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Hnp1sTORTED COMMUNICATIONS AND SchooL DEMOCRACY

~ Peter Watkins
Deakin University

ABSTRACT

Recent Vietorian Government poliey initiatives in the administration of schocle have
been divected to establishing a democratic collaborative educational system. These policies
reflect a developing generql interest in the demoeratic administration of organisations.

Tn thig context eritical theory has provided a strong theoretical and practical base for
writers interested in the demoeratisation of educational adminiegtration., This paper argues
that by using evitical theory, situations of domination through distorted communication can
be fdentified by school administraters and an undistorted communication or demeeratic structure
substituted.

During 1983 the Minister of Educatlon in Vietoria has had published four Ministerial
Papers. These have been on Deectsion Making in Vietorian Edueation, the Sehool Improvement Plan,
the State Board of Education and School Couneils., Slgnificantly, the papers reflect the
ideological stance taken up by Labor Party policy on the democratisation .and decentralisationl
of education. Indeed the first principle on educational pollcy publiished by the Labor Party
states that:

"pecisions affecting the operatlon of schools in Viectoria should as far
as possible be made at the Tlocal level by those immediately involved,
rather than by a central bureaucracy far removed from the schools it is
meant to serve."

(Labor Party Education Poliicy 1983:1)

This democratic and collaborative approach to the administration of Victorlan State
schools is clearly indicated in the four papers. For example the State Board of Education is
to furnish information toc the Minlster on:.

"appropriate policies and structures to ensure that decision making is
democratic, participatory, collaborative and constructive.”

(Ministerial Paper No., 3 The State
Board of Education 1983:5)

such policles mean a commitment

*that parents, teachers, students, princlpals, administrators, and others
clogely invoived in the work of education willl 21l have the right to
participate Iin decision-making processes. They come together as a group
charged wilth collectlve respongibllity of reaching agreement or coming

to a decislon on issues to be resolved. This participation in the
educatlion system will occur at the school, reglenal and State level.”

(Ministerial Paper No. 1 Declslon
Making in Viectorian Schools. 1883:7)




410

Through thils commitment, representative and democratic school councilis

"will provide for the development of 2 consensus on goals and means in
preference to the false security of authoritarianism."

(Minlsterial Paper No. 4 School
Councils 1983:8)

However such calls for the democratisation of the administration of educational
crganisations and institutlons are not isolated but reflect a wider woridwide, growing interest
in'workplace democracy, worker control and participative administration (see Carnoy and
Shearer 1980; Edwards 1979; Levin 1980; Forester 1981; Denhardt 1981(a) and Zwerdling 1980),
Indeed the publieatlon of a new Journal Economic and Industrial Democracy has emphasised the
empilrical and theoretical developments which may concern educational administrators interested
in this fleld. Consequently this paper will first offer some thoughts on the increasing
advocacy for school and industrial democracy.

Secondly, this paper will examine the concepts and arguments of eritical theory (see
Habermas 1974, 1975, 1979) which would appear to be another frultful source for educatilonal
administrators interested in the demccratisation of schools. Already critical theory is being
suggested as & new path along which educational administrators might travel (see Foster 1980,
1982; Bates 1982, 1983; Giroux 1983; Watkins 1982, 1983). In this paper it is argued that
eritical theory provides a strong theoretlcal and philosophical foundation on which an
educational administration might be implemented based on censensus and democratle principles
rather than hilerarchical power and control derived from the 1declogy of scientific management
{see Gronn 1982).

Further, 1%t ls argued that through critical theory 1t 1s possible to go beyond the
rhetorlc of collaboratlon and democratisation so that school administrations are restructured
whereby all members of the school community are provided with significant opportunilties for
rational framing, adjustment and implementation of substantive inputs into the organisational
planning of schools. If schools can be aéminlistered and more meaningfully restructured so that
the division between those who make the declsions and those who carry out other's decisions
is eradicated, then the levels of communication should be democratically based. To achieve
these undistorted or demccratic levels of commanication, informatilon must be shared equally
and opportunilties provided so that all members of the school community can participate in
shaping their school's educatlonal policies.

Some Thoughts on School Demgeoracy

While the key words of collaboratlon, consensus and school democracy can be seen as
providing the school community with an effective voice in the administration of schools a
number of reasons both positive and negative can be put ferward for their advocacy.

In the most positive sense the move can be seen as refleeting the political ideology of
the Labor Government. Equify, collaboration and consensus can be best achieved through the
democratisation of the administration of schooig. Through the implementation of democratic
processes within the adminlstrative structure of schools, organisational democracy is not only
placed in harmony wlth political democracy but also the political ideology of the Government
gains legitimacy. In this way school community invelvement becomes important for legitimating
the political system. '

Secondly, the considerable expertlse and know-how of teachers and parents, often formerly
in open conflict with a remote managerial elite, can now be openly recogniseé and'also
legitimated through this process. This ensures that a diverse number of people can contribute
a wider spectrum of opinlon and expertise than mlght have been formerly been put forward. The
knowledge so aceumulated can then be tapped and formalised into the school administrative

structures. But as a consequence, it might be suggested, a much more subtle form of control
might be achleved through co-operation rather than the threat of ccerclon.
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Thirdly, there is the belief that personal involvement can lmprove motivation and
performance. If teachers and parents, the school community, participate in making decisions,
then they will become more involved and work harder both in the implementation of the decisions
and for thelr success.

Lastly, school democracy might be looked at in a sceptical fashion, as a covert method of
controlling formerly militant unicns. From thls viewpoint it could be argued that increased
participation may be a means to reduce any union discontent and to minimise its effectiveness.
By being actively integrated into the declsion-making process teachers are less likely to aet
against any declislons for which they are partially responsible. This ensures a high degree of
stability in what has been a highly volative industrial arena. The resultant stable and
predictable educatiocnal situation becomes a major achlevement for politiclans extolling a
mandaté for good industrial relatlons. On the other hand, teachers and parents come to view the
sohool as a locus of community drawing all members into a structure of loyalty and
co-operation. Nevertheless any covert consilderation is inherently a double edged ploy. For the
democratisation of decision-making diilutes the power of the administratively powerful ellte
while giving teachers and parents a taste of what real power is like.

In discussing these issues 1t has become eclear that any movement towards workplace
autonomy in a democratically structured school requires an extensive resoclalising process Oon
the part of teachers and parents to ensure that more than mere rhetoric takes place, Members
of the school communify must learn to acquire the confidence, responsibility and autonomy to
make decisions and yet to learn also to zccept responsibility for their school and
educational system.

Simiiariy, principals, deputy principals and Department officers, at all levels, should
understand that regardiess of thelr nierarchical position they must begin both sharing
information with ali levels of the educational system and accepting alternative Information
in a collaborative and consensual fashlon. As a consequence noth administrators, parents and
teseners have to become accustomed to the use of democratic skills: condueting efficient
meetings, analysing problems and meking decisions effectlvely in groups. Such democratic
activities require that no member of the group should communicate from a position of unequal
power resulting in a distortion of communlcations.

Tr similar fashion a critical theory of socliety must not only concern itself with unegual
soelal relations and domination reflected In distorted communication but also it should
provide a means towards emancipation from these relations. It is with such & critical approach
in mind that educational administration is discussed in the next sections.

Critical Theozy and Communications

As Habermas in a recent paper reminds us, "the practical content of a eritical theory (is)
aimed at revealing~ and thereby indicting - the suppression of generallsable interests"
(1982 : 221). ¥From this perspective a critical theory approach to educational administration
would concern itself with indicating how organisational power 1s developed, perpetuated and
transformed rather than with superficial, technical and maintenance concerns. Thus
organisational members would be offered an opportunliy to develop a critical awareness and
historical perspective of thelr organisation so that they may free themselves from the
legitimating ideclogles which mask understanding and prevent change. In such an approach the
structures of educational organisations, while often having questionable soclal and human
consequences woeuld not be viewed as 'meutral and inevitable' entitles, but that

they would be seen as historieally constituted, humaniy derived
institutions, always subject to analysis and reformulation; individuals
would be seen as active pariticipants in the process of constructing and
modifying these institutions. )

(Denhardt, 198la:73)
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A ecritieal theory of administration is concerned with soeial and political values which
helps administrators to decide on the standards, interests and directions that the
organisation should take. Thus the administrator should be cencerned nct with certainty but
with possibilities. CGoals and statements can rot be taken as 'givens' but as constraints
within whieh the administrator works (Perrow, 1982). These should be viewed as everyday
practical, political problems which have to be developed, reinterpreted, constantly
re-evaluated and transformed. Consequently the organisation of teachers, students and parents
to the various possibilities availlable i1s a central political activity of the educational
administrator. But to facilitate the dialogue between the members of the organilsation
administrators have to ensure the adequacy, legitimacy and openness of the way they
communicate.

Habermas (1979) has pointed to the contradiction that lies between the distorted and
disabling communicative power of undemocratic organlsations and the collective enabling power
of democratic open criticism, understanding and collaborative consensus. The conecept of
distorted communications suggests that many organisations actually operate Iin this vein,
velling power, obscuring issues, manipulating trust and consent, twisting the available
knowledge and limiting possibilitles. Thus a central thrust of educational administrators
should be to correct these unnecessary, disabling distortions, which often refleset the
interests of the administrator and powerful Interests, rather than those of all crganisation
members .

Ideal communications entail an all pervasive demoeratic intersction. Inegualities of
power and status are openly debated and argued while the deminant, legitimating beliefs,
rationalities and ideologiles are laid bare and continually criticised. For Habermas argues
that through ideal communications, undistorted by unequal power and domination, emancipation
leading to the well being of all members might be achieved. As Forester (1981) puts it

'Emancipatlion’ must be intimately tied to practice overcoming those
disteortions of communications shaping our knowledge of one another,
ourselves, our possibllities - including feasibilities and strategles.
Working to spread responsibllity, to foster possibilities of
pelitical criticism and disceurse, to demecratize 1in aetuality, the
eritical practice of questicning practical possibilitiles of action
links the vision of ecritigue, yet to be embodled in the acts of
questioning, to concrete everyday activities of emancipatory practice.

{1981:193)

For Habermas ideal communilcative actions are social interactions co-ordinated through
the co-operative achievements of understanding among the members of an organlsation. In
communicative actlon "participants are not orientated primarily to their own success but to
the realisation of an sgreement which is the condltion undep which all participants in the
interaction may pursue their own plans” (Habermas, 1982:264). Consequently all members of an
organisation should have the opportunity to speak out and critlcise the arguments of other
members, In dolng this they all should have an equal opportunity to make known thelr attitudes,
feelings, intentlons, interests and motives while having equal rights to issue orders and
reguire the Justification of actions and declsions of others {(Habermas, 1979). Thus the goal
of critical theory is a life free from unnecessary doemination in whatever form and which should
be impliclt in every act of communication. Individual emanclpation is achieved through
collaboration, sharing knowledge, reaching agreement through reciprocal understanding within
a common accord and mutual trust.

In an interesting exercilse which can be adapted to educatlconal administration, Rorester
(1980} has tabulated how members of an organisation may experience distortions of
communication. These dilstortions may come about through the viclation of Habermas'® (1979} four
norms of "universal pragmatics" or pragmatic guldes and standards for practice. Zn‘
administrative terms those would be: Is the administrator's communication gomprehensibie? Is
the administrator's communicatilon offered gincerely? Is the administrator's communlcation
legitimate? and is the administrator's communication true?
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Administrative Distortions of Communlcation

Norms of Pragmatic Communicatilon

Practical Level Comprehensibility Sincerity Legitimacy Truth
Face to face Lack of sense, decelt, meaning outbt misinformation
amblgulty, insincerity of context
confusion
Response! What? Can T trust Is this right? Is this true?
: nim?
Organisational parent and publlc rhetorical Unresponsive- Information
(e.g., school -exclusion by Jjargon reassurances: ness: withheld:
administration expression of assertion of responsibility
pushing through false concern rationaliis- obscured:
curriculum atlons: needs misrepres-
changes) professional ented
dominance
Response: What does this Can we trust Is fthe change Is thls true?
mean? the changes? Justifled?
Political-~ mystification: misrepresent- lack of Policy possibll-
economic complexity ation of the accountabllity: itles obscured,
structure public good legitimation withheld or
by line not by misrepresented:
actlive ideoleogy as:
participation private enterprise
is always
efficlent
Response: Do you think they That's their Who are they What they never

understand what
that means?

iine.

to say?

tell us about
is

(Adapted from PForester, 1980:280)

However, such distortions of communlcation can be rectified so that any forms of

domination are removed and a non-coercive dlalogue of communication develops where the welfare
and interests of all participants is understood and recognised. Buch an undistorted
communication situation may develop by correcting any distortions as the follewing table

suggests.

TABLE 2

Cvercoming Administrative Distortlons of Communication

Distortion Type

Practlcal Level Comprehensibility Sincerity Leglitimacy Truth
Face to face revealing cheecking determining checking
meaning intentions roles and evidence
contexts
"What does "Is that "I don't need "I'11 check %o
that mean?" meanti o to accept see 1f this lis
that ..." really true."
Organisational minimising of jargon: organlising making utiiising
invelving parents, counter- decisions independent/
students and teachers advocates; participatory; critical third
in decision making checking with iInvelving all party expertise
commitiees contacts, affected
networks persons
Cilean up the "Cheek to see "What Is the "Oheck the data and
language so people if this position of interview responses
can understand it." information the school to see if this
is correct." council, position is really
regional board correct.”
and unlon on
this?"
Political- demystification: exposing democratising Institutionalising
economic counter~skilis unexpressed the state: debate, political
structure interests peiiticising criticism
planning
" @ "Of course "Without "Democratising
Al Shiple Lanpies they want to  political inquiry: politicis-
that " implement this.pressure, the ing administration
e Thelr power, bureaucracy we have to
emplre and will continue show what ¢an be
status in- to serve done here."
creages 1f pitself ...

no
one speaks up.

{adapted from Forester, 1980:281)
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The implications inherent in the overcoming of any administrative dlstortions of
communication are that educational administrators need not only technical administrative skills
but also pelitical and soclal skills demanded by the envivonmental pressures impinging on the
organisation. Consequently, the educatlional administrator needs firstly, to combine and
integrate technical skills with open, democratic participation; secondly, to use and develop
communlity skllls and resources rather than pre-empt them; thirdly, to harbour the growth and
support of diverse interest groups who may Incorporate a critical element into decision making
processes and lastly, to be aware of the larger structural and social changes taking place
at the international and naticnal level whlch when manifest at the local, practical level may
affect clalms of legltimacy and truth. In this way a critical socilal theory of educational
administration recognises that educatlon organlsations must be viewed not as mere technical
systems but as settings where peocple engage In communicative interaction, However, freedom
from domination, deception and manipulation will come from ideal or undistorted communication
in organisatlions as true personal reflection and autonomous actlon develop when all distorted
communications at both the indlvlidual and organisational level are corrected. For only then
"in self-reflection knowledge for the sake of knowledge attains congruence with the interest
in autonomy and responsibility? (Habermas, 1971b:31i).

Hazbermas concelves critical soclal theory as a way of achieving emancipation through
eritical self-reflection. Consequently, only 1n an emancipated society, whose members' autonomy
and responsiblllity had been reallsed would communication have developed lnto a non-
authoritarian and universally practised dlalogue {1971b:314}. Through perceiving and analysing
distorted communilcatlon critical theory polnts the way to escape technceratic domination and
control through the reinstiltution of reason. Such a self-formative process is marked

by stages of reflection through which the dogmatic character of
surpassed forms of domination and ldeclogles are dispelled, the
pressure of the instiltutlonal framewcork is sublimated; and
communicative action is set free as communlcative actlon. The
goal of this development 1s thereby anticlpated; the organlisation
of sgeciety linked to decision-making processes on the bases of
dlscussion free from domination.

{Habermas, 1971b:55)

This section has examined how criltical scclal theory might be related to the practice of
educational adminlstratlion. In particular, 1t has examined Habermas' contribution to this
debate. From this positlon an attempt has been made to find a way of looking at educational
adminlstration and ldentlfying any Instances of domination, manipulation and deception as
distorted communilcation by indicating thelr deviation from normal or undistorted communication
and their consequent contradictlons.

Coneclusion

In Victorla the change of government in 1982 marked a2 slight but signifiecant shift away
from a centralilsed management of top down control envisaged in the P.A. Report to a bottom up
democratic declsion making structure embodied in Labor Party policy. The rejection of the P.A,
Report meant alsc a rejectlon of the scientific management approach to educational
administration. Concerns for efficlency, effectlveness and control embodied a distortion of
communications which reduced the power of parents, students and teachers and centralised it
in the Minister. Consequently, the declislon making processes were unegual, non-representative
and sdbject to Ministerlal jJjurisdictilon.

In contrast the present Government has made a move toward an ldeal communicatlon
structure. In this administrative structure educational organisatlons are seen as democratic
not autocratic. Declsion maklng consequently becomes collaborative and publie with maximum
partieipation, independent of direct Ministerial control and free of dominatlon. This
acknowledges that all members of the educational polity have a right to share in the
formulation of decisions whieh may have a profound effect on them. Such a process may involve






