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The Principal and Instruction:
Combining Bureaucratic and

Cultural Linkages
Principals need to use all available linkages—the

mechanisms that coordinate people's activities—to
build commitment to "what we are about."
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T he contribution of the principal 
to school improvement is gain 
ing increased attention While 

many reform reports have not ad 
dressed this issue, a central question 
requiring further analysis is how, ex 
actly, principals influence the instruc 
tional work of their schools.

Two very different schools of 
thought have dominated the discus 
sion of this issue The first, influenced 
by a long tradition of organizational 
research, suggests that schools are 
loosely linked organizations with lim 
ited opportunities for principals to 
influence teachers work 1 This view- 
was well summarized by James March: 
"Changing education by changing 
educational administration is like 
changing the course of the Mississippi 
by spitting in the Allegheny 2 Another 
perspective has been spawned by the 
effective schools research This litera 
ture argues that strong leadership has 
a positive impact on the quality of 
instruction.*

Can these seemingly contradictory 
perspectives be resolved? Yes. but 
only by examining the full range of 
linkage mechanisms in schools Link 
ages are mechanisms that ax)rdinate 
peoples activities They range from 
job descriptions to clique structures 
(of teachers as well as students), from 
schedules to unwritten rules about 
how to address students, from supervi 
sion conferences to informal conver 
sations Schools are loosely linked or 
ganizations, it is true, but they have 
more linkages than have been consid 
ered in the past By examining and 
orchestrating the full range of link 
ages, the principal can become a 
strong support for effective instruction 
in a schcxil.

Bureaucratic and Cultural 
Linkages
Researchers agree that schools are 
more loosely linked than other organi 
zations. While they do not always 
agree on what the relevant linkage 
mechanisms are. most commentators 
focus on the lack of strong bureaucrat 
ic ties, especially those related to the 
principal's formal authority/1

Bureaucratic linkages are the for 
mal, enduring arrangements in a

school that guide its operation. These 
include its rules, procedures, and au 
thority relations One group of re 
searchers refers to them as the "pre 
scribed framework of the 
organization s They are the formal 
mechanisms designed to control the 
behavior of organizational members. 
But they are only part of the picture of 
how activity is coordinated in a school.

The culture of the schcx>l is another 
factor that contributes to ccx>rdination. 
Cultural linkages include the system of 
collectively accepted meanings, be 
liefs, values, and assumptions that or 
ganizational members (teachers) use 
to guide their regular, daily actions 
and interpret their surroundings/' 
These linkages have been likened to 
the glue that holds organizations to 
gether ." However, a full understanding 
of a school s culture and the princi 
pals role in it requires a focus not 
only on its content—shared mean 
ings—but also on the means of com 
municating that content

Because the culture is more elusive 
than the prescribed framework, it has 
rarely been considered as one of the 
linkage mechanisms at the principal's 
disposal." Yet a growing business liter 
ature suggests that an important re 
sponsibility for the manager is to 
create coherence between an organi 
zation s basic purpose and its larger 
environment." In schools, strong cul 
tures with appropriate content can 
promote instructional improvement. 
Principals can play an important role 
in creating, maintaining, or changing 
such cultures

Cultural linkages, like bureaucratic 
linkages, are too weak to make a great 
difference bv themselves. Before we

can consider the interaction of bu 
reaucratic and cultural linkages, we 
must first have a clear understanding 
of each linkage, how it affects instruc 
tion, and the role of the principal.

Linkages, Instruction, and the 
Principal
The relationship between linkages and 
instruction works in various ways. 
Briefly, bureaucratic linkages establish 
constraints and opportunities on what, 
where, to whom, and for how long 
teachers teach Cultural linkages shape 
what teachers want to do or now they 
take advantage of those constraints. 
Let's look at the effects of each kind of 
linkage on instruction

Bureaucratic linkages The most 
common way in which principals are 
thought to affect instruction is through 
the bureaucratic device of close super 
vision and evaluation of teachers' ac 
tivities "' This is viewed as the primary 
means of control, and the literature 
emphasizes the importance of engag 
ing in frequent supervision. Yet super 
vision is not a frequent activity" Sec- 
one1 , there are few incentives for 
principals to do more than pay lip 
service to the process of supervision. 
There are few sanctions or rewards for 
principals to make supervision a top 
priority Finally, effective supervision 
requires follow-up work. Resources 
must be committed to activities that 
can improve noted deficiencies Most 
principals have had little or no experi 
ence in working wrth such programs.

This argument that supervision is. in 
fact, not the crucial bureaucratic link 
age in schools dixes not mean that 
bureaucratic linkages have no value. 
Rather, more attention should be paid 
to bureaucratic linkages that focus on 
the indirect control of teachers behav 
ior. These are much easier for princi 
pals to work with How instruction is 
carried out depends on the way woifc 
is formally structured. The principal 
has considerable influence over a 
number of key work structures By 
altering work structures, the principal 
can affect how teachers interact with 
each other and how they feel about 
their work
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"By altering work 
structures, the 
principal can affect 
how teachers 
interact with each 
other and how they 
feel about their 
work."

Here are five examples of bureau 
cratic linkages to work structures 
along with ways the principal can use 
;hem to influence instruction 
positively. 12

• The principal is a key actor in 
controlling organizational constraints 
on the amount of lime students spend 
on academic asks. The principal can 
make a powerful impact by protecting 
classrooms from external interrup 
tions and altering activities to maxi 
mize instructional time One strategy 
is to guard prime instructional t'me 
zealously. The principal at Garden 
Hills School in Atlanta, Georgia, makes 
this point when he says, "The school 
holds sacred an uninterrupted basic 
skills time block each morning. The 
time from 9:00 to 10:30 cannot be 
interrupted.""

Another way to increase time is to 
ease noninstructional duties for teach 
ers. The principal at Laura B Sprague 
School in Lincolnshire, Illinois, has 
organized the schedule! so that teach 
ers have no responsibility for lunch 
money collection, study hall, or other 
duties "which would keep them away 
from their primary task of educating 
children." These bureaucratic linkages 
help establish that academic learning 
time is most important

• Class size and the grouping of 
students have an important effect on 
the way classroom instruction is deliv 
ered By controlling the number of 
children in a particular room and the 
mix of gender, race, or ages, the prin 
cipal can influence the quality of in 
struction and ultimately student 
achievement. '••

Shaker Heights High School in Ohio 
offers a useful example. In the last two 
decades the proportion of black stu 
dents in this school has increased 
from 8 percent to 40 percent Academ 
ic excellence has always been a hall 
mark of the school, the challenge was 
to continue that excellence with a 
changing student population. The first 
response was to create a streaming 
system, which produced de facto seg 
regation and a negative reaction from 
the black community Using ideas 
from the community, the school has 
implemented a number of new rec 
ommendations and garnered support 
for improvements As the principal 
commented: "The issue is on every 
one's agenda, and there is a genuine 
concern about doing better We have 
accepted it as our problem, one that 
we are willing to struggle with until 
we find some answers.

• Principals can-also influence the 
working patterns of teachers by ar 
ranging physical space and free time 
to promote norms of collegiality and 
experimentation, both of which have 
been associated with effectiveness.'"1

Promoting collegiality is well illus 
trated by Northfield Elementary 
School in Ellicott City, Maryland The 
school works hard to ensure that 
teachers working at the same grade 
level have joint planning periods to 
encourage collaborative efforts, to set 
aside time at meetings for sharing of 
inservice experiences, and to structure 
opportunities for teachers to observe 
each other s work.

• Principals often have some discre 
tionary- resources ( money, released 
time, materials) at their disposal and, 
through their judicious distribution, 
can greatly enhance innovative in 
structional activities.

Discretionary resources are often 
associated with wealthy communities. 
However, the staff at Byng High 
School, Ada, Oklahoma, a poor school 
with almost half the students from 
low-income families, have improvised 
with real creativity. By using donated 
land, stockpiling building materials 
when a favorable price presented it 
self, and having construction done by 
vocational students and maintenance 
staff, they have created a masterpiece 
facility But more important than the 
physical plant itself is the pride engen 
dered by the whole school involve 
ment. As one observer noted, "The 
teachers don't think of themselves as 
poor, they think of themselves as re 
sourceful." In creating such an image, 
they have created a climate conducive 
to learning

• Knowledge and skills are another 
area where linkages can be tightened 
Principals can encourage the use of 
previously unused or underused skills 
within a classroom as well as network 
ing those skills among teachers The 
principal can also encourage teachers 
to seek new knowledge and facilitate 
that activity by recommending training 
sessions and providing resources for 
attendance

Inservice activities are an obvious 
vehicle for the development of knowl 
edge and skills. Yet staff at many 
schools seem to be simply going 
through the motions—attending the 
meetings but retaining or using little 
from them The principal at Eakin 
School in Nashville, Tennessee, has 
actively involved teachers in planning 
these activities as a means to tighten 
this linkage A teacher committee at 
Eakin conducts a needs assessment for 
inservice activities, sets priorities, 
plans programs, secures consultants, 
and evaluates the success of the 
programs.

Cultural linkages Cultural linkages 
work on the consciousness of teachers 
by clarifying what they do and defining 
their commitment to the task."' Task 
definitions create the standards and 
expectations that are so important for 
instruction. Commitment is an issue 
because education is often viewed as
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an occupation to which people are 
weakly committed

Typically, the cultural themes that 
build commitment and define stan 
dards are expressed through stories or 
rituals Stories include myths and leg 
ends as well as actual events. They 
emphasize positively or negatively val 
ued traits of the school. The principal's 
goal is for the stories to reinforce 
preferred values Regardless of their 
basis in fact, if such stories are told 
effectively, they become a powerful 
tool for making people believe the 
school really works a certain way and 
that its members should act 
accordingly

Principals can manage the flow of 
stories and other information about 
their schools An example of construc 
tive stories that reinforce a positive 
view of how to enhance discipline in 
the school is reported by Man- Metz in 
her study of desegregated schools. 1 " 
The principal has tried to communi 
cate that behavior problems were rare 
individual outbursts that teachers 
could easily handle. A recalcitrant stu 
dent said, "I ain't going to study today, 
cause I don't feel like it." The teacher 
just grinned and said, "Well, I'm going 
to give you a book just in case you 
change your mind In rive minutes 
the student was studying Such a story 
carries the message of an important 
value that was prized in that school.

"Principals can . . . 
influence the 
working patterns 
of teachers by 
arranging physical 
space and free time 
to promote norms of 
coLlegiality and 
experimentation."

Rituals are another way to commu 
nicate the school's culture. These re 
peated ceremonial activities include 
assemblies, teacher meetings, and par 
ent-teacher conferences. A principal 
can also create and shape rituals. By 
placing a priority on academic assem 
blies or rewards for especially effec 
tive teachers, the principal can define 
preferred behaviors. In some cases, 
the principal may actually become a 
symbol. The principal's own deport 
ment can symbolize to other adults 
and students in the school a new order 
where education is taken more 
seriously. ls

Terry Deal writes about a powerful 
ritual at Concord High School in Mas 
sachusetts, where parents host a cele 
bration in honor of teachers.

They decorated the cafeteria and put 
silver candle holders on tables covered 
with white linen Each teacher received a 
corsage on arrival bearing the terms guru, 
metttor. guide, and teocl.ier Parents and 
teachers sang around a piano bar, drinking 
wine and eating cheese Dinner was pot- 
luck; each parent brought a dish After 
dinner, speeches and choral music from 
students completed the evening '"

This represents a forceful ritual cere 
mony that helped build a sense of 
identity with and commitment to the 
organization

Another equally important aspect of 
communicating the culture of the 
school comes from the specialized, 
informal communication roles that fa 
cilitate the transfer of stories and the 
operation of rituals These include 
whisperers, gossipers, and secretarial 
sources, artiong others Stories and 
rituals build meaning through the on 
going flow of communications that 
ensures they are appropriately inter 
preted. While a variety- of people may 
fill those communication roles, the 
principal can structure situations to 
maximize the exposure of key 
storytellers

A creative example of the u.ie of 
storytellers comes from Barrington El 
ementary School in Upper Arlington, 
Ohio. The school has created a buddy 
system that matches new parents in 
the community with "old-timers " The 
old-timers serve the function of com-

"The principal can 
. . . encourage 
teachers to seek new 
knowledge and 
facilitate that activity 
by recommending 
training sessions 
and providing 
resources for 
attendance."

municating a sense of the school to the 
uninitiated. They establish a positive 
link with newcomers that builds own 
ership and pride in the school. The 
old-timers also serve as a useful re 
cruiting device to get people to attend 
and volunteer for important ceremo 
nies and rituals in the school.

Finally, the principal is a central 
communicator of the culture Anyone 
familiar with the day to-day experi 
ence of being a principal is acutely 
aware of the multiple impromptu op 
portunities that exist to interact with 
teachers and students (Principals are 
constantly Wandering around the 
school, a management technique high 
ly rated in recent research ) By intro 
ducing more consistency across these 
hundreds of interactions, the principal 
may be able to use them to influence 
the culture for instruction 
constructively

An excellent example of how the 
power of communication can influ 
ence a school comes from John Bar- 
tram High School in Philadelphia 
which has over 3,600 students and 265 
professional staff. The principal cannot 
communicate directly with everyone 
on a daily basis. However, he uses 
three strategies to communicate effec 
tively with his staff 20 First, he has an 
active cabinet of vice principals and
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department heads All important is 
sues are discussed in that group be 
fore the principal makes a decision. 
Teachers can also raise issues with 
their department heads, who then 
bring them up in cabinet meetings. 
According to one of his department 
heads, "Lou rolls things off of us . 
He is successful because he is a team 
man." In addition, he turned an office 
cm the top floor of the school into a 
lounge Periodically, he announces 
that he will be in that room Teachers 
are then free to come to him to raise 
issues. All of this is in addition to 
having an open-door policy so that 
teachers can approach him with a vari 
ety of persona] and professional 
concerns

Combining Linkages: A 
Delicate Balancing Act
Although bureaucratic and cultural 
linkages in a school are conceptually 
distinct, the efforts of the principal to 
influence one linkage may influence 
both. This can work for the principal if 
effects on both linkages are comple 
mentary, but it will be counterproduc 
tive if those effects are contradictory. 
Several concrete examples may help 
clarify this issue.

First, let's consider how the positive 
development of a bureaucratic linkage 
mechanism can actually have negative 
effects on the school s culture. Group 
ing patterns for students are essential 
ly a bureaucratic means intended to 
facilitate instruction. Grouping to min 
imize variation in ability allows classes 
with faster students to move more 
quickly through the curriculum and to 
address more complex topics. Mean 
while, classes with slower students 
proceed less quickly and cover materi 
al more intensively until it is learned. 
Thus, from a purely management per 
spective, there appears to be an advan 
tage to ability grouping However, 
ability grouping also labels students 
and creates differential expectations 
for what they will learn When these 
expectations are internalized both by 
the teacher and the students, they help 
define what can be accomplished in 
the classroom That definition of class 
room activities is a critical aspect of 
what we mean bv culture. To the

". . . the cultural 
themes that build 
commitment and 
define standards are 
expressed through 
stories or rituals."

extent that these expectations really 
do affect what students learn, ability 
grouping may seriously limit the pro 
gress of slower students. Thus, what 
appears from a bureaucratic perspec 
tive to be constructive can create a 
culture that works against slower 
learning students.

Another example, which relates to 
discipline in schools, illustrates how 
too much of a good thing from a 
bureaucratic perspective can hinder a 
complementary behavior from the cul 
tural linkage perspective Any discipli 
nary plan that effectively maintains or 
der in a school will increase time for 
instruction and, therefore, improve 
opportunities for effective instruction 
through a bureaucratic linkage. How 
ever, not all strong discipline codes 
have positive effects. As the Phi Delta 
Kappan Commission on Discipline 
points out,21 discipline can be oppres 
sive if not handled properly An au 
thoritarian approach that fails to create 
student ownership in the process is 
doomed to failure. For a discipline 
plan to support an effective instruc 

tional program, the culture of the 
school must reinforce norms of collec 
tive responsibility.

Nowhere is this more evident than 
in the codification of rules Obviously 
some rules need to be formally articu 
lated—preferably through a process 
that involves students, teachers, and 
administrators—but it is the informal 
rules that actually guide and direct the 
school's daily activities These infor 
mal rules are the 'tacit understanding 
of how all individuals are expected to 
treat one another."22 These norms are 
embedded in the culture of the 
school, and if that culture is consistent 
with the positive norms of behavior, 
then attention to instruction will 
increase.

The final example illustrates how a 
bureaucratic linkage can have con 
structive effects in its own right while 
also improving the school's culture for 
instruction. Discretionary funds, while 
limited, can be a very effective means 
of promoting instructional innovation 
if directed toward the right teachers 
and at the proper content area. In 
addition to this positive bureaucratic 
effect, the judicious allocation of're 
sources can promote commitment 
among teachers and signal to the facul 
ty that instructional priorities are more 
important than other concerns in the 
school, such as the extracurriculum. 
This enhanced commitment and a fo 
cus on "what we are about" at a school 
are critical components of our concept 
of cultural linkages.

A Clear Vision
No single linkage can make a powerful 
impact on the instructional program. 
Rather, the principal has a number of 
weak means of control or coordina 
tion that can be used with teachers 
over the course of the school day and 
year. The problem is that these inter 
actions are so numerous and discon 
nected that any focus is often blurred. 
The principal's task is to develop a 
clear vision of the school's purposes to 
give primacy to instruction, and then 
employ it consistently during these 
countless interactions. The principal 
thus uses bureaucratic linkages to cre 
ate opportunities for teachers to fol 
low that vision and, at the same time,
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uses cultural linkages to ensure that 
that vision can become the teachers' 
own culture.D
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