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1 Introduction

The policy of devolving management to local schools in England has been accompanied by advice from government urging the adoption of a rational planning model (National Audit Office, 1994, Glover et al., 1997). The term ‘rational planning’ derives from an approach to strategy (and economics) which presumes that a predictable future allows decision makers to carefully weigh up the consequences of alternatives and to choose a course of action that maximises the achievement of objectives.  Two conditions need to be satisfied for this to be feasible. First, it must be possible to predict any external changes that will affect the circumstances of their school. Second, it must be possible to separate out the elements of the production process and attribute changes in the outcomes of the organisation’s effort to actions that have been taken.

Some critics of rational planning (e.g. Bell 1998, Davies and Ellison 1998) have focused on the first, external, condition arguing that schools face a ‘turbulent and unpredictable future’. In these circumstances the planning process needs to be more flexible to allow members of the organisation to respond effectively to unforeseen events. The second condition is called into question by the very limited state of current knowledge about the relationship between resource allocation and pupil attainment (Vignoles et al., 2000). There is also an ambiguity in the locus of strategic planning in schooling policy in England. The retention by central government of control over much of the curriculum and the detailed guidance provided to schools on how to teach literacy and numeracy suggest that schools are expected to implement rather than plan strategy. More fundamentally, other critics (e.g. Grace 1993 2000, Thrupp 2003) have been concerned with the values embodied in the transposition of ideas developed in the context of ‘for-profit’ business to ‘not-for-profit’ schools. Worrying about how schools should respond to changes in the external environment ignores the role of schooling in shaping future society and the values that are embodied in this shaping. Each of these criticisms identifies an inadequacy in rational planning as a framework for school management but there are also problems with the criticisms. However, a comparison of the predictability of the external environment faced by state schools and that faced by private enterprises cautions against describing the future faced by schools as ‘turbulent and unpredictable’.  Moreover, the literature on ‘not-for-profit’ organisations (e.g. Hansmann 1987, Tuckman 1998) suggests that some useful insights may be gleaned from adapting ideas developed through the study of ‘for-profit’ business. 

The contention put forward in this paper is that the critics and advocates of rational planning have some useful things to say about the practice and analysis of strategic planning in schools and, therefore, any one standpoint cannot provide a sufficient framework in itself. To sustain this contention we use the competing values framework developed by Quinn (1988) which, as far as we are aware, has not previously been employed in the analysis of school leadership. This framework provides a way of positioning the different approaches to strategic planning that recognises their implicit values and the tensions that exist between them.  Our first task then, in Section 2, is to present Quinn’s framework. In Sections 3 to 5 we show how this framework can be used to make sense of recent debate on strategic planning in schools. Section 3 focuses on the external pressure on schools, Section 4 on the nature of school leaders’ knowledge and Section 5 on school leaders’ values and public service motivation. In Section 6 we conclude with some suggestions on how the Competing Values Framework can be of use in the analysis and practice of school leadership.

2 The Competing Values Framework

According to Glatter (2002) the management of tensions and ambiguities in the relationship between school goals and external forces is the most important and difficult task facing school leaders. Quinn’s (1988) Competing Values framework is intended to provide an analytical tool that will equip leaders for this task. It categorises orientations towards organisational effectiveness according to the emphasis given to control or flexibility and the emphasis given to the internal state of the organisation or its relationship to an external environment (Figure 1). The two quadrants in the bottom half of the diagram present orientations that emphasise hierarchy and centralisation and are predicated on an assumption that leaders are well informed about internal processes and future external changes. The two quadrants on the right hand side of the diagram assume that the organisation is subject to significant external pressure and leaders are orientated to respond to that pressure. Quinn’s argument is that the values and perceptions of each individual make them emphasise one orientation (quadrant in Figure 1) rather than the others and that leaders become more effective as they are able to recognise the strengths and weaknesses in each orientation or model and switch from one orientation to another in response to circumstances. This switching requires an ability to resolve contradictions that are inherent in the polar positions along each line in the diagram. For example, the quality of adaptability and readiness that is valued in the Open Systems Model is in opposition to the value of stability and control in the Internal Process Model. 

Figure 1 about here

A fundamental difficulty with the model is that it is not well designed to capture ways in which an organisation intends to, or succeeds in, changing the environment in which it is operating. This is apparent in the way that the external and internal foci are characterised in Figure 1. This problem is pertinent to the analysis of for-profit businesses which strive to influence markets in which they operate (Vickers, 1995). It is even more problematic in the analysis of not-for-profit organisations whose members may be seeking to change the external environment for the benefit of others. We therefore need to explain how we are re-interpreting the model in order to take account of this problem.

The division between the upper and lower halves of Figure 1 is determined by beliefs about knowledge of the external environment and organisational processes. Such beliefs may be divided into three kinds: (i) relevant information is known; (ii) gaps in knowledge are such that risks can be calculated and organisational procedures can be designed to cope with the anticipated margin of error; (iii) gaps in knowledge cannot be calculated and the future may bring changes that simply cannot be imagined. The distinction between (ii) and (iii) has been characterised in cybernetics as a difference between single and double loop learning (Downward, 1999). In single loop learning an organisation is able to monitor environmental change, relate new information to its current system, and make appropriate adjustments to its procedures. In double loop learning the organisation is able to identify and respond to an environmental change for which the rationale underlying its current procedures is inappropriate. In so doing it makes choices that shape the future environment in which the organisation operates. If the organisation believes it knows all relevant information or it believes that it has procedures that allow appropriate adjustments it can proceed with the measure of control indicated by the bottom half of Figure 1. Otherwise it is better to devolve responsibility for policy formation to those employed at lower levels of an organisation who are better placed to detect changes in that external environment (Mintzberg, 1994; Elfring and Volberda, 2001) and also able to draw upon tacit understanding of internal processes. Uncertainty about the future makes the formation of specific targets rather hazardous. It may not be ‘SMART’ to specify a sharp measurable target that an organisation remains fixed on achieving when changes in the external environment have undermined the purpose behind that target. It makes more sense for the organisation to focus on improving its capability than upon outcomes employees will be expected to achieve.. The quadrants on the right hand side of Figure 1 broadly correspond with the distinction between rational (or classical) and emergent approaches to organisational strategy. 

Quinn’s framework in Figure 1 assumes that the organisation exists for its own benefit. Whether it is more appropriate for the leader to think in terms of the left or right hand side of the diagram depends on the extent to which the external environment creates pressure which threatens the organisation’s ability to pursue its interests. The framework regards an internal focus as entirely self-interested by specifying the objective ‘Towards maintenance of the socio-technical state of the organisation’. The Public Choice critique of state education (e.g. Chubb and Moe, 1988) makes exactly this assumption about schools. This is the basis on which it argues that schools need to be put under external pressure to stop teachers from serving their own or bureaucratic interests. This belief is evident in government education policy in England which has attempted to shift the orientation of school leaders from an internal to an external focus. This policy has been pursued through the inclusion of employers on governing bodies (Deem, 1994), open enrolment (Glatter et al., 1996) and the publication of examination results (West and Pennell, 2000). To take account of the possibility of school leaders’ public service motivation (Francois, 2000) we suggest a change the characterisation of the internal focus in Figure 1 from ‘Towards maintenance of the socio-technical state of the organisation’ to ‘Towards implementation of professional values’. The latter can be interpreted either as self-seeking (e.g. ‘maintaining bureaucracy and professional self-interest’) or as displaying public service motivation (e.g. ‘developing well socialised individuals’ or ‘fostering constructive social criticism and creativity’). The distinction between the two quadrants on the left hand side remains. An Internal Process Model is consistent with public service motivation and a belief that relevant information about internal processes and the external environment is known or amenable to management through routine processes. Genuine uncertainty suggests that the leader with public service motivation should adopt a Human Relations Model. 

In this discussion of the Competing Values Framework we have identified four factors that will affect the orientation that a school leader adopts towards strategy: their personal disposition (and the effect of their experience and training upon this); the degree to which the organisation is facing external pressure; how much they think they know and their confidence in the knowledge they do have; and the extent to which they possess public service motivation. The next three sections examine each of the last three of these factors in turn.

3 The source and extent of external pressure

According to principal-agent theory, schools (as agents) will pursue their own interests rather than the interests of principals (parents, government) if given the scope to do so. This provides a rationale for policies designed to increase external pressure on schools and according to Carnoy and Loeb (2002) this has improved student outcomes in the United States. The case against increased external pressure is that schools are induced to meet performance measures at the expense of outcomes less susceptible to easy measurement and the relationship between the performance measure and desired outcomes becomes ever more distant as a result. For good or ill, external pressure only operates upon schools when they have some strategic responsibility in the purchase and deployment of resources and the selection of intended schooling outcomes. The ‘decentralisation’ of state schooling (Bullock and Thomas, 1997) may therefore be seen as a necessary step towards greater government control of schools. Once schools have responsibility for ‘self-management’ external pressure may be created in two ways: through parents via open enrolment and directly through government regulation and monitoring. 

External pressure operating through parental preferences gives school leaders responsibility for strategy formation, encouraging them towards the right hand quadrants of Figure 1. The pressure will be greater when local parents are better able to overcome the asymmetric information problem they face and when they have feasible alternative schools to choose between. Given lower levels of cultural capital working class parents initially faced a more serious information problem in choosing schools (Ball et al., 1996; Bowe et al., 1994) but this class difference reduces as all parents become more familiar with the kind of information available (Gorard, 1999). Published school performance tables are now playing an important role in many parents’ choice of school in England (West and Pennell, 2000).  Given the small proportion of variation in pupil attainment accounted for by schooling, information on schools’ absolute performance tells parents rather more about schools’ intake than it does about school effectiveness. Schools with intakes of significantly higher average ability than that of rival schools will experience lower levels of parental pressure. We would also expect schools with fewer local rivals to experience lower levels of pressure. This is consistent with evidence (Bradley and Taylor, 2002 ) that schools with more local rivals improved examination results by a small but significantly higher amount than schools with few local rivals. Nevertheless, in rural areas most schools report that they are facing competition from rivals (Ribchester and Edwards, 1998).

The external pressure will also vary according to the heterogeneity of parents’ preferences. In advocating the allocation of school places through a market Chubb and Moe (1988) anticipated that markets would naturally encourage schools to specialise in attracting parents with a particular set of preferences. Once established, a segmented market of this kind would lead to a lower level of pressure on schools’ performance as parents would only have one local feasible school to choose. However, the market reforms introduced in England failed to produce anything resembling this specialisation prompting government to intervene directly to create diversity in schooling (Adnett and Davies, 2003).  This has been due in part to the limited scope for schools to change their curriculum as a result of the National Curriculum. Nevertheless, the creation of financial incentives for schools to adopt specialist school status, the introduction of government strategies for teaching in primary and lower secondary schools and the maintenance of a frequent inspection system (Levačić and Glover, 1998) indicate a loss of faith in the capacity of quasi-market forces to change schools’ strategic processes and objectives.      

This degree of central government intervention greatly restricts the sense in which school leaders can be thought of as forming strategy. Target outcomes of schooling and the rewards for achieving those outcomes are determined chiefly by central government whilst schools have responsibility for managing resources to develop their capacity to achieve outcomes (Levačić, 1998). Incentives to ensure that schools and teachers adhere to the policy are set in place through open enrolment, league tables and performance related pay. Middle layers of management (local education authorities) have seen their powers curtailed to reduce the risk of subversion of policy as it cascades down the organisation and substantial resources are devoted to monitoring how strictly policy is being followed. In fact, these last two measures are combined by re-training middle managers (LEA inspectors) as monitors of central government policy through the work of the Office for Standards in Education (OfSTED).  Direct government action seems to dominate the ‘external’ environment for schools to an extent that it appears more appropriate to view school leaders as implementers rather than formers of strategy (Johnson and Scholes, 2001). On this interpretation government determined school performance tables direct pressure from parents in order to create incentives for schools to stick to government policy. The government is positioning itself in the ‘rational goal model’ quadrant of Figure 1 with the objective of persuading its external environment, the electorate, to return it to office at the next general election. The capacity of school leaders to choose not to align their strategic stance with the government’s rational goal model depends on the degree to which this is allowed by their local market position. The willingness of school leaders to exercise strategic choice when they have the opportunity depends on their perception of strategic leadership and the values they bring to the job. 

4 School leaders’ knowledge
The stance on strategy suggested by the bottom two quadrants of Figure 1 presumes that school leaders can predict changes in the future external environment and know the effect of internal processes on outcomes. Rational planning is perfectly reasonable if changes are foreseen.  Advocates of ‘emergent planning’ (the top right hand quadrant in Figure 1) (e.g. Bell, 1998) have argued that schools operate in a ‘turbulent, dynamic environment’ (Davies and Ellison 1998, p.462) precluding adequate knowledge required for rational planning. These writers identify government as the external environment for schools citing policy changes such as the introduction of the National Curriculum, the creation of OfSTED and Education Action Zones. In the light of the analysis in the previous section this is not so much a criticism of rational planning per se as an assertion that recent UK governments have not been very good at it. The typical lead-time between policy announcement and expected implementation has been two years. For example, reforms to A level examinations were notified in 1997 for implementation in 1999 (later put back to 2000). Performance related pay was notified in 1998 and implemented in 2000. Lead times of this length are not particularly helpful if school level planning has a 3-5 year time frame. In addition, schools have to co-ordinate the implementation of overlapping government policies. Calculations of the practicability and costs of this co-ordination process tend to be left to the implementers with inevitable risks of overload. It might also be argued that ‘government failure’ makes it impossible for government to get it right. There may be an electoral imperative that drives the frequency with which central government changes strategy and the timescale expected for implementation. In addition, the ‘median voter problem’ may lead governments to form strategies for schooling that serve the preferences of a narrow band of voters. However, these arguments make a case for believing that rational planning by the current or any other government may have an in-built tendency to go awry. These arguments do not provide a case for ‘emergent planning’ at school level and they would not be applicable to privately managed schools established under public/private partnerships if these had greater freedom from government control.

At first sight the case for regarding ‘volatility’ in the local market as a justification for emergent planning looks little stronger. By and large local schooling markets have been composed of the same schools year after year.  Local government has been reluctant to close small or declining schools (Fink, 1999) and significant economies of scale (Kumar, 1983; Lamdin, 1995; Smet and Nonneman, 1998; Merkies, 2000) dampen incentives for the establishment of new schools. In England the greatest change has been in 16-19 provision. Between 1993 and 1998, 73 schools (out of pool of over 3,500) ceased to provide education for the 16-19 age range, whilst 106 entered this sector of the market (Davies et al., 2002). These figures may be contrasted with the change in private sector business activity. One in ten of the businesses registered in the UK at the beginning of 1999 (a total of 172,000 companies) had ceased to operate by the end of the same year, whilst a slightly higher number of businesses (178,500) had started trading during the year (ONS, 2000). Private sector businesses in health and education showed an even higher rate of change during the year with 13.7% of businesses de-registering and 15.1% registering for the first time. The contrast in ‘market’ volatility between private business and state schooling is equally evident in the experience of organisations which continue to operate in particular market sectors. An indication of this is provided by the Fame database (BVD, 2000). A random sample of 50 businesses with between 50 and 100 employees and roughly a £2m turnover (broadly comparable to secondary schools) experienced fairly high average annual rates of change in turnover (13%), jobs (12%) and fixed assets (17%) between1997 and 1998. Businesses more than 100 employees experienced much higher rates of change: turnover (47%), jobs (28%) and fixed assets (41%).  Given that these figures are taken from years in which the economy was experiencing relatively stable conditions it would seem that most schools enjoy a comparatively stable environment. 

However, there has been some significant change in secondary schools’ curricula. In 1993 just 25% of 11-18 comprehensive schools offered vocational courses in their sixth forms. By 1998 74% offered vocational courses at intermediate level and 59% offered vocational courses at advanced level (Davies et al., 2002). Moreover, the interdependence between schools in local markets (Vickers, 1995) means that periods of stability can be brought to abrupt end by a sudden change in policy by one school (Davies et al., 2002, Adnett and Davies, 2003).  The most likely reason for this is a change of senior management which brings a change in perception, values or objectives in one school. The actual advantages of being a first-mover in a local schooling market are unlikely to be strong as any behaviour to secure competitive advantage that can be copied will be copied.

School leaders’ knowledge of internal school processes allows them to make strategic decisions about target outcomes and resource allocation. For example, knowledge of the relative strengths of departments and teachers provides a basis for encouraging students to choose one subject rather than another (Adnett and Davies, forthcoming). However, knowledge of the impact of internal school processes on student outcomes is relatively weak. This is indicated by current evidence of the effect of resource allocation (Vignoles et al. 2000; Adnett and Davies, 2002), criticisms of school effectiveness research (Goldstein and Woodhouse, 2000, Coe and FitzGibbon, 1998) and evidence of the instability of school effects (Gray et al. 2001, Pugh and Mangan 2003).  

The knowledge problems to be overcome in school planning are therefore somewhat different to those suggested by the advocates of emergent planning. The most fundamental problem is the weak level of knowledge about the effect of schooling processes on outcomes and this problem is not addressed by introducing private sector management of schools or by encouraging schools to adopt emergent planning procedures that are predicated on the assumption that uncertainty is a feature of knowledge of the external environment. It is more appropriate in these circumstances to encourage planning that focuses on increasing teachers’ capability (Quadrant 1 in Figure 1). This is consistent with evidence that school effects on student attainment are strongly related to variation in teacher capability (Hanushek et al., 1999). It also suggests that the most important aspect of teacher quality is the ability to learn from and respond effectively to evidence from experience in teaching.  But an emphasis on Quadrant 1 in Figure 1 carries the danger that schools and teachers will focus on their own interests rather than those of parents and government. That is, although an emphasis on Quadrant 1 carries the best chance of raising capability this in itself does not ensure best performance. There is a tension between the values in Quadrants 1 and 3. Resolving these tensions is partly a matter for the school leader responding to particular circumstances, but it also returns our attention to the extent off teachers’ public service motivation.  

5 School leaders’ public service motivation 

Grace (1993, 2000) presents two arguments for regarding teachers and school leaders as motivated towards the public good rather than their own private benefit. The first argument is that pressure from parents will be directed towards securing private benefits for their children. Therefore, this pressure will underestimate the actual benefits of schooling to the extent that each child’s achievements will benefit others (through peer effects on attainment and wider benefits of learning such as social cohesion). By itself this argument does not demonstrate that external pressure on schools in general and rational planning in particular is a bad thing. Although Grace suggests that teachers are better placed to understand the social outcomes it is not immediately obvious why this should be the case. The literature on non-profit organisations (James, 1983; Hansmann, 1987; Tuckman, 1998) shows how, given assumptions that leaders of organisations are well informed and subject to external pressure, analysis (e.g. Porter, 1979, 1980) and planning principles derived from for-profit business can be reasonably adapted. Moreover, the existence of social benefits does not prove that schools and teachers will be motivated to secure them. 

It is the assertion that school leaders and teachers are have ‘public service motivation’ (Perry and Wise, 1990; Francois, 2000) that is the crucial, second part of the argument. Grace (2000, 226-227)  quotes Beck’s definition of teachers’ ‘independent and informed judgement… possessing a wider vision of the place of their expertise within the realm of a broader intellectual culture…(through which they) creatively reproduced a relationship between knowledge and the self which was generative of a certain form of integrity – individual moral integrity but also a sense of collective responsibility for the professional practice and standards.’  If teachers are motivated by ‘the common good’ then strategy which focuses on teacher development is in the public interest despite the lack of responsiveness to external pressure. Evidence from the US summarised and developed by Houston (2000) lends support to the belief that public sector workers are differently motivated from those in the private sector. Less systematic evidence is available for the UK. Steele (1999) provides evidence of some difference in motivation of managers in the private and public sectors that is endorsed by the Audit Commission (2002) despite reporting that their survey suggested pay was the most important motivational factor in the public services.

The combination of public service motivation and the weak information about school processes enables a further step in the argument. The nature of teachers’ work means that their contracts are ‘incomplete’.  It is not possible to specify completely in their contract what teachers will be expected to do. The implementation of organisational strategy therefore depends to some degree on trust (House, 1996; Adnett, 2003). Class contact time has been reported (TES, 2002) as accounting or only 40% of a teacher’s working time in England. In these circumstances it is particularly difficult for employers to specify a ‘complete’ contract for teachers and in England (unlike in Scotland) there has been no attempt to do so. The rational planning response to this problem is to aim to introduce ever more specific contractual arrangements and ever more detailed arrangements for monitoring adherence to contractual obligations. If teachers are purely self-interested this is rational as long as the resource costs of drawing up such detailed contracts and the time spent in monitoring adherence do not outweigh the gains from implementing these policies. If contracts are not absolutely complete (and it is hard to see how they could be) then there must also be dysfunctional effects as those desired elements of a teachers’ job that are outside the contract are likely to be neglected. If teachers do possess a ‘public service motivation’ then the dysfunctional effects of more detailed contracts and greater monitoring will be greater in so far as effort levels decrease when professional motivation is replaced by a culture of ‘working according to what I am paid’.  Conversely planning that focuses on professional development can aim to reinforce professional ethics and trust. 

6 Conclusions

The Competing Values Framework presents a useful way of distinguishing been opposing conceptions of strategic leadership in schools. It is useful because it helps to identify the critical assumptions on which each conception is constructed. For example, advocates of ‘emergent strategy’ in school planning have typically pointed to the ‘turbulence’ of schools’ external environment as justification for this viewpoint. However, the external environment for schools is usually quite stable when compared with the business environments for which the ideas of ‘emergent strategy’ were developed. The more profound problem for leaders in school is the uncertain effect of resource allocation on student outcomes. Likewise, the critical assumption in the critique (e.g. Grace 1993, 2000) of ‘managerialism’ in school leadership is the possibility of public service motivation. The identification of these critical assumptions makes it more possible to identify the circumstances in which the arguments of critics of rational planning really bind and, this in turn, outlines an agenda for empirical research. 

The framework also has important implications for practice. It suggests that leaders in schools should learn to recognise their personal pre-disposition towards different approaches to strategy; they should understand the assumptions underpinning each approach and the arguments for deploying each approach in particular circumstances. At the most crucial level this involves a recognition of inherent tensions between different approaches. It is obviously in the public interest that school leaders’ public service motivation is encouraged. External pressure from government and/or parents which diminishes this motivation creates dysfunctional incentives. However, even the most highly motivated public servants may develop professional cultures that become (perhaps) unwittingly self-serving when immune from external pressure. School leaders need to be responsive to the current environment and mindful that they have a responsibility for the values implicit in the future environment they are helping to create. At a more mundane level leaders moving from one school to another face significant differences in context that affect the appropriate type of strategic planning. The degree of uncertainty and external pressure is affected by the stability and strength of competition in the local schooling market and the strength of the school’s position in a local hierarchy. Moreover there are some aspects of school planning which deal with internal processes such as students’ subject choice in secondary schools where the implications are more easily predicted. School leaders should be capable of choosing different approaches to strategy in different circumstances. Nevertheless, the evidence of schools’ external and internal environments reviewed in this paper indicates that strategy ought frequently to emphasise teachers’ professional development. 

This has implications for public policy on the incentives created for school leaders and the training they are asked to undertake. Incentives and training which encourage leaders to always adopt one approach to strategy are likely to be unhelpful. In England, school leaders now face a web of incentives created by the inspection process, inducements to participate in current government initiatives and local quasi-markets. The complexities of these incentives make an inherently difficult job even more problematic and they encourage a tendency towards reactive decision making that is unlikely to benefit the public interest in the long-run. Incentives and training that encourage strategy focused on professional development for much of the time and flexibility for the remainder are more easily justified given the current state of knowledge about the process of schooling. 
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Figure 1 The Competing Values Framework
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1 In Quinn’s diagram (1988: 48) he refers to the ‘system’ rather than the organisation. We have used organisation to avoid confusion with the system within which the organisation operates.
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