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Bureaucracy and Community
Given the almost diametrically opposed defining characteristics and primary interests for the

school when viewed as a bureaucracy and as a community, it is tempting to feel that one is

compelled to choose between them. In fact, it would be nice if this were the case, for one

could then concentrate on defining the administrative style which was required in the

selected case. Unfortunately, it is not the case. The inescapable truth is that schools are at

one and the same time mechanical hierarchical bureaucracies and organic moral

communities. Educational administrators must acknowledge and deal with both realities,

providing effective management and inspirational leadership simultaneously, drawing the

best from both roles while reconciling their contradictions. Fullan (1997, p. 16) notes that,

“neither the passive, facilitative leader, who tries to be responsive to others, nor the forceful,

charismatic leader is effective. The former leader fails to stand for anything, and the latter

dominates the agenda.”
Not only educational administrators, but the entire school community must attend

simultaneously to these contradictory aspects of school life. Leithwood (1996) suggests that

in the future schools will be expected to blend the best features of high reliability

organizations (“providing the gateway achievements which all students can master”),

learning organizations (“providing the conditions required to continuously improve

professional practice and to discover new ways to accomplish the complex outcomes

expected of schools”), and community (“providing the social capital on which to build the

student’s academic experience”). Blending bureaucracy and community, in what Leithwood

refers to as a “high reliability learning community,” is an enormous challenge, to which I will

return shortly. First, however, let us delve a bit more deeply into these two worldviews.
From the perspective of bureaucracy, the school consists of a set of distinct roles based

on a rational analysis of the stated goals, which interact within an explicit framework of rules

that are designed to maximize productivity and efficiency. Individuals are required to

comply with the role description for their position and the rules of the bureaucracy in order to

ensure the expected behaviour, which will allow the mechanism to function as intended by

the designers and thus to achieve the stated goals without wasteful overlaps or counter-

productive cross purposes. The measure of individual success is fulfillment of defined role,

which can be determined quite independently of the organization’s success. The measure of

organizational success, or “productivity,” is achieving stated goals as quickly and effectively

as possible with minimum expenditure of resources. Individual teachers, support staff and

students are interchangeable with other similar individuals; for example, new teachers,

temporary secretaries, next year’s students. So long as everyone does their job as defined the

school functions as intended.
It is the administrator’s job to ensure that this is the case, and for this purpose the office

of principal is assigned the necessary positional authority over staff and students through

legal statute and local policies. The duties of the office centre around operation and

maintenance of the physical plant, provision of necessary resources, and the supervision of

staff, including periodic reporting and corrective direction as necessary. Individuals are

rewarded for their fidelity and individual productivity by remuneration and occasionally by

promotion. Thus, there is an economic and behavioural transaction of work for pay and

prestige. The effective administrator is rational, objective, and consistent, dispassionately

treating everyone the same in the interests of equity according to the policies and regulations

that apply. Of course, s/he conducts her/himself courteously and in as personable a manner

as possible, but fundamentally there is nothing personal about whatever s/he may have to do.

The office of the principal is bigger than the person who happens to occupy it. The rules are

the rules, and what must be done must be done. The principal’s job is to be effective, not

popular. What is most important is that there is a competent and reliable hand at the helm so

that the school can function smoothly and unanticipated problems do not arise, or are quickly

solved if they do. This rational, behaviourist approach to administration, which is what is

expected from a bureaucratic perspective, has dominated the principalship in the past and its

masculine, take-charge character is no doubt the reason that the vast majority of principals

have been men.
From the perspective of community, the school consists of a network of relationships

based on caring and a shared commitment to a set of values and a purpose story, or meta-

narrative, which brings meaning and coherence to the activities of individual members of the

community. The measure of the community’s success is the richness and fertility of the

activities which it conducts and their success in sustaining the community, preserving its

values, achieving its collective purposes and providing a nurturing environment for all of the

individuals which comprise it. Individual success is primarily assessed in terms of

contribution to the success of the community as a whole. Activities of individuals are

overlapped and interwoven in a redundant network of interdependence, with the result that

the community is highly adaptive and resilient in the face of change, more like a healthy

jungle ecology than a finely tuned mechanism.
The administrator represents and relates the community’s purpose story in order to

inculcate its values in the members, and invite them into full participation in the community.

S/he spends her time in dialogue with individuals and groups as a colleague and co-learner in

order to assist them in finding and forming meaning. Individuals are motivated by the

understandings they develop as individuals, the support they experience in their relationships

and the contributions they are able to make to others. The effective administrator is deeply

involved in a wide variety of different relationships which differ according to the unique

circumstances, subjective understandings and personal needs of the individual(s). S/he has

authority within the community to the degree that s/he has the respect of all its members

because of his/her character, passionate involvement and proven ability to encourage (to give

heart to) and to inspire (to breathe life into) the community. Through the administrator’s

work s/he and other members of the community are raised to higher levels of moral

engagement and personal insight. This holistic, humanistic approach to administration,

which is what is expected from a community perspective, is increasingly understood to be

essential but is extremely difficult to operationalize and is, therefore, relatively rare.
In the past, the traditional administrator has adopted the bureaucratic (cognitive, modern,

transactional, masculine) style almost exclusively. The present and the future do not require

that administrators adopt the community (affective, postmodern, transformational, feminine)

style exclusively, but it certainly does require that the community style be learned and

utilized in addition to the bureaucratic style. Thomas Sergiovanni contends that, “The

management values now considered legitimate are biased toward rationality, logic,

objectivity, the importance of self-interest, explicitness, individuality, and detachment.

Emphasizing these values causes us to neglect emotions, the importance or group

membership, sense and meaning, morality, self-sacrifice, duty, and obligation as additional

values.” (Sergiovanni, 1992, p. xiii) Thus, the adjustment which seems most often to be

required is to increase the focus on community and decrease the focus on bureaucracy in

order to achieve a healthy balance.
Unfortunately, there is a tendency in academic writing about educational administration

over the past decade or more to focus on important new insights about the importance of

inspirational leadership to such a degree that the efficient management component is ignored

or denigrated. This is an unfortunate error. Leadership is important, indeed essential, but so

is management. The school is a moral community, and it is also a mechanical bureaucracy.

A principal must “yield unto Caesar what is Caesar’s.” S/he cannot afford an exclusive focus

on either dimension. Warren Bennis has described management as doing things right and

leadership as doing the right things. Both are important. There is no point in having the

trains run on time if you do not know where they are going, but the reverse is equally futile.

In many ways efficient management is the necessary foundation for inspirational school

leadership, whether provided by one and the same person or collectively by the members of

an administrative team.
Kotter (1999) has described management as dealing with complexity and leadership as

dealing with change. The former is necessary because schools are large, intricate

organizations with complex, multi-faceted objectives, and the latter is necessary because they

exist in a dynamic environment which requires them to be constantly reinventing themselves

in order to meet changing goals and serve the unique needs of students. In John P. Kotter on

what leaders really do, he describes the manager/leader in a business context as follows.

(Kotter, 1999, pp. 6-7)
• Leadership is different from management, and the primary force behind successful

change of any significance is the former, not the latter. Without sufficient leadership, the

probability of mistakes increases greatly and the probability of success decreases

accordingly. This is true no matter how the change is conceptualized—that is, in terms

of new strategies, reengineering, acquisitions, restructuring, quality programs, cultural

redesign, an so on.
• Because the rate of change is increasing, leadership is a growing part of managerial work. Far too many people in positions of power still fail to recognize or acknowledge this most important observation.
• Increasingly, those in managerial jobs can be usefully thought of as people who create

agendas filled with plans (the management part) and visions (the leadership part), as

people who develop implementation capacity networks through a well-organized

hierarchy (management) and a complex web of aligned relationships (leadership), and

who execute through both controls (management) and inspiration (leadership).
• Because management tends to work through formal hierarchy and leadership does not, as change is breaking down boundaries, creating flatter organizations, more outsourcing,

and the demand for more leadership, managerial jobs are placing people in ever more

complex webs of relationships.
• Because managerial work is increasingly a leadership task, and because leaders operate

through a complex web of dependent relationships, managerial work is increasingly

becoming a game of dependence on others instead of just power over others ...
• What a manager/leader does on a minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour basis rarely fits any

stereotype of manager, heroic leader, or executive, a fact that can create considerable

confusion for those in managerial jobs, especially newcomers. Daily observable

behavior is nevertheless understandable if one takes into consideration the diverse tasks

(including both leadership and management), the difficult work (including both

maintenance and change), and the web of relationships (which goes far beyond formal

hierarchy) that come with the territory.
Metaphorically, then, educational administration is “bi-nocular” or “stereo-scopic.” We

need to see it from two different perspectives simultaneously in order to fully understand it.

In the same way that we only gain depth perception through the use of both eyes, “bi-

nocular” vision, so too do we only gain a three-dimensional understanding of educational

administration through the combined perspectives of organization and community.
There are many monocular models of administration which promote a particular style or

orientation. Many of these are interesting and valuable, but none is sufficient. They provide

at best a flat view of the topic. Only by combining multiple perspectives can we appreciate

the depth and richness of real-life administration. This requires us to hold simultaneously in

mind different, contrasting, at times contradictory, metaphors. Such conceptual plurality can

be challenging in that it frequently involves ambiguity and paradox, but that is the nature of

the real-life experience of educational administration, and the reality we seek to represent, at

least in part, with the “bi-nocular” metaphor.
One “eye” of binocular administration looks out on an organization. Organizations are

mechanisms; they prize reductionist, analytic reasoning which breaks complex tasks down

into smaller roles that can be accomplished more easily by individuals. Organizational

managers provide the command and control which will maintain order and efficiency in the

mechanism by ensuring that members comply with its rules and accomplish their individual

roles. This administrative style, which is based on behaviourism, is often termed

transactional since it involves a transaction of work in exchange for payment and loyalty in

exchange for security.
The other “eye” of binocular administration looks out on a community. Communities are

organic ecologies; they are based on a holistic, synthetic sensitivities which value

connections and bind people together on the basis of shared values and purposes.

Community leaders represent the values and articulate the vision which will invite voluntary

commitment to the community and strengthen relationships between its members. This

administrative style, which has been described in many different ways by different authors,

was first identified by James McGregor Burns in 1978. He termed it transformational in

order to contrast its personal character with the purely functional interests of the transactional

approach.
As mentioned previously, some would have us dismiss the transactional approach as old-

fashioned and unenlightened, and embrace the transformational approach as the way of the

future. This, however, would only replace one insufficient model with another. The real

world involves people working together in both organizational and community ways at the

same time. It requires administrators, therefore, to be able to blend these points of view and

to moderate their own behaviour to acknowledge both roles and relationships, employ both

analysis and synthesis, uphold both rules and values in order to ensure compliance and foster

commitment, and create both efficiency and fecundity in the organization/community.

Organizational and community concerns are the yin and the yang of the full-bodied binocular

reality of administration. 

The contradictions between these two views make it tempting to try and determine which

one is “true” or “superior” and then to utilize it in preference to the other. It is difficult to

sustain the tension between them and balance their opposing tendencies, but that is what

leadership requires. Perhaps the central challenge of educational administration is in

reconciling the simultaneous demands of a multi-faceted reality which embodies ambiguity

and paradox. An administrator who shrinks from this challenge, who seeks the ‘comfortable

pew’ of certainty in one perspective or the other, may find personal peace of mind, but only

by embracing both perspectives can one hope to view real situations in their full three-

dimensional complexity. As uncomfortable as it may often be, educational administrators

must face this challenge squarely.
The binocular perspective may be applied to any school operation, administrative task, or

specific incident. A few illustrative examples of binocular issues follow.
• Binocular Reasoning: Problems which arise in a school can often be conquered through

rational analysis, identification of possible alternative courses of action, and selection of

one of these alternatives on the balance of costs and benefits. The problem is then

“solved.” Being a good problem-solver is a powerful asset for a principal. However, not

all problems are resolvable. Sometimes they are not problems at all, they are dilemmas.

A dilemma arises when two equally-valid interests collide. In a true dilemma there is no

true “solution” possible, only accommodations of varying adequacy. Many problematic

situations in a community are dilemmas. For example, teachers face the dilemma of

being responsible for maintaining consistent standards and covering required material

while simultaneously responding to the unique needs of individual students who learn in

different ways and at different rates. Principals and teachers face the dilemma of needs

that exceed budgetary resources and tasks and expectations that exceed the available

time. Recognizing the difference between a problem and a dilemma, and knowing when

a solution is possible and when an accommodation is the best or only response is an

essential skill for an educational administrator.
• Binocular Planning: Responsible management requires forethought and planning in an

attempt to predict future needs and opportunities. This must be done, however, without

allowing the planning to imprison innovation and the actual implementation of plans

must embrace the emergent and unpredictable. Visions are important but they cannot be

allowed to blind us. Administrators must push for growth and change while allowing self

and community learning to unfold with integrity. A combination of top-down and

bottom-up strategies is required to support change, neither being sufficient on its own.

Resistance to change must be respected but addressed. Problems must be overcome if

possible so that they do not threaten change, but must also be seen as constructive

opportunities for reevaluation and adaptation along the way.

• Binocular Communication: Sometimes communication can be improved by enhanced

clarity. Better presentation of information can improve comprehension. However, since

communication occurs in the listener or reader, often improved clarity in the message

does nothing to enhance what is understood by the recipient. Often it is more a matter of

timing or of establishing a connection which permits the audience to see the source as

credible and the information as meaningful so that they will pay attention to it and strive

to understand how it affects them. In the absence of some connection with the audience,

even the clearest communication will fail, if it is heard at all. Some communication

issues are matters of substance and others are matters of symbolism. Educational

administrators need to know when they need to work on clarity and when they need to

work on connection in order to improve their communication.
• Binocular Strength: One form of strength is insistence, the unstoppable force. Another

form is persistence, the immovable object. An administrator’s power can be a form of

strength, and so can resolute adherence to basic principles, even without power and even

if it involves occasional detour or delay. Sometimes a “strong” educational administrator

will take charge to ensure an outcome, while at other times s/he will have the courage to

surrender control and permit others to pursue goals that the administrator may not

personally support or fully understand. It is important for administrators to know when

strength takes the form of resolve, and when it takes the form of permission. Sometimes

soft is strong and hard is weak. Sometimes an administrator needs to utilize assigned

power over others, and at times s/he needs to build power through others
• Binocular Honesty: In a rational sense honesty is the absence of deception. However,

this passive honesty is not sufficient to sustain a relationship. More active honesty, or

self-revelation is required. In a relationship it is necessary to share not only facts but also

feelings. Of course, in order to be truly honest such acts of self-disclosure must be

genuine rather than contrived, although they are often quite intentional. Depending on

the audience and the circumstances, an administrator may choose to emphasize roles or

relationships, reason or emotions. Both must be considered at all times, but sometimes a

steady, rational focus on the facts is what is called for, while at other times it is important

to talk about our dreams, our joys, our fears, and our disappointments. Educational

administrators need to know when they must go beyond passive honesty to active

honesty in order to build relationships.

• Binocular Ethics: On the one hand, schools and school systems are organizations

governed by rules and defined by roles. From this perspective, the primary ethical focus

for educational administrators is on justice, the impartial assignment of merited rewards

and punishments in a manner which upholds the organization's basic policies and

principles. On the other hand, schools and school systems are communities defined by

relationships, within which the primary value is not abstract principle but situated caring.

From this perspective, the primary ethical focus for administrators is compassion, caring

for individuals in a manner that reflects human concern and the community's core values.

In every instance, educational administrators must concern themselves simultaneously

with both justice and compassion.
As these few examples illustrate, the educational administrator must work with the

simultaneous perspectives of bureaucracy and community in order to deal with the full

complexity of school life. This balancing and blending requires the ability to work with

ambiguity and conceptual pluralism. It is this challenge to which we now return.
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