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Participation with the Superintendent in Decision Making:
A Decade of Rhetoric or Reform?

Over the last two decades, school governance has changed to reflect, at least on the
surface, a greater level of participation in decision making from a variety of quarters. School
administrators have been urged to include subordinates and others in a variety of decisions
previously considered to be within the exclusive domain of management. Terms and practices
such as team management, strategic planning and site based management are pervasive in
educational, normative literature and most encourage a type of decision making that builds
consensus among stakeholders. Without judging the efficacy of participative decision making,
this study focused on when and how school superintendents include others in decisions in light
of the time available to make a decision and the decision topic.

Background

From the bureaucratic models of Weber to the human relations movement and Deming's
Total Quality Management (TQM) schools have followed business' lead. Attempts to
implement participatory management are legion. In most states, broadened participation in
decision making is permitted and, several states, legislation has mandated the participation of
teachers, parents and students in school decision making (Herman & Herman; 1993). These
arrangements range from those with carefully prescribed processes to processes unencumbered
by rules and are the result of significant shifts in political power. These shifts are reflected in
collective bargaining demands, the prevalent and apparently growing criticism of public schools
and a pervasive distrust of many forms of government. School systems have more than ever,
become excellent examples of a social system in which the demands from the internal and
external environments cannot be resisted. The management repertoire of a rational system,
driven by top-down decision making, rules and regulations and compliant members, no longer
work. Professional organizations representing school administrators and school boards have
encouraged leaders to develop school improvement plans that provide for input from those
outside the principal's and superintendent's office. Further, the inclusion of others in decision
making is listed regularly among the qualifications desired by school boards in their search for
new superintendents. The level of political discussion about schools and the expectation of
access to school policy development have never been greater.

Purpose of the Study

After many years of discussion about increased participation in decision making, there
seems to be evidence that the mechanisms intended to broaden access, actually result in
governance that is little different from traditional, more autocratic management methods both at
the building and central office levels. In the case of site-based management (SBM), the
inclusion of teachers, parents and others in decision making has been described as an activity
that does little to truly decentralize authority (Clune and White, 1988; Malen, Ogawa and
Kranz, 1990; Wholstetter and Odden (1992). A study of several school districts caused
Wholstetter and Odden (1992) to conclude that "...nothing has really been decentralized - SBM
is everywhere and nowhere" (p. 531). Many times, these attempts to include teachers and
others in decision making have been implemented without consideration for the change in role
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among participants and the professional development that would better prepare them. This
attempt to include those that may not be well prepared has caused conflict and confusion
(Weiss, Cambone & Wyeth, 1992).

This study attempts to examine decentralization of authority and control, and compare
the level of participation provided by school superintendents to others, after more than a decade
of rhetoric about inclusion and sharing of governance. Data from an earlier study by Sorenson
(1985) are compared to those of the current work.

Method

In 1996, 120 practicing superintendents were asked to complete a survey entitled the
Situational Administrative Decision-making Inventory (SADI). Subjects were randomly
selected from three northwestern states, from districts of more than 1,000-student enrollment,
forty from each state. These responses were compared to another random sample of
superintendents, from the same three northwestern states, with similar size districts, taken in
1984.

The survey instrument described situations in six general topic categories. Each
category contained three simulations with short, medium or long decision-making time frames
and each item described a realistic event. Respondents were asked to read the situation and
then choose the decision-making process that most closely resembled one they would use to
resolve each issue. The topic categories were (a) business, (b) instruction, (c) personnel
relations, (d) student relations, (e) community relations, and (f) non-instructional operations.
These categories were field tested by practicing administrators and found to be realistic and well
within the normal purview of school administrators. These topics were also the same as those
identified as typical by Peach (1978), Reise (1961), and Sorenson, Conners, Gmelch, Harder
and Reed (1982).

The decision-making processes offered each respondent were adapted from Vroom and
Yetton's (1973) group decision-making typology, each with scale values developed by the
authors. The five decision-making processes range from independent decision making without
consultation with others to consensual decision making in which the leader agrees to accept and
implement a group's decision, without veto. The titles used in Table 1, Independent, Limited
Independent, Advised Independent, Consultative and Consensual were substituted for the
authors' original designations of AI, MI, CI, CII and GII respectively; descriptions of the
processes were changed slightly but do not result in substantive or semantic differences.

Data Analysis

Scale scores from SADI were computed for all surveys completed by the
superintendents. Means and standard deviations for the 1984 sample and 1996 sample,
disaggregated by short, medium, and long decision-making time frame were computed. To test
for statistical differences in means, a 2 x 3 split-plot ANOVA design was chosen (Kirk, 1982).
Sample Year (1984 or 1996) was treated as a between-subjects factor, while Length of Time
Frame (short, medium, or long) was treated as a within-subjects repeated measures factor. An
analysis of variance was conducted for each of the six topic categories. In each case, three
hypotheses were tested. First, the test of interaction between sample year and length of time
frame answered the question, "do the patterns among means for length of time frame differ by
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sample year"? If this first test was nonsignificant, the test of the two main effects could be
interpreted unambiguously. The test of the main effect for Sample Year told us whether there
were differences in overall means between 1984 and 1996. The test of the second main effect,
Length of Time Frame, indicated whether superintendents used a more or less participatory
decision-making style for short, medium, and long time frame decisions. Tukey HSD post-hoc
tests (a = .05) were conducted for this second factor.

Presentation and Discussion of Findings

In all cases, there was no significant interaction between Sample Year and Length of
Time Frame. This indicated that the patterns among means across short, medium, and long time
frames within each of the six topic categories were the same in 1996 as they were in 1984. This
primary result shows that the 1996 sample of superintendents were using essentially the same
decision-making style in each of the six topic areas as the 1984 sample, though the level of
participation may have increased or decreased without regard to length of time frame. In the
following presentation of findings, we will discuss the results for each of the six topic categories
and then summarize.

Business
The means of scores for the Business category of scenarios are displayed in Table 2; the

corresponding ANOVA is displayed in Table 3. The test of interaction was nonsignificant (F =
0.31, p = .731). The overall means across all length of time frames were 7.69 for 1984 and 8.42
for 1996. The difference of 0.73 was statistically significant (F = 11.06, p = .001).
Superintendents in the 1996 sample were somewhat more participatory in their decision-making
in scenarios related to Business activities. The average scale values across Length of Time
Frame for the combined samples were 6.83 for Short, 8.67 for Medium, and 8.55 for long. The
differences among these means were statistically significant (F = 50.26, p < .001). The short
time frame scenarios were rated less participatory than the average of medium and long, the
difference being on the order of 8.60 - 6.83 = 1.77.

Instruction
The means of scores for the Instruction category of scenarios are displayed in Table 4;

the corresponding ANOVA is displayed in Table 5. The test of interaction was nonsignificant (F
= 1.26, p = .286). The overall means across all length of time frames were 8.38 for 1984 and
8.45 for 1996. The difference of 0.07 was not statistically significant (F = 0.04, p = .833)
Superintendents in the 1996 sample were no more participatory in their decision-making in
scenarios related to Instruction than were those in 1984. The average scale values across
Length of Time Frame for the combined samples were 8.26 for Short, 7.92 for Medium, and
9.06 for long. The differences among these means were statistically significant (F = 15.56, p <
.001). The long time frame scenarios were rated more participatory than the average of short
and medium, the difference being on the order of 9.06 - 8.09 = 0.97.

Personnel Relations
The means of scores for the Personnel Relations category of scenarios are displayed in

Table 6; the corresponding ANOVA is displayed in Table 7. The test of interaction was
nonsignificant (F = 0.53, p = .590). The overall means across all length of time frames were

5



Participation with Superintendent 5

6.43 for 1984 and 6.68 for 1996. The difference of 0.25 was not statistically significant (F =
0.42, p = .520). Superintendents in the 1996 sample were no more participatory in their
decision-making in scenarios related to Personnel Relations than those in 1984. The average
scale values across Length of Time Frame for the combined samples were 6.25 for Short, 5.86
for Medium, and 7.52 for long. The differences among these means were statistically significant
(F = 23.02, p < .001). The long time frame scenarios were rated more participatory than the
average of short and medium, the difference being on the order of 7.52 - 6.06 = 1.46.

Student Relations
The means of scores for the Student Relations category of scenarios are displayed in

Table 8; the corresponding ANOVA is displayed in Table 9. The test of interaction was
nonsignificant (F = 0.14, p = .866). The overall means across all length of time frames were
7.27 for 1984 and 7.70 for 1996. The difference of 0.53 was not statistically significant (F =
2.56, p = .111). Superintendents in the 1996 sample were no more participatory in their
decision-making in scenarios related to Student Relations than those in 1984. The average scale
values across Length of Time Frame for the combined samples were 4.66 for Short, 8:77 for
Medium, and 8.90 for long. The differences among these means were statistically significant (F
= 210.65, p < .001). The long and medium time frame scenarios were rated much more
participatory than the short scenarios, the difference being on the order of 8.84 - 4.66 = 4.18.

Community Relations
The means of scores for the Community Relations category of scenarios are displayed in

Table 10; the corresponding ANOVA is displayed in Table 11. The test of interaction was
nonsignificant (F = 0.37, p = .694). The overall means across all length of time frames were
6.05 for 1984 and 6.02 for 1996. The difference of 0.03 was not statistically significant (F =
0.00, p = .959). Superintendents in the 1996 sample were no more participatory in their
decision-making in scenarios related to Community Relations than those in 1984. The average
scale values across Length of Time Frame for the combined samples were 3.58 for Short, 5.76
for Medium, and 8.78 for long. The differences among these means were statistically significant
(F = 148.43, p < .001) The longer the time frame for a community relations decision, the more
participatory were the superintendents in both 1984 and 1996.

Non-instructional Operations
The means of scores for the Non-instructional Operations category of scenarios are

displayed in Table 12; the corresponding ANOVA is displayed in Table 13. The test of
interaction was nonsignificant (F = 0.98, p = .376). The overall means across all length of time
frames were 7.52 for 1984 and 7.40 for 1996. The difference of 0.12 was not statistically
significant (F = 0.13, p = .718). Superintendents in the 1996 sample were no more participatory
in their decision-making in scenarios related to Non-instructional Operations than those in 1984.
The average scale values across Length of Time Frame for the combined samples were 7.10 for
Short, 7.78 for Medium, and 7.55 for long. The differences among these means were
statistically significant (F = 5.25, p = .006). The short time frame scenarios were rated less
participatory than the long time frame scenarios, but neither mean was significantly different
from that for medium time frame scenarios. The difference between short and long was 0.68.

In summary, the pattern of participation in making decisions in short, medium and long
time frames for the six topic categories remained the same in 1996 as it was in 1984. In only
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one case, for business-related scenarios, was there an increase in overall level of participation
reported by superintendents. However, even this increase of 0.73 on the SADI was modest,
considering that the range of scores possible was 10 points. In all six scenario topic categories,
the longer the time frame, the more participatory were the superintendents. The greatest
variation in participation level was seen in scenarios of Student Relations and Community
Relations, where the ranges from lowest degree of participation to highest were 4.18 and 4.28,
respectively. The variation in degree of participation in the other four categories was markedly
smaller, ranging from a difference of 0.68 for Non-instructional Operations to 1.77 for business-
related scenarios. In these cases, though the degree of participation increased for scenarios with
longer time frames, this increase was not significantly larger in the 1996 sample.

Conclusions

The data indicate that, although in both the 1984 and 1996 samples, superintendents
made similar judgments as to when and how to include others in decision making, they did not
significantly increased the level of participation of others, with one exception. The level of
participation provided in the three business scenarios was higher. These three scenarios dealt
with an emergency revision of a draft budget, setting the level of a local tax levy and long-range
planning for predicted reductions in state support for the following year. Increased access to
participation on fiscal decisions may reflect a need to accommodate the input of factions in the
school community competing for scarce resources. Concomitant developments for school
leaders dealing with declining resources can include reduction of staff and programs, or school
closure. The topic of financial planning, the heartblood of the district, may generate inclusion
to diminish conflict. Malen (1994), in describing decentralized decision making as a conflict
manager, stated that the structure inclusion provides "[a] special form of support rooted in
reservoirs of favorable dispositions regarding the 'rightness' of action-and accumulate symbolic
reserves to diminish or deflect criticism" (p. 250).

The release of control in decision making contains inherent risks for superintendents.
Ultimately held accountable by school boards for district performance, the superintendent may
choose to share decision making on some sensitive issues out of the need for survival. Public
school superintendents operate within a social and organizational environment quite different
than that of a few decades ago. Superintendents must balance the interest of others in decision
making with the maintenance of organizational equilibrium. Decision topic and the time to
decide are critical in choosing a decision making process that will sustain the superintendent's
credibility with others and engender longevity. Certainly, superintendents who elicit input from
others but ignore group opinion in making their decision would be open to criticism for
providing token participation. On the other hand, stakeholders don't want to be involved in
every decision due to their interest, expertise and available time. The skill of knowing when to
include others in decision making must play an important role in superintendent success.

Glass (1992) found that the average tenure for school superintendents was 6.5 years but
superintendents in very small and very large districts was even less. Giles and Giles (1990)
reported that 25% of school superintendents in California held their jobs for 2 years or less. The
"rightness" of a decision, as evaluated by any number of special interest groups, is correlated
with both incumbent board member defeat and non - renewal of superintendent's contract (Lutz
& Merz, 1992).
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Locus of Superintendent Decision Making: Individual Versus Group Consultation

Although normative literature portrays formal administrative (cabinet) meetings as the
locus of decision making, studies seems to indicate otherwise. Tucker and Zeigler (1980)
studied eleven school districts and in nearly half, the expectation of administrators that
discussions at administrative cabinet meetings would result in a decision was low. In one
district, of 360 discussion items, only 13% were intended to end in a decision and in only 82%
of those was that expectation achieved (approximately 10% of the total). They found that,
"Cabinet meetings are not mainly forums of decision-making; their nature is more one of
collegial exchange of information (p. 174)." Administrative meetings serve important functions
such as the development and maintenance of organizational unity, professional support and
socialization.

The finding that most decisions are made outside formal administrative meetings was
also corroborated by a study of two Washington State school districts, said to be practicing
"team management," an early participatory decision making model, designed to make school
board members and all administrators, part of the same team. This structure, by definition,
relied on collaborative decision making. In both districts studied, administrators did not see
administrative cabinet meetings as the locus of decisions. In one district, although the formal
meeting agenda for administrative meetings were divided into sections for announcements and
discussion, discussion items were actually announcements providing for little input from other
than central office administration. One administrator remarked "...we don't make decisions at
those meetings. When a decision is necessary, he [the superintendent] calls me on the phone, or
I go see the person required to get it done" (Sorenson, Conners, Gmelch, Harder & Reed 1982,
p. 18). With some caution, mean scores from the current study can be used to infer that many
decisions are made outside of formal meetings.

Another example of how decisions occur outside formal meetings was described by
Pitner and Ogawa (1981). The authors found that superintendents were engaged 82% of the
time with dyadic contacts with individuals within the organization exerting influence as a key
communicator. "... it would be inefficient to involve disinterested parties and ineffective to put
off transmission [of information] until a scheduled meeting could be called." (Pitner & Ogawa,
1981, p. 55).

Many public school superintendents regularly, deliberately or intuitively assess
situational, environmental and organizational variables such as the time available to decide and
the political complexity of decision topics in order to determine when the involvement of others
in decision making is indicated. The provision of opportunities for others to participate in
decision making varies not only among leaders but also among situations.

The time available to decide impacts the decision-making process selected by
superintendents and, with few exceptions, the greater the time to decide the more participative
the process selected. Superintendents also consider decision topics carefully before
determining the process by which decisions will be made. Current interest in consensual
decision processes notwithstanding, successful school superintendents are most likely those,
adept at discriminating among situations in which outside participation is essential in
maintaining organizational stability, public confidence and personal credibility and those in
which a more autocratic process is more efficient and tolerated or expected by others.

However, with the exception of one topic category, superintendent responses, from two
samples taken a dozen years apart, indicate that the level of participation has not changed. The
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long-standing rhetoric about expanded opportunities for inclusion in decision making does not
seem to be reflected in the data.
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Table 1
Vroom and Yetton Decision Making Processes Typology and Scale Values

Process Type Description Scale Value

Process #1 - Independent (AI) You solve the problem(s) with the infor-
available to you at the time. 0.00

Process #2 - Limited Independent You obtain the necessary information from
(AII) your subordinates, then you decide the solu-

tion to the problem(s). Subordinates provide
information but do not evaluate or generate
alternatives.

Process #3 - Advised Independent
(CI)

Process #4 - Limited Consensual
(CII)

Process #5 - Consensual
(GII)

You share the problem(s) with relevant sub-
ordinates or others individually, getting their
ideas/suggestions, without bringing them to-
gether as a group. Your decision may or may
not reflect their input.

You share the problem(s) with a group of sub-
ordinates or others, obtaining their collective
ideas/suggestions. You make a decision that
may or may not reflect group input.

0.63

5.00

8.13

You share the problem(s) with a group of sub-
ordinates or others. Together you generate and
evaluate alternatives attempting to reach con-
sensus. You are willing to accept and imple-
ment any solution supported by the group. 10.00

Note. Adapted from Vroom and Yetton (1973). Leadership and decision-making. Pittsburgh:
University of Pittsburgh Press.
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Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations for Business Scenarios by Year and Length of Time Frame

Year
Length of Time Frame

Short Medium Long Total

(SD) (2.84) (1.91) (1.74)
n 89 88 89

1996 Mean
(SD)

n

7.34
(2.57)
71

9.04
(1.25)
70

8.89
(0.92)
71

8.42

Total Mean 6.83 8.67 8.55

Table 3

Analysis of Variance of Business Scenarios by Sample Year and Length of Time Frame

Source DF
Sum of
Squares

Mean
Square F Value Pr > F

Between
YEAR 1 62.50 62.50 11.06 0.0011
Within
LENGTH 2 329.71 164.86 50.26 0.0001
LENGTH*YEAR 2 2.06 1.03 0.31 0.7309
SUBJ(YEAR) 158 892.70 5.65 1.72 0.0001

Error 314 1029.96 3.28
Total 477 2327.02
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Table 4
Means and Standard Deviations for Instructional Scenarios by Year and Length of Time Frame

Year
Length of Time Frame

TotalShort Medium Long

1984

1996

Total

Mean
(SD)

n

Mean
(SD)

n

Mean

8.39
(1.63)
89

8.10
(2.60)
70

8.26

7.86
(2.57)
89

7.99
(2.80)
70

7.92

8.91
(1.53)
88

9.25
(1.14)
71

9.06

8.38

8.45

Table 5
Analysis of Variance of Instructional Scenarios by Sample Year and Length of Time Frame

Source DF
Sum of

Squares
Mean

Square F Value Pr > F
Between
YEAR 1 0.28 0.28 0.04 0.8331
Within
LENGTH 2 112.50 56.25 15.56 0.0001
LENGTH*YEAR 2 9.08 4.54 1.26 0.2864
SUBJ(YEAR) 158 987.18 6.25 1.73 0.0001

Error 313 1131.46 3.61
Total 476 2236.75
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Table 6
Means and Standard Deviations for Personnel Relations Scenarios by Year and Length of Time
Frame

Year
Length of Time Frame

TotalShort Medium Long

1984

1996

Total

Mean
(SD)
n

Mean
(SD)

n

Mean

6.15
(3.49)
89

6.37
(3.45)
70

6.25

5.83
(3.39)
88

5.88
(3.39)
71

5.86

7.30
(2.78)
88

7.79
(2.69)
71

7.52

6.43

6.68

Table 7
Analysis of Variance of Personnel Relations Scenarios by Sample Year and Length of Time
Frame

Source DF
Sum of
Squares

Mean
Square F Value Pr > F

Between
YEAR 1 8.68 8.68 0.42 0.5197

Within
LENGTH 2 232.40 116.20 23.02 0.0001
LENGTH*YEAR 2 5.33 2.66 0.53 0.5904
SUBJ(YEAR) 158 3293.28 20.84 4.13 0.0001

Error 313 1580.10 5.05
Total 476 5126.13
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Table 8
Means and Standard Deviations for Student Relations Scenarios by Year and Length of Time
Frame

Year
Length of Time Frame

TotalShort Medium Long

1984

1996

Total

Mean
(SD)

n

Mean
(SD)
n

Mean

4.53
(3.54)
88

4.82
(3.50)
69

4.66

8.57
(1.66)
89

9.02
(1.53)
71

8.77

8.67
(1.34)
89

9.19
(1.04)
71

8.90

7.27

7.70

Table 9
Analysis of Variance of Student Relations Scenarios by Sample Year and Length of Time Frame

Source DF
Sum of
Squares

Mean
Square F Value Pr > F

Between
YEAR 1 19.83 19.83 2.56 0.1114

Within
LENGTH 2 1802.51 901.25 210.65 0.0001
LENGTH*YEAR 2 1.24 0.62 0.14 0.8655
SUBJ(YEAR) 158 1222.46 7.74 1.81 0.0001

Error 313 1339.12 4.28
Total 476 4421.79
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Table 10
Means and Standard Deviations for Community Relations Scenarios by Year and Length of
Time Frame

Year
Length of Time Frame

TotalShort Medium Long

1984

1996

Total

Mean
(SD)
n

Mean
(SD)

n

Mean

3.72
(3.42)
89

3.40
(3.36)
71

3.58

5.70
(3.71)
81

5.84
(3.60)
69

5.76

8.74
(1.07)
88

8.82
(1.02)
71

8.78

6.05

6.02

Table 11
Analysis of Variance of Community Relations Scenarios by Sample Year and Length of Time
Frame

Source DF
Sum of
Squares

Mean
Square F Value Pr > F

Between
YEAR 1 0.03 0.03 0.00 0.9592
Within
LENGTH 2 2154.59 1077.30 148.43 0.0001
LENGTH*YEAR 2 5.32 2.66 0.37 0.6937
SUBJ(YEAR) 158 1760.70 11.14 1.54 0.0008

Error 305 2213.71 7.26
Total 468 6152.62
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Table 12
Means and Standard Deviations for Non-instructional Operations Scenarios by Year and Length
of Time Frame

Year
Length of Time Frame

TotalShort Medium Long

1984

1996

Total

Mean
(SD)

n

Mean
(SD)

n

Mean

7.28
(2.96)
89

6.80
(3.11)
71

7.10

7.77
(2.00)
89

7.80
(2.11)
71

7.78

7.50
(2.30)
88

7.61
(2.78)
71

7.55

7.52

7.40

Table 13
Analysis of Variance of Non-instructional Operations Scenarios by Sample Year and Length of
Time Frame

Source DF
Sum of
Squares

Mean
Square F Value Pr > F

Between
YEAR 1 1.44 1.44 0.13 0.7181
Within
LENGTH 2 45.59 22.79 5.25 0.0057
LENGTH*YEAR 2 8.54 4.27 0.98 0.3754
SUBJ(YEAR) 158 1743.86 11.04 2.54 0.0001

Error 315 1368.48 4.34
Total 478 3164.65
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