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Site-Based Management 
at Central-Hower

Schools with questions about shared decision making
may find some answers from an Ohio high school's
five-year experience with site-based management.

I n 1984, the faculty of CentraJ- 
Hower High School was charged by 
district administrators with develop 

ing a school improvement plan that 
would involve teachers in decision mak 
ing. One of eight high schools in the 
Akron, Ohio, public school system, 
Central-Hower is an inner-city school 
whose population during the past five 
years has declined to about 970 stu 
dents: approximately 45 percent black, 
45 percent white, and 8 percent Asian 
About 33 percent of our students partic 
ipate in the free or reduced price lunch 
program. Average stanines on the Cali 
fornia Achievement Tests are 4-5, but 
our students' abilities range from the 
lowest to the highest. While the majority 
of our students live in our attendance 
district, about 36 percent have elected to 
attend Central-Hower in order to pur 
sue courses in vocational and preprofes- 
sional programs

During the past five years, we have 
struggled with a number of questions 
about how to do school-based man 
agement, three of which we will dis 
cuss here: What organizational struc 
tures will provide for the broadest 
participation by staff members? What 
procedures will ensure responsive- 
ness, fairness, and efficiency? How is 
the role of the principal affected?

The Faculty Senate
Early in the project, we recognized the 
need for some kind of representative 
body to promote participation by our 
staff. We considered various forums, 
including "town meeting" sessions, 
which we concluded would be too 
time consuming. We finally agreed 
upon a Faculty Senate, to be com 
posed of the principal and eight mem 
bers elected from the staff Our staff is 
divided into eight groups by related 
curricular areas, and each group elects

The Faculty Senate's 
main function is to 
set the educational 
policy and agenda 
for the school.

a member of the Senate for a three- 
year term Terms are staggered so that 
no more than three new members are 
elected each year

Although the need for a repre 
sentative body is readily apparent, the 
accountability provided by the group 
structure may not be so obvious. For 
example, if members of a group are 
dissatisfied with their representative, 
Senate procedures provide for a recall 
election When members are elected 
at large to a governing body, however, 
it is difficult in practice to identify a 
"culprit " Also, in a traditionally struc 
tured school, teachers do not have 
effective ways to indicate their unhap- 
piness over building-level decisions 
affecting them. Singly or in groups 
they can complain to the principal or 
to each other in the faculty lounge, but 
if the principal does not follow their 
advice, they have little recourse, aside 
from grievance procedures (While it 
is true that major issues are subject to 
contractual agreements, these issues 
are more likely to be syslemwide 
problems, and the process can take 
years.)

Our school constitution spells out 
election procedures, officer responsi 
bilities, and types of committees In 
addition, it provides an appeal process
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for the principal, who has one vote on 
the Senate and can be outvoted by the 
other members. If the principal had 
the right to veto a Senate decision, 
many staff members felt, the Senate 
would have no real power and would 
become a pointless exercise. During 
discussions about what would actually 
happen if there were serious disagree 
ment in the school, a compromise 
emerged when staff members recog 
nized that someone with higher au 
thority would intervene. So we incor 
porated into the appeal process the 
provision that the principal can appeal 
a Senate decision to the Director of 
Secondary Curriculum or the Assistant 
Superintendent for Curriculum and 
Instruction. We thereby created a nat 
ural check on the Senate and the prin 
cipal. The purists were not fully satis 
fied, but the process has worked, in 
the sense that it has not been invoked 
during its three-year life.

The Senate's main function is to set 
the educational policy and agenda for 
the school (in accordance with school 
board policies). It oversees the work 
of departments and committees and 
determines the budget allocations. By 
working with and through small 
groups, as well as the faculty at large, 
the Senate allows a consensus to 
emerge. Some examples of decisions 
made during 1988-89 will help clarify 
these generalities For example, dur 
ing the summer, a committee revised 
the school philosophy and recom 
mended the amended document to 
the Senate, who arranged for faculty 
discussions at a staff meeting. At this 
meeting, the staff voted on the revised 
document. Another committee, spe 
cially appointed for the task, developed 
a set of five-year goals for 1989/90- 
1994/95 After Senate deliberations, the 
goals were presented to and voted on 
by the staff On a more practical level, 
the Senate approves teacher requests 
for texts and instructional materials, ad 
ditional staff, equipment, and the like.

The Curriculum Council
At first, we thought the Senate would 
deal with all curricular issues as its 
major responsibility. However, the 
Senate soon discovered how time con 
suming the combination of curricu-
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We now have a new 
understanding of 
and appreciation for 
the principal's role 
in the successful 
operation of the 
school.

lum matters and overall policy imple 
mentation is. As a result, we formed 
the Curriculum Council as a subcom 
mittee of the Senate, to which it re 
ports. (The Senate meets daily, with 
Senate responsibilities taking the 
place of supervisory duties.) The Cur 
riculum Council is composed of 
elected department chairpersons A 
Senate member serves as liaison be 
tween the Senate and the Council

Because the Council is new, its func 
tions are still evolving, but some of its 
activities provide insights into the 
shape its functions are taking. For ex 
ample, this is the group that spear 
headed the revision of our school 
philosophy in order to provide a 
guide for making curriculum deci 
sions To leam national, state, and 
local trends, its members heard pre 
sentations from curriculum specialists. 
Further, the Council examined two 
programs, one which teachers felt 
should be added and one dropped, 
and made recommendations to the 
Senate The group is also grappling 
with overall issues such as what a 
Central-Hower graduate should know.

Yearly Mans and 
Five-Year Goals
In addition to these two new groups, 
we have instituted two new proce 
dures that help us to be responsive, 
fair, and efficient. First, in the spring, 
each department or committee devel 
ops a plan for the following year.

Much like a funding proposal, each 
plan spells out why something should 
be done; what the specific objective is; 
what activities, staff, and money are 
involved; and what evaluation meth 
ods will be used. This written docu 
ment informs staff members about the 
plans of other departments and helps 
all departments set realistic goals.

The second procedure involves de 
veloping five-year goals and then tying 
them to the budget. (This process is 
based on a plan originated by the Girl 
Scouts, U.SA, and is used by many 
United Way agencies across the na 
tion.) The five-year goals for 1989/ 
90-1994/95 were developed by a fac 
ulty committee during a three-day 
conference that examined local, state, 
and national trends affecting educa 
tion, current educational programs, 
student achievement and needs, and 
probable funding.

Once the five-year goals have been 
adopted, we weight them in relation to 
each other; that is, goal # 1 is twice as 
important as #2, and so on. Then the 
budget is divided accordingly: here, 
goal #1 would get twice as much 
money as #2 Although we have just 
begun to use this model, we hope it 
will help us allocate our resources 
wisely and in accordance with group 
consensus

The Principal's Role
Early in the project, many questions 
arose about the role of the principal. 
Faculty opinion ranged from maintain 
ing the traditional top-down structure 
to eventually eliminating the position 
entirely. However, we now have a new 
understanding of and appreciation for 
the principal's role in the successful 
operation of the school.

At Central-Hower, the principal is re 
sponsible for all the usual tasks; how 
ever, as a result of shared decision mak 
ing, his role vis a vis the educational 
program has changed. Because our fac 
ulty has agreed that the educational 
agenda will be determined by consen 
sus, the principal facilitates the building 
of that consensus. Thus, he provides 
information or finds sources of informa 
tion, serves as a clearinghouse so com 
mittees are not working at cross pur-
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poses to each other or systemwide 
goals, assists staff members in providing 
for accountability, and encourages staif 
development and experimentation 
These are specific responsibilities re 
lated to developing conseasus on the 
instructional program and methods that 
best serve students

While these, too, are traditional 
tasks of the principal, the difference in 
our setting is that our principal works 
more indirectly As he oversees all the 
work, he is helping others to accom 
plish it. Sharing decision making may 
imply that the principal loses author 
ity However, since the principal's 
sphere of communication is much 
greater, our principal's influence has 
actually increased. After all, when a 
principal makes a decision alone, he 
or she is also alone in trying to imple 
ment it By contrast, when the group 
makes the decision, the group is ready 
to get to work on it.

From Our Experience 
to Yours
We do not claim to have figured out all 
the answers; indeed we recognize that 
many questions lie ahead But our 
rising student achievement scores and 
our own sense of |oy in our accom 
plishments have us convinced we are 
heading in a good direction In a way, 
of course, every school is unique, but 
we recognize that Central-Hower is in 
many ways a "normal" school and has 
problems similar to other schools In 
deed, it is this very ordinariness that 
makes Central-Mower's experience 
with site-based management useful to 
others If it works here, it will work 
elsewhere And it works here.D

Authors' note: For additional informa 
tion, plea.se contact Robert Harvey, Princi 
pal, or Julie Studer, Faculty Senate Chair 
person, Central-Hower High School, 123 S 
Forge St., Akron, OH 44308

Sandra K. Strauber i s a retired Central- 
Hower teacher, serving as a historian for 
the project described here Sara Stanley 
was Principal of Central-Hower during 
1986-1989 and is a Ph D. candidate at The 
University of Akron Carl Wagenknecht 
is a member of the Faculty Senate and was 
its first chairperson All can be reached at 
Central-Hower High School, 123 S Forge 
St., Akron, OH 44308
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