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`An investigation into the organisational culture of independent schools.’

Aims of the study

These were threefold:

1. to investigate the rationale behind certain management practices adopted by school leaders in independent schools

2. to assess how effectively these values are communicated to staff, and
3. to examine how widely they are accepted

Dimensions of the study

Seventy six independent schools with pupils of all ages participated in the study. Respondents were staff and headteachers. Parents and pupils were not approached for information. The study took place over a period of 15 terms, commencing in January 1995.
Summary of main findings
1. Collegiality was seen as central: mechanistic approaches are rejected in favour of more organic, informal, personal methods of running a school.
2. Headteachers indicated that they make specific attempts to put across the values that stand behind their management strategies. They do not rely upon written statements of ethos or beliefs, but prefer to use face to face meetings with individuals and groups to achieve this.
3. Areas of dissension were not widely reported. Division along departmental lines, or between management and staff, male versus female, young versus old is unlikely to occur. Disagreement tends to occur over single issues; permanent groups of the disaffected do not tend to form.
Background to the study

Extensive reading of the literature on organisational culture (see suggestions for further reading, p4) demonstrated that an organisation’s culture is defined as the collection of attitudes, values and assumptions of its members. It covers the notion of what is acceptable and what is not acceptable in an organisational, and can be seen by some as the basis upon which a group of workers resolve the problem of how to manage themselves in order to meet their stated objectives.
In the early 1990s, I was involved in some school leadership management training and decided that I wanted to investigate styles of leadership and management in independent schools in greater depth. I saw a study of organisational culture as a means of unlocking the inner world that independent schools have created.
Context

Of the 76 schools in the study, I attempted to find a balance between schools with a variety of age ranges. Thus some schools only had pupils from age 3 to 13, some from 8 to 13, some from 13 to 18 and some from 3 to 18. A mix of single sex and coeducational schools was achieved as well as a combination of schools of different location, size and religious foundation. Some schools took boarders in small and large numbers and about half took only day pupils.

Research processes
I decided to use qualitative research methods as the information I sought needed to have nuance and subtlety. I did not think that statistical data would serve well a study which sought to weigh up attitudes, values and management rationales. Once the hypothesis of the study had been established, I sent three questionnaires to the schools that had volunteered to participate in the study (I had written to them in advance explaining the aim and scope of the study). Two members of the teaching staff received the same version; a different questionnaire covering the same issues but from a different angle was sent to the headteacher.  A sample section of questions concerning organisational culture from the headteacher questionnaire ran thus:
1. Management structure and delegation of responsibility.

a. How is the management of the school structured?

b. What individuals constitute the so-called `senior management team’ and what are their roles within this team?

c. What have you chosen to work with the two structures discussed in the questions a. and b. above?

d. What principles lie behind the way you delegate responsibility to staff in the school?

e. Do you perceive delegation of responsibility as important? If so, why?

The question on the same topic to the members of staff were as follows:

1. There are reasons behind the way the following areas of management are organised in the school. Indicate what you think they are:

a. management structure

b. delegation of responsibility

Schools who had apposite responses and who had indicated that they would be willing to talk more were then visited and a series of interviews was undertaken. These interviews sought elaboration and clarification.

Responses were then compared and contrasted between respondents within a given school and between staff and headteachers  by cohorts of schools in order to ascertain not only the nature of the values behind the management of schools, but the degree of agreement between those concerned.

Findings
On the principles upon which schools manage themselves.
Evidence from questionnaires and interviews indicated that:

· structure was viewed as less about authority than about means of efficient communication; authority was seen as less important than collegiality and consultation.
· all respondents agreed that delegation of responsibility is about function and use of expertise. Furthermore staff saw it as a matter of belonging and as a means of bolstering self-esteem; for staff it was less about promotion and self-improvement. There was a mix of views on the balance between autonomy and accountability: staff wish to be left to do their job while management saw it as important to scrutinise and assess through appraisal.
· consultation was universally seen as vital: it eases tension and calls upon professional expertise. Even though schools had committee structures, it was seen as crucial by all parties that the headteacher should be available for one to one consultation.
· decision making processes had to ensure that all parties are heard and that expert wisdom is called upon. Ultimately the headteacher was seen as the decision-maker.
· appraisal was not just about target setting and scrutiny. It was also noted as a form of encouragement and feedback. It was not expected to capture everything about the performance by a member of staff, and it is not seen as a means of deciding financial rewards. Contact with the headteacher at the end of the process was regarded as crucial, and
· the purpose of professional development was unclear. There was a range of views as to who should benefit – the school alone or the school and the member of staff or just the member of staff?
Putting across the leader’s values

The research indicated that:

· headteachers use many scenarios to convey the reasons for the way they run their schools.
· staff are more influenced by their colleagues than by senior managers or formal processes of induction/training, and
· there were mixed feelings about the role of induction and the recruitment process in communicating the culture of a school.
Cohesion or division?

Analysis of the evidence suggests that:

· these  independent schools are united organisations;
· dissension was usually on the basis of a single issue– organised subcultures were generally quite rare;
· individuals may have had permanent gripes, but they rarely gathered about them a posse of malcontents, and

· division was best avoided by copious and respectful communication and purposeful negotiation.

Conclusion

Two final points. The study was not an exercise in finding the right way of running a school. This was a descriptive rather than a prescriptive study. Secondly, the crucial figure is the headteacher. The study reaffirmed the importance of the headteachers who oversee these organisations. They were  seen as the ones to make decisions after consultation, to draw the line between accountability and autonomy, to be consulted in the appraisal process and to be the principal harbinger of the school’s values. He or she were the linchpin in these very human organisations and a personal rapport with them was  seen as central by staff.
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