The lack of ascribed status
differential (male teachers and male principals) should
reduce influence differences and promote decentralization.
Women are said to have greater capacity for empathy than.
men (Gilligan, 1979) which allows.them to work out creative

" compromises on goals more easily.

We looked at the differences in coupling between level when controlling for °
each explanatory variable (size, specialization, or gender composition).

¢1f any variable explains the difference in coupling between levels, that

L

difference should vanish when the control variable is entered. In none of -

= , these cases dié the control work; the differences between levels remained
streng-(Fireéfoqé, Herriott, & Wilson, 1983).

-

This persistence led us to speculate tﬁat an institutional perspective
might getter account.for the observed differencesnin our Baaple. That is,
schools like other otganizations are governed by institutionalized rules--
either legal aandates or geéeral social exﬁectationa--governing taeir form
and behaviar ZMeyer é Rowan, 1977). Compliance vith institutionalized
rules is especially important in the publie sector. If this is true, loose

coupling in secondary schools is the result of larger social forces that

cannot be identifled'through.the cross-sectional designs we have been

5
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uéing. Longitudinal. and: historic research will be needed to clarify this

a -

explanation. .

.
-

The second question 18 how pervasive are these differences between. ¢
g ' -
level? Do they only occur for the two variables we have examined system-
Ty :

atically, or does the same pattern exist with other variables? ' Preliminary

analysis suggests that the pattern is fairly pervasive (Table 2). Five of

‘the seven coupling -dimensions show statistically significant interleveL

differences. The difference 1e greatest with goal consensusys aecounting
3

‘for almost all the between-school variation. Differences in morale and

centralization over classroom issues are also subsgtantial while the -

differences in'ho;izontal and vertical communication are much smaller.

- 7 ' ‘ #

. ’ ‘ Table 2 about here

N

The basic patterﬁ in our sample--that secohdary schools are more
‘ loosely coupled than EIeﬁentary'schools--raises an important challenge to
.Weick;B (1975) notion of complementary coupling mechanisms because.high
schools are more loosely coupled .across a wide range of dimensions.' It is
- possible that we have not measured the tight mechanisms. Two possibilities
. . -
that _come to mind are cértification of Braff and output controls through
student testing. Within our sample, the first does not seem to be at work
since teachere at all levels havelabout the«same'amocnt of training
(Firestone, Herriott, & Wilson, 1983). The second possibilify may have°
greater force as the current expansjon of student testing as a requirement
. for the hiFﬁ”school dipioma becomes more pe}Qasive. However, the
extensiveness of testing high school senicrs is very uneven. New York
state'is one of the few - .

16 \
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states with a long history of student testing (although not as a graduation

requirement) and very little research has been done on its consequences for

school operation. Moreovex, if student testing is so important as to $\

compensate for other.for;shof linkage, one would éxpect to find much more

of it both now and in the éast. In sum, a great deal remains to be learned
about the‘reasons fqrAand consequénces of different-patcerné of coupling at

various school levels. ‘ . .

The seconpd issue we have ;ddressed is the reiationship betwegn“
couﬁling and change. Weick (1976) suggests that tighter coupling should
‘promote the sysfematic spread of change throughout a school. Wils&n and
Corbgtt.(1983):explored this hypotheqis usiﬁg our earliest measures of
coupling inffhe original sample. They found three coupling‘Pechanisms that
relate to the sprea& of-éhange in a school. The first is a varian£ on goal
congsensus that’ looked at the rating offthe goal that most cofresbonded to’

. the purpose of the broject being imélemented. Where the project's purposes
match thé most important goal, implemeptation spreads more’yidely. The
other variablessassociated with:the‘spread of chénge-are érecursors to our
current rule enforcement and horizontal communications vhriables. <hus,
chéngé does spreda quickly in more tightly coupled schools. Rosenblum and
Louis (1981) come to a siﬁilar conclusion. This finding may help to
.explain the conclusion of the RAND éh;ﬁge Agent Stu&y that iﬁnovations are

more easily implemented at:the elementary than at the gecondary level

(Berman & McLaughlin, 1977). & .
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Future Directions

In sum, we have,developed a set of measures that assess a wide range

o

of coupling 3echaiﬁfms in schools. These measures have facilitated com-
parative research on the mechanisms coupling teacﬁers to administrators and
teachers to teachers and a move beyond our original question: are schools

loosely coupled systems? Yet, there are « number of directions where

Jm——

e

future expansion will be useful. In most cases,‘iﬁese require designs

other than the cross-sesgipnai multisite, multirespondent survey approach
we have used to dafe. Injthis seepion“i present a menu of research topics
intended to be suggestive rather than exhaustive. These have to do with
measuring the standardization of outcomes, exeloring culture as a coupling
mechanism. egplori?g the outcomes of different patterns of coupling,

"leadership" without direct supervision, and looking at variation in

-
»

coupling within the school.

G

s

Standardization of Qutcomes A
. ~ o > R . ‘

As Qe mAp our measures onto Min:zberg's typology of coordinating
mechanisms, the ene area where we have ;o measures ishfhe standardization
of outcomes. Since student testing programs are formal arrangements, such
mechanisms can be measured through‘the'singLe—infotmant or document-search
approach pioneeredt:y the Aston group (Pugh, Hickson, Hinings, & Turner,
1968) and used in schools by Abramo;:tz and Tenenbaum (1978) among others.
Perhaps more important than the development of measufemeet devices,
however, is the design of a research program to explore the impaets of
testing progfams on school proeesses. Such a program should be historical
and longitudinal. Two basic questiops should be explored. First, after |

‘¢
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the external imposition of mandatory testing programs, will instructional
behaviors in school change{to help students pass the test? Second, will

areas that are not tested be de-emphasized?

These issues'can be explored in a vériety of cbntexts. State mandated
competency testing programs providé an excellent example as de national
testing programs such as the French bapcglaureate examinations, the British
standardized testing program,:and”even the American SAT. Such a research
program should also consider important political 1ssues about the
- relationship of state and local government. For instance, can the agency
impoging the testing program avoid reéponsibility for helping local
‘districts accomodate to 1t? Maryland <has had a reﬁuired graduation testing
program for several ye#rs. and.the SEA has felt 6bligéted to offer training
to‘local educators so they can adopt instructional ?trategiestto ensure

~

that most students will pass the tests.

Culture as a Coupling Mechanism

The study of organizational cultures has been vefy uneven both among _
those sfudying schools and g?oQg\or;anizational sociologigts. There have
been several studies of high school.cultures using a variegy of
methodologies (Coleman, 1961; Cusick, 1973), gut these focused on the
student subculture and left the professional subculture essentially ;4
unexplored. A number of soclologists examined organizationalncultures
(e.g. Blgu, 1955); yet several recent surveys of the field Have essentially

ignored the concept (e.g. Hage, 1980). Mintzberg (1983) does treat

enculturation--the learning of a culture--as a coupling mechanism, but he

-

19

2]



~

1

views it as something that takes place outside the organization in a
professionhi school or training prograﬁ; ' ! |

Still, the idea of a lbtally generéted and sustained culture that
coordinates the activities of organization members and shapes their '
perspectives and behaviors continues to be extremely useful. Our interest

in this idea comes from recent research on excellent corporations. Peters

and Waterman (1982) suggest a new appfoach to looking at patterns of
1} . .

coupling when they conclude that the excellent Fortune 500 éorporations

have "simultaneous loose-tight" properties. What they mean is that most of

-

the formal coupling mechanisms like direct supervision, work-process

standardization, and outcome standardization are rather loose. They argue

'Qhat excessive attention to these coupling mechanisms--the tools of modern

management--reduces costs but does not increase profits. In fact, such

mechanisms can have negative effects by reducing effort, imagination, and

- ¥ ’ . .
creativity. ‘&he_tight coupling in these organizations comes through a
culture that provides exemplars and definitions of success while

reinforcing the belief that everyone i the corporation can act in a

success-prodlicing way. , — -
t

Although we have developed some measures of enculturation for our SODA
instrument, full éxploration of this hypothesis requires more extensive
understanding of anthropological-approaches to the study of culture and of
the methods that havé been used for.that purpose. CuléLreihas béen used in
a variety 6f ways in the study of organizat}ons; but for these purposes, it
is useful to think of it as a subsystem of the organization {Smircich,

1983). From that perspective, it can be defined as the set of publicly and

collectively accepted meanings for the activities of a group of people

20
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(Pettigreﬁ;‘1979)...Morevspecifically, it'is a relatively eﬂduring,
Ainterdependent symbolic system of values; %eliefs, and assumptioné evolving\
from and impef?ectly_shared b§ interacting brgaﬁizational members that
allows fhem to explain, coordinate, ahd‘evalvate behavior and to %SCribe
common meanings to events (Schall, f983). '11‘ »

‘These definitions emphasize vélues,>beiief5, and'cggnitiﬁe and
symbdiic processes that are sometimes context %pecific and therefore
difficult to capture‘}hrough survey approaches.\'To fq11§ understand'how ’ -
school cultures operate, more iﬁ;énsive é;alitat&ve approaéheg employing.
observation and intensive interviewing will be nééded. These will probably

-

not draw on the inductive grounded theory approach{(cléber & Strauss, 1967)

©

that was so pbpdlar when qualitative research first became popular in
education. Instead, th;y will éely.heavily on the éechniques for cultural
analysis developed in anthropology, popularized by Deal snd Kennedy (1982),
and.described in more detai} in a recent issue of Adﬁ;nistrative Science
Quarterly (Jelinek, Smircich, & Hirsch, 1983). \'
These approaches analyze'on both symbols and communications éatterns.
Three kinds of qymbqls are iméoitant. St&ries usually focus on'individuals
working in the situation and are interpreted to indicate positively or
“ ﬁegatively valued traits or likely consequences of certain sorts of
actions. Rituals are repeated ceremonial events through which core values
are celebrated ahd reinforced. Icons are pﬁysical manifestations of key
values. A variety ofrgechniques hgve been used to explore the'meanings
inherent in these symbols and to understand how they a‘us‘ed to interpret
’ events and guide choices. Ihe include ;emiotics (Barley, 1983) and

. \ .
literary interpretations. The ones that seem to be?most,effective are able

\
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" to analyze both the symbols themselves and the ways they are interéreteduby
members of the.organizatioﬁ (Geertz, 1973). This sort of analysis will:
raise certaih initial problems for those interested in measuring coupling
in schools. Because such analy?is requires rather int;nsive immersion in.
specific settings, 1€'~U§s not lend itself té larée¥sca1€-606;a;;tive‘
study. Moreover, symbolic éﬁalysié is a subtle, linguistic process that
does'not ;end itself to the type-of.qﬁantificétion as;ociated with survey
research. A great deal remains to be learnmed about the cultures of
schoois. but such learning may have to progress through a series of case . -
studies of individual schools and without for;al meaéurement.

Unlike symbol systems, coﬁmunications patterns can be studied with
quantitative techﬁiques that have been,pioneered_by anthropologists. I
refgr to network analysis which examines the frequency of communjcations
among members in a group or organization and analyzeglthe facto . thgt
iné?ease or' decrease the amount of discussion (Hollanq & Leinhar", 1979).
.

Communications patterns can also be studied through surveys using

sociometric questions and through direct observation.

The. Consequences of Coupling

u

Weick (1976, 1982; has speculated a great deal on the consequences of .
\different-patterns of coupling in schools, but it would be especially
usefu? to supplément this work with more concrete‘analyses.- These could
explore a wide range of issues. For instance, they might address the
question raised implicitly by Meyer and Rowan (1978) about why schools

continue t6 look like schools or Cuban's (1982) question about why

recitation continues to persist in schools. Other studies might look at

22
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more practical outcomés. for instance, we have oﬁly begun to understand
how ‘loose and tight coupling affects‘change efforts in schools. A great
deal more ca; be learned in that area. '

A major 1ssue facing educational researchers right now ;s to explore
the relationships between.coupling and stﬁdent outcomes. At first blush ‘
there might seem to be little' reason for any direct relationship between,
teacher-principal and teacher-teacher linkagés on theloné ;and and what
students learn on'é%e other. Such linkages mightvbe,expected to work more
indirectly by influéncing tﬁe iinds‘of instructional practices or. teaching
strategies teachers use. However, such lihkagea may contribute to a
climate for learning that could have uhexpected coﬁfequences, especially if
one examines a br;ad range of student learning areas. For inst;nce, more.

°

difept supervision or work-process standardization may facilitate b;sié .
skills learning and the learning of facts at the expense of the deveiopment
of higher-order cognitive skills, the development of a.sense of ﬁersonal
responsibility, or citizenbhip abilities. ‘giskel and his colleagues (1983)
have initiated a program of research examining a related issue: general
organizational effectiveness. Their outcome measures are survey ;uestions
drawn from the séciological literature‘on organizationalﬂeffectiveness.
Several of these aredrelated to different kinds of school coupling

measures. It is not-clear, however, how their general measures relate to
student outcome measures or to such othér effectiveness measures as the

ability to obtain needed resources (see Goodman & Pennings, 1977 for a

general discussion of orgahizational effectiveness).

&

-
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"Leadership” Without Direct Supervision

One persistent theme in the writing about loose coupling is-;ﬁat

- - hl B

administrators have little influence over what goes ofr because of the

looseness of ditrect supervision as a ccupling mechanism. From this, they

v

conclude that school administration as we normaIiy:think about it is a

’

- relatively unimportant activity. March “(sae, e.g.,:Cohen & March, 1974) is

» -

one of the few whoiseriously quéstioné whether the focus on direct
supervision alloqs'}o; adequate éppreciation of what schooi‘admimistrators
do. It may be,\howeve;. that school administrators do make an iﬁportant
contribution to education, but that ghis contribution is misunderstood‘
because of an apparently normal human tendency to focus exclusively on
tight coupling. .
Such- speculation could be pursued in two directions. Firbt, it is .
possible that the function of school administrators is to io;seh couplings

to the larger environment so teachers have the aut;ﬁomy to teach in ways
that best fit the needs of their own students. There is evidence that che
noninstructional compo&ent of Bch;ol district personnel has grown over the
years as the enviéonment.of schools has be;ome more complex (Cohen, 1982;
Rowan, 1982). Microstudies of schools in especially complex urban
environuents indicate that principals actively buffe; their schools from
hostile demands in order to create a ﬁore stable work environment for
teacher (Morris et al., 1982)7 ﬁhether this finding generalizes to other
- ® .

situations and whether on balance this buffering work is positive or

negative are questions that should be pursued.

The other direction is the relationship between school administration”

and student outcomes. Both the recent school effectiveness research
(Welllsck et al., 1978) and earlier studies of professional leadership

24
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(Gross & Herriott, 1965) indicate a relationship between principal activity
and what students learn. The effective schools research is now receiving a

rather active methodological critique so it is possible that this conclu-

" sion may not hold. It may represent snother example of people's need

to see tight coupling and order in organizations even where it does not
exist and to attribute responsibility to formal leaders.

Still, the finding seems plaﬁéible enough‘to reduire further
exploration. We havé speculaéédlthat principais do not influence
instruction and student outcomes.through the manipulation of tight
coupiings. Instead, they must orches- trate a ranée of -loose couplings so‘

-

that teachers will want to act in appropriate and effective ways. The

recent business literature suggests that administrators may be able to

influence the cultures of their school (Peters & Waterman, 1982). Such
influence cémbiped with the judicious use of other couplings may achieve
positive résults (Firestone & Wilson, 1983). Exploration of this
hypothesis will have to begin with careful, indepth longitudinal
observation in a small numbér of schools to identify the nature of coupling
mechanisﬁs and how the daily activity of the principal reinforces or
undermines the existing couplings. Direct observation of the principal,

cultural analysis of the type proposed above, and a variety of other

techniques, will be needed to piece together how ﬁriﬁéipals do or do not

influence teachers through multiple couplings.

Variation in Coupling

All of the discussion so far assumes that any given coupling mechanism
is uniformly tight or loose throughout a schkool and ovéfﬁfimef»‘get, it 1is

equally possible that there is theoretically or substantively meaningful

25 .
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variation in coupling within schools. This is especially likely when the
school is divided into meaningful departments or subunits. Consider the

following examples taken from the description of an effort to plan an

\
innovative effort in a school:

The departmental chairperson, a planning member, resisted making any
but the most perfunctory changes during the pilot test. Although at
first field agents questioned this individual's commitment to the
project, they'soon realized that the root of the problem was not the
chairperson's own reticence but the organizational nature of the
subunit. Each teacher in the department taught according to a set
curriculum to which theyowere all committed. Anything more than a
,cosmetic change in practice encroached on this commitment. The -only
way to modify the curriculum was for a teacher to develop a pruposal”
and, present it to the group. "The group then rejected or accepted it
as %inding for the entire department (Corbett Dawson, & FireBtone,
forthcoming)

3

This department had tight linkages among members around its currigulum.

Corbett, et al., (forthcoming)ffound a small but significant minority of
tigntly coupled subunits in their study‘qs coupling and change. Some were
coupleo'around work-process standardization through the curriculum,\as in
thiskcase. Others were coupled. through mutual adjustment where a
combination of spatial arrangements and personalpaffinity made it easy for
members of a unit to communicate. As the example above indicates,'tight
coupling of subunits had important implications for efforts to Bp;ead
change in a school. As a rule fileld agente and‘inpovators had to negotiate

‘with the whole _group for all-or-none implementation rather thap trying tc -

- ”persuade"individuals to change.

- -

Corbett, et al. (forthcoming) also found that coupling could be tight-
ened over time through conscious planning. The mechanism forﬂtightening
M
couplings was the temporary system (Miles, 1964), usually a team to plan

for the selection and- implementation of new programs. These teams created

L \
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significant opportunities for mutual adjustment among members around issues.

related to the propdsed\innovation. '//

As these exampléa'indicate. anotherfdirection for exploration is
variation in g?upling in schools both among qpbunits and over time. This
issue -can be ;ursugd in a variety o} ways. For instance, Anderson (1968)
used survey methods to study the causes and consequences of variation in®
rule.enforcement among junior high school departments. Others have used
symbolic analyses based on qualitative field work to describe and compére
the variant subcultures of a variety of agencies (Schall, 1983). Such
studies of schools would be eﬁricheé if they helped to clarify the
conditions under}which it is most important to think of tﬂg schogl, the
subunit; or’ the classroom as the most meaningful and apprqpriately coupled
unig for analysis or aéiion.

It will also be useful to conduct longitudinal analyses of variation

in coupling in schools.” Such studies could identify actions or conditions

o

that tighten or loosen couplings in a school or within its parts. One such
list of potentially gromising events }ncludeé administrative .succession,
the implementation éf-a'new program, budget'cutbacks and enrollment
declines, cﬁanges in federal and étate regulations, teacher strikes,
cyclical ritual evénts like Christmas parties and graduations, and major

sports events. - . : S

Conclusion: Coupling for What?

ol In describing our own studies of coupling in schools and in suggestiqg

directions for future conceptual and methodblogical work, I have sought

approaches thaf will continue to be fruitful for educational researchers.



In so doing, I have tried to aVoiqhéﬁe two potential dead ends that I sgee.

c

The first is extensive,:abstract debate about whether or not schools are
loosely coupled systems. Such debates are likely to founder on
definitional questions like "how loosg 18 loose?" or "how tight is tight?"
without clarifying new rel#tionships among coupling mechanisms and their
causes and consequences or new patterns of couéling. They will quickly
become stale and ingrown. The’oﬁhef risk, which has been much less evidéné
to aate, i; the development of methodolqgical=tools in the absenée of a
clgar understanding of fesearch purposes. This happened in the study of

o

leadership and climate where countless studies correlated the Halpin
;:asures with all kinds of variables without the benefit of guiding theory
and with very little c&ntribu;ion to new knowledge about schools (Bridges,
1982). .For the study of coupling in schools to stay alive and move beyond
the exploitation of an intriguing sensitizing concept; researchers will

have to avoid definitional and methodologicdl'sterility and find ways to-

link the idea to real, ongoing probizhs in the discipline of education.

4
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Table |

Seven Coupliog Dimensions in the School Organization Dinension Asseswment (SODA) Instrunent

Type of

Hechanism

" Dimension

Definition

\Suple

Metric

Mutual
Adjustment

Direct
Supervision

Standardization
of work processes

¢

Standardization
of outputs

Enculturation

Hordeontal
Conmunicatfon

Vertical
Comunication

Cantralization:
Instruction

Centralitation:
Resources -

Rule
Enforcement

None

Goal Consensus

The extent to vhich information about
instruction is ahared anong teachers.

The atent to vhich information about

instruction {8 shared betveen admini-

strators lgd teschers,
ﬂ' L
IR

"I'he ability of the principal to get
- teachers to carry out his/her vighes

vith respect to tesching activities.

“The abildty of the principal to get

teachers to carry out his/her wishes
vith respect to courses, schedules,

_asajguments and the allocation of

space and motiey.

The consistency of enforcement of
recoguized policdes in a gchool.

r

Agréement among teachsrs gn vhich
student skilla and characteriscics
should require most attention in a
particulsr school.

g
v

Indicate hov oftex\\ you talk about each

of the topica listed below vith the two'

teachers you talk to most often:
Lessons or curriculus units that
wrk vell or poorly.

Indicate how often you talk about each
of the topics listed below vith adaini~
strators in this school:
Lessons or, curriculva units that
work vell or poorly.

Indicate hov lncfz 1nfluence t'nchm in
the achool and the principal have oo the
tollowing decisions:

Selecting required texts and othe
utarials, '

Indicate hov much influence tuachers in
the school tand the principal bave on the

* following deciaions:

Making specific faculty grads level
or course assignments,

Fob each area, indicate vhether such s
policy exists and how consistently 1t
1s enforced:

Use of curriculum guides.

Rank these sevan areas in tarms of hov

important they ate to you.as a meaber of

of thik school:

Critical and original thinking,

Never (0) to once
day or sore (5),

Never (0) to oncs.
day or wore (5),

Principal centersd
(6) to teachsr
centered (0),

Principal centared
(6) to taacher

centered (0),

-

Dossu't exist or o
mfo'md (0) to
alvays (5),

least important (7

32
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Table 2

Differences Between‘Lévels on
Seven Coupling Dimensions

<

Level Mean

ANOVA Result.

. Elementary Secondary1 2
Dimension “(N = 32) » (N = 29) F Eta
Horizontal Communication 2.39 2.16 5.3% .082
Vertical Communication 7 1.59 : 1.38 5.8% .089
Centraldzation, -0.72 -1,32 50.8%* .463

Classroom Inst:uction - .
Centralization, 1.45 : 1.62 2.8 .046
Curriculum and Resources ' !
Rule Enforcement 3.21 v 3,27 0.2v .003 .
Goal Consensus .507 .219 237.3* . 800
Morale 85.8 o 73.3 46 ,5* 441,

1Secondary schools include middle scliools, junior high schools, combined
junior/senior high schools, and senior high schools.

L

*p L.05
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