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Detours on the Road 
to Site-Based Management
The faculty and administration at John Glenn

Middle School found themselves not sure of the
way to change to self-governance. Here they share

a few lessons they learned, to make the
going smoother for others.

R estructuring a school is quite 
similar to learning to drive on 
the left side of the road after 

you've been driving on the right side 
your whole life: you can't do it without 
a few false starts. Similarly, shifting 
from traditional top-down manage 
ment to shared decision making is 
wrought with conflict, confusion, and 
disorientation.

At John Glenn Middle School in 
Bedford, Massachusetts, we lived 
through a series of critical incidents 
while moving into site-based manage 
ment. By analyzing these ordinary oc- 
curences, we hope to help illuminate 
the subtle, dynamic conflicts involved 
in learning how to "drive on the other 
side."

The (In)famous Minutes 
Episode
Recently our school has been gov 
erned, in part, by an elected faculty 
council. Six voting members of the 
faculty council are elected by their 
peers, and the principal serves as a 
non-voting ex-officio member. The 
faculty council collects agenda items 
from the faculty, studies problems and 
issues, generates solutions, provides 
information, and presents proposals. 
The faculty has the ultimate power to 
make decisions, so faculty meetings 
generally involve the presentation of a 
council proposal, followed by discus-
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sion and possible modification, and 
eventually an up or down vote.

The school is organized around in 
terdisciplinary grade-level teams, who 
usually devote their meetings to indi 
vidual student issues, special educa 
tion cases, administrative coordination 
of field trips or report card schedules, 
and curriculum planning. Until 1989, 
we never kept minutes, making it dif 
ficult to verify agreements or decisions 
that might have been made several 
months before

In January 1989, the faculty council 
recommended that minutes of team 
meetings be kept and that the respon 
sibility for taking minutes be rotated 
among all team members. At first, the
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presentation of the proposal at the 
faculty meeting seemed routine. Some 
teachers said that they took their own 
notes during team meetings and saw 
no need for minutes. Others argued 
that talcing the minutes would be a 
distraction from fully participating in 
the discussion. Another felt it would 
be difficult to discriminate between 
what was critical or trivial. How might 
the minutes be confidentially distrib 
uted? Should the minutes be typed 
and by whom? Eventually someone 
suggested that perhaps the school sec 
retaries could sit in on the meetings 
and take the minutes. At this point the 
principal reminded everyone that 
there were six team meetings per 
week and that just sitting in repre 
sented one day a week of one secre 
tary's time. Including the necessary 
follow-up, he estimated that the min 
utes work would total 40 percent of a 
secretary's job. "Not a very good use of 
time," he concluded.

When some faculty members 
pointed out that taking minutes might 
not be a good use of their time either, 
the principal became obviously frus 
trated. The meeting, though still civil, 
became distinctly tense.

The faculty voted down the original 
proposal with a two-to-one vote. A 
teacher moved that the secretary 
record the minutes and that, on a 
rotating basis, members of the team 
should edit down the secretary's min-
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utes. After brief debate, the motion 
carried by a two-to-one margin.

For the next two days, teachers and 
adminstrators held many intense one- 
on-one conversations. The secretary 
assigned to take the minutes was visi 
bly upset. Several teachers privately 
told the principal that a bad decision 
had been made and that they hoped 
the decision could soon be undone 
The principal, of course, agreed but 
told them that he had no choice but to 
implement the faculty's decision; oth 
erwise, the concept of shared decision 
making and teacher empowerment 
would be dead. Only if a large contin 
gent, perhaps a majority, of the faculty 
asked for a quick reconsideration vote 
could one occur. Otherwise, the pol 
icy would remain in effect for at least a 
full month, until the next regular fac 
ulty meeting.

The secretary began taking team 
minutes. She generated 12-15 pages 
of typed notes for each meeting, which 
she then passed along to the desig 
nated teacher for editing. Word spread 
about the prolific nature of the first 
draft and the challenging editing job.

After three days, an outspoken 
member of the faculty approached the 
principal to say he would like to call a 
faculty meeting to discuss the possibil 
ity of reconsidering the faculty's vote 
The principal replied that the teacher 
could certainly invite colleagues to his 
own room for an informal discussion 
and offered to call an official meeting if 
the majority of the faculty asked for 
one.

Without the principal in attendance, 
the informal gathering took place the 
next day. More than half the teachers 
asked that a faculty meeting be promptly 
called and the vote reconsidered.

At the called meeting, the principal 
remained an impartial moderator 
throughout the debate The faculty 
voted to reconsider their action on the 
minutes issue and accepted a proposal 
that the minutes be taken on a volun 
tary basis. The meeting took fewer 
than 20 minutes

In retrospect, it now seems dear that 
the minutes episode was really the fac 
ulty's way of reality-testing our new sys 
tem for making rules. We had not fully 
accepted the reality that we could, in 
fact, not only disagree with the princi-

In a democratic, 
site-managed school 
the principal's role 
shifts from ultimate 
decision maker to 
facilitator.

pal's point of view, but also reject his 
position. The principal passed the test 
when he refrained form vetoing the 
faculty's decision. A veto, or any sabotag 
ing of the faculty's plan, would have 
severely damaged our site-based gover 
nance process Similarly, the faculty 
passed a test in responsible and effective 
rule-making by initiating a timely recon 
sideration of its first vote and by settling 
on a sound solution to the minutes 
problem.

We learned a major lesson involving 
the redefinition of our roles and respon 
sibilities. In a democratic, site-managed 
school the principal's role shifts from 
ultimate decision maker to facilitator; 
there is a concomitant shift in the facul 
ty's function from advising to legislating. 
Principals must be especially careful 
about how and when they express their 
opinions. Otherwise, they will fail in an 
important new responsibility that they 
share with the faculty, the responsibility 
to implement and protect an innovative 
governance process And, in moving 
toward site-based management, the 
credibility of the process is of para 
mount importance.

An Inter-School Exchange: 
Planning Gets Trickier
But just how should that process work 
amid the complexities of real decision 
making, with its time pressures and 
potential misunderstandings? We 
found another part of the answer as 
we worked on a student exchange 
with an inner-city middle school The 
principals of our school and the inner-

city school originated the idea of the 
exchange. After some discussion with 
parents, who generally applauded the 
notion, the issue came into the school 
governance process through the fac 
ulty council. Teachers from each 
school exchanged visits, after which 
planning teams from the two schools 
spent a day putting together a field day 
for the 6th graders of the two schools 
The planning team then reported its 
proposal to the council and suggested 
that the next step should be to seek the 
approval of our 6th grade teachers 
The council agreed, with several mem 
bers declaring their belief that the 
field day would encounter no opposi 
tion and so would proceed without 
difficulty

Now, our self-imposed rules allow 
neither the faculty council nor the 6th 
grade team to make a decision for the 
school—only the faculty as a whole 
can do that. However, the planning 
team had worked hard on the project, 
and we had only about four weeks left 
in the school year to make the field 
day happen. Besides, the 6th grade 
teachers were the only ones who 
could have possibly felt any adverse 
effects.

In fact, no 6th grade teacher offered 
any objection to the field day itself, but 
some did object to the process by 
which the proposal reached them, not 
ing that the whole faculty should have 
had a chance to vote on it. Not surpris 
ingly, the exchange planning commit 
tee sought a way to get the process 
moving again as quickly as possible. At 
the suggestion of the faculty council 
chairperson, they decided to call an 
optional faculty meeting to remedy 
any defects in the process If no one 
expressed any reservations about the 
field day, there would be no further 
objections to the procedure However, 
for a variety of reasons, the optional 
faculty meeting drew fewer than a 
dozen teachers, all of whom had long 
favored the proposal; and so the meet 
ing was less conclusive than its con 
veners had hoped. Indeed, when the 
school exchange item appeared on the 
next faculty council agenda, that group 
felt compelled to send it to the entire 
faculty for approval, even though the 
date of the proposed field day was 
only about two weeks away. Once
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again, an unexpected and unwelcome 
hurdle had emerged At the faculty 
meeting, the field day received nearly 
unanimous approval but not without 
much discussion of how flawed the 
process of developing it had been

Despite the best of intentions, we 
had violated one of our own funda 
mental governance principles: the fac 
ulty as a whole is the school's sole 
policy-making body We had surely 
not forgotten that principle—we were 
working with it daily—but we had 
looked for shortcuts in the interests of 
time and efficiency Finally, of course, 
these attempted shortcuts saved no 
time at all, since the proposal did have 
to wait for a regularly scheduled meet 
ing after all

These mistakes taught us a worth 
while lesson about how strictly we need 
to follow the guidelines we create In 
any system, balancing the demands of 
good process against the various con 
straints of reality is a delicate and persis 
tent operation Through the exchange 
incident, we learned that, as we change 
to site-based, democratic management, 
we need to lean far more toward pro 
cess than is at first obvious in order to 
maintain our constituents' trust

Closing a Communication Gap
During a meeting of the ASCD Consor 
tium on Restructuring, we telephoned 
the school and heard the surprising 
news that the flap over the school 
exchange and field day was rapidly 
developing Later that day, at a consor 
tium session, we learned about "pyra 
miding," an approach by which peo 
ple who represent others meet 
regularly with their constituents to en 
sure good communication up and 
down the organization's pyramid We 
realized that, if we'd had that kind of 
interaction, we would almost surtly 
have avoided shortcutting our govern 
ing process during the exchange con 
troversy, because we would have 
known that at least some members of 
the faculty would insist on strict adher 
ence to the system.

Our attempt to begin a pyramiding 
effort began when we returned from 
the consortium We decided to invite 
people to attend informal meetings 
after school As the pressures of clos 
ing school were already beginning, we
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were gratified when a group of eight 
gathered to share their thoughts and 
reactions Attendance at subsequent 
biweekly sessions increased until, a 
month later, at our final meeting, 15 
people assembled, about 40 percent of 
the faculty, all interested in sharing 
with each other

The success of our communications 
effort left us optimistic about future 
dialogues We had established a forum 
for the exchange of information and 
ideas The exchange issue helped us to 
see the need for exacting attention to 
group process as a means of maintain 
ing trust among our colleagues Simi 
larly, our experience with pyramiding 
suggested that restructuring, in its ini 
tial stages, requires that large numbers 
of people make what may seem an 
inordinate effort at communicating

Where Do We Go from Here?
We now drive with a new perspective 
on the road ahead. It is crucial to 
develop a sense of trust in order to

establish a credible framework of self- 
governance, an integral pan of site- 
based management It takes time to 
establish new rules, define new roles, 
and balance new relationships. The 
governing process must be painstak 
ingly adhered to, and new methods of 
communication must be developed 
and used

We recognize that site-based man 
agement may seem inefficient and 
cumbersome at first, but the faculty is 
in the driver's seat—it has the ability 
to control acceleration and the mech 
anism to brake When its members feel 
more comfortable with their roles and 
responsibilities, the road to self-gover 
nance should become a lot smootherO

Laurence W. Aroostein is the Principal, 
Marda Martow is a 6th grade Language Arts 
Teacher, and Brendan Desfleis is a 7th
grade team leader and English Teacher at 
John Glenn Middle School, McMahon 
Road. Bedford. MA 01730 Their school is 
a member of the ASCD Consortium on 
Restructuring.

National Conference Announcement

June 27 - 29, 1990
The Barclay Hotel 
Philadelphia, Pa.

Urban Education: Putting the Myths to Rest
Major conference presentations on:

Confronting the Central Myth: Americans Want Equal 
Opportunity for Urban Students

Working with American Businesses 
Creating an Agenda far Tram/arming Urban Scnooii

Concurrent •ftrions on myths related to teacher preparation, onjannation and funding. 
student background and environment, and teachers andarhnmisnatm&.

Sponsored by the Pennsylvania Academy for the Piofession of Teaching, an initiative 
of the Sate System of Higher Education. Honorary conference committee members

,,
National Urban League. National Alliance for Business, Education Commission of the 
States, National School Boards Association, Institute for Educational Leadership, and other 
organoations. 
To register, contact: National Urban Conference

Pennsylvania Academy for the Profession of Teaching 
MiUersville University 
Millersville, PA 17551 
(717)8723729
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