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INTRODUCTION

In most developed countries there has been an increasing focus on the need for fundamental educational reform for almost a decade.  The list of apparent problems with schools is long, and the list of potential solutions--both less and well grounded in research--is also increasing.  However, pressure on schools to change will not necessarily lead to clear improvement, although the willingness of educators to participate in reform is generally great. In periods of severe perceived problems in education or where the environment is pessimistic with regard to the success of the educational system, changes in routines are unlikely to lead to rapid changes in perceptions of success (Cuban, 1990; Cohen, 1988; Sarason, 19XX). 


These authors argue that schools often cycle helplessly through increasing rounds of innovation in a fruitless attempt to find some that work, dispite the fact that routines are changed frequently means that they are also less likely to work.  Poor but popular ideas about change may dominate, effectively squashing good ones (Nelson and Sieber, 1976).  Some of these poor choices result from the paucity of the R&D base that is available to schools, but some also result from patterns of behavior and school structures that are unrelated to the lack of information. One of the many criticisms of recent educational reform policies is that they are rarely based in any significant theoretical conception of the process of educational  change (Malen, Ogawa and Kranz, 1991).  As a result, reform efforts that are aimed at changing administrative practices, the structure of schools or how students get allocated to schools (choice) have no basis in a "practical theory" which leads to be changes in the practice or outcomes of schooling.  Yet, the accumulated wisdom of classical change theorists may not provide an adequate answer, because theories of change in education have been based almost exclusively on studies of the implementation of small scale improvement (Louis, 1992).  Today, however, the demand is to understand the processes by which schools may transform themselves more fundamentally.  To understand the nature of educational reforms, and to derive strategies that might encourage a more hopeful scenario for school reform, we need a different set of perspectives.  


This paper will address conceptual difficulties in educational reform processes by shifting our attention to two important concepts that have not been effectively applied in organizational studies of schooling:  organizational paradigms and organizational learning.  This paper will attempt to define theoretical frameworks related to these two concepts; to discuss their relationship to organizational change and reform and to each other; and to reflect on the implications for both the theory and practice of school restructuring and reform. 


The concepts of paradigms and organizational learning have developed from very different theoretical sources, and the relationship between them is not necessarily immediately apparent.  It is therefore useful to briefly discuss the origins and current applications of these terms as they are used in organizational studies.

ORGANIZATIONAL PARADIGMS AND ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE

The concept of paradigm was introduced by Thomas Kuhn in a now-famous study of the relationship between scientific theories and the structure of scientific knowledge (Kuhn, 1970).  Based on Kuhn's work, a paradigm can be loosely defined as an elaborate (often implicit) theory or frame of reference that guides and organizes human actions.  The underlying principle of Kuhn's idea is that, based on objective information, groups collectively develop paradigms that become the structure within which virtually all action takes place.  Challenges to paradigms (anomalies) will be ignored for long periods of time in favor of "mopping up," or devoting attention to making the existing framework operate as effectively as possible. 


By the mid 1970s, organizational researchers began to make use of the Kuhnian perspective (Imershein, 1977a and b; Brown, 1978; Sheldon, 1980; Pfeffer, 1981 and 1982; Mohrman and Lawler, 1985; Levy, 1986).  These authors have raised important question concerning what an organizational paradigm would consist of, and how the dynamics of change can be informed by the key concept of discontinuous, revolutionary shifts.  Among these authors, an organizational paradigm is usually defined by three characteristics:  (1)  it constitutes a way of looking at the world; (2) a way of doing things and; (3) and an interaction among human beings through which they enact the first two.  In other words, paradigms require a social matrix or network that adopts and practices it (Pfeffer, 1982; Mohrman and Lawler, 1985).  Thus, the paradigm organization is formed and operates on two foundations:  tacit metaphysical assumptions, and the exemplars and models which are concrete and observable ways of doing things.

Paradigm and Culture: The Same or Different?

Although the concept of organizational culture also emphasizes a set of socially constructed understandings within a group, and writers about culture and paradigms both emphasize the importance of ideological and prescriptive theories about how the world works, and look at myths and stories as ways of capturing the concept in question, culture and paradigm are not the same.  


First, cultures are unique to each organization, most writers agree that paradigms are, by definition, shared across families or classes of similar organizations.  Second, an organizational culture is not necessarily derived from a specific, systematic knowledge base (although it may provide frameworks for interpreting knowledge).  Paradigms, in contrast, are based on data, and analytic and descriptive theories about how the world works, which may include implied psychological, sociological and political theories. Thus, paradigms are a reflection of the purposive side of culture, and their emergence, full utilization and obsolescence entail a community based cognitive process.


Finally, cultures deal very specifically with the rules and norms that govern the way in which human beings interact with one another and the sense of purpose in the organization, while paradigms reflect a broader, more systematic, "interpretive scheme" that determine both the internal structure of the organization, and the structuring of relationships with the broader environment (Bartunek, 1984; Imershein, 1977a; Sheldon, 1980). 

Educational Paradigms

It is clearly possible to identify a dominant paradigm in education, as reflected in the traditional structure of schools that has existed since the rationalization of elementary and secondary education during the early part of the 20th century.  While the U.S. is not alone in sharing the paradigm, we can point to some singular and familiar assumptions that characteristics our system, such as the notion that all children should attend school until they are 16 or older (the "myth" of universal education), and that a major function of schools is to both socialize children to work within the existing, largely Eurocentric culture and to select the most able to go on to further education and training to become the dominant elite.


In addition, it is easy to find exemplars and models that are part of our common understanding of what constitutes "real school" (Metz, 1990).  Exemplars include the community-based control of policy and financing, professionalization and specialization of teachers, geographic allocation of students to schools, a school organization based on age grouping and collective advancement through a system of grades, and an increasingly uniform curriculum that emphasizes a mix of both subject matter specialization and "non-academic" curriculum such as physical education, art, health, etc.  As we see it, this paradigm is not objectively preferable to another version of reality, but is founded on a subjectively determined standard professional approach to the problems of educational practice (Kuhn, 1970).  

Paradigm Change

Paradigms are based on a shared way of looking at the world -- in other words, a set of implicit background assumptions of a paradigm.  Background assumptions or theories of action might be expressed in the forms of myths in organizations (Hedberg, 1981; Jonsson and Lundin, 1977).  On the other hand, sometimes familiar metaphors are used to organize or change perceptions in organizations (Sackman, 1989; Westerlund and Sjostrand, 1979).  Thus, myths constitute a knowledge-based belief system while metaphors facilitate the expression and communication of that belief system in a language form.  When myths and metaphors are linked to reality through a set of exemplars and models, there is evidence of the existence of a shared model which shapes professional action (Simsek, 1991).


Kuhn's research confronted the model of incremental change that has dominated both historical and organizational studies (in the organizational literature see, for example, Cyert and March, 1963, Lindblom, 1959, March and Olsen, 1976 for discussions of adaptation).  Instead, Kuhn posited that change occurs in a bumpy fashion, through major revolutions in paradigms.  


There are five fundamental periods in each paradigm's life cycle: (1) emergence, in which a new understanding and network of relations are established , (2) normalcy, in which the puzzles embedded in the paradigm are solved or "mopped up" by the practitioners; (3) crisis, which is caused by the recognition of a growing number of anomalies with inability of the existing paradigm to solve them, and, consequently results in insecurity among the practitioners of the current paradigm; (4) selection, in which  alternative paradigms compete with each other to gain superiority as screened by a highly political selection mechanism in which power and influence play a role that is as great as the power of "objective evidence"; and (5) replacement and another normalcy period in which the new paradigm begin to penetrate all activity domains of organizational life (Sterman, 1985).  


Every new paradigm creates enthusiasm and hope.  Problems that are successfully solved in the initial phases increase confidence in the paradigm.  A major form of organizational activity is to adjust the paradigm to unexpected occurrences within and out of organization in the emergence and normalcy periods.  However, resolution of some issues is incomplete, and some are ignored owing to the fact that misfit between reality and expectation cannot be explained within the fundamental assumptions provided by the paradigm. Those unresolved anomalies eventually threaten organizational performance, and a crisis period unfolds during which alternative paradigms emerge.  The one which is championed by stronger political coalitions becomes the next ruling paradigm in the organization.  


The concept of paradigm shifts appears in other organizational writing in slightly different, but related guises.  One common notion, that is often discussed in educational reform, is that of "transformation."  Based on the leadership studies of James McGregor Burns (1978), the notion of transformation is derived from the idea that organizations and groups have a tendency to lose direction and vision, and require a complete overhaul on occasion to create a new focus which stimulates energy.  Burns argues that the major role of transformational leadership is to teach, or to create a collective vision that is both fresh, and has implications for "real change -- that is, a transformation to a marked degree in the attitudes, norms, institutions and behaviors that structure our daily lives" (Burns, p.414)  Bartunek (1984), using another image, talks about the importance of looking at changing interpretive paradigms as a discontinuous rather than a continuous process.  Other theorists posit that organizations go through regular transformations:  new organizations go through rather predictable periods of turbulent change, which include shifting of interpretive frameworks, but even mature organizations encounter inevitable, but less predictable demands for "second order change" which includes a change in the way in which members interpret the mission and primary purpose (Bartunek and Louis, 1988).  Finally, "futurists" argue that there is a current, pressing need for all organizations to undergo significant changes to respond to the vastly changed environment due to current and future technology, demographics, world economic conditions, etc. (Handy, 1990).

ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING:  A KEY PROCESS FOR PARADIGM SHIFTS?

What the paradigm perspective does not address in detail, however, is the process by which a new paradigm becomes dominant.  For this we must turn to another interpretive theory that examines "organizational learning."  In order for anomalies to be discovered, information that demonstrates the inadequacy of the current paradigm must be discovered, and the organization must arrive at a consensus that the old paradigms are inadequate.  Theories of organizational learning help us to understand this process, as well as illuminating the more common activities of adaptive use of knowledge to make more incremental adjustments in the system.

Some Definitions of Learning

Although the concept of "learning organizations" has recently been popularized by Senge (1990), discussions of organizational learning go back to the cybernetic models of the early 60s (Cyert and March, 1963) and received considerable attention in the 70s as Argyris and Sch”n's (1974) psychological model of "single and double loop learning" became well known.  However, more recent formulations have emphasized aspects of organizational learning that are more consistent with the interpretive perspective on organizations that is reflected in our discussion of paradigms.  Organizational learning, like the development or transformation of paradigms, involves the creation of socially constructed interpretations of facts and knowledge that enter the organization from the environment, or are generated from within.  In other words, as an earlier educational study argued, schools cannot learn in the absence of "social processing" of information (Louis and Dentler, 1989). 

Key Assumptions

A central perspective of this interpretivist approach to reform rests on another assumption:  that learning that takes place in groups cannot be reduced to the accumulation of learning at the individual level.  Hedberg (1981) and Senge (1990), for example, points out, that learning does not just involve psychological adaptation at the individual level, but processes by which the organization uses knowledge offensively to improve the fit between itself and its environment.  Fiol and Lyles (1985) argue that "organizations develop and maintain learning systems that not only influence their immediate members, but are then transmitted to others by way of organization histories and norms" (p.804.  See also Levitt and March, 1988. Thus, when we think of schools and "second order change" we are inevitably drawn to a perspective that argues that changing education will involve more than improving the credentials and inventiveness of individual teachers, or the leadership capacities within a school.  Rather, we must deal with collective processes for processing and dealing with new ideas (Keedy, 1992).  This in itself presents a serious challenge to our current models of schooling, which are reflected in a structure in which teachers interact almost exclusively with pupils, and rarely with each other.  In the absence of opportunities to interact, the theory of organizational learning would predict a low capacity for change and development.


A second assumption is that organizational learning can range from an accumulated of random events, occurring when individuals are able to locate factors that result in a useful statement of cause-and-effect (as is implied by March and Olsen, 1976) to systematic, where many individuals view the collection and processing of information from predictable and less predictable sources are part of their daily work.  Duncan and Weiss (1979) argue that where organizational learning is more systematic, an interpretive framework is required to simplify the complexity of the world with which the members must collectively deal.  In schools, for example, we would be more interested in cases where the faculty as a whole, or large sub-groups of the faculty engaged in regular efforts to gather information and improve practice (e.g., develop a knowledge base), as compared with changes in practice that occurred as a consequence of a one-time contact between a parent and an "expert," or the chance meeting of two colleagues at a social event (Shrivastava, 1983).


Systematic organizational learning (the kind with which this paper is most interested) thus occurs within a paradigm.  But, it is also the source of information about anomalies that may challenge the paradigm.   Organizations and communities of organizations vary widely in the degree to which they are tolerant of anomalies (e.g., resistant to challenges to their paradigm).  For example, many U.S. manufacturers appear, as a group, to have been extremely insensitive to data that suggested that the competitive environment was changing due to the global economy (March, 1991), and many have suggested that education is in the same boat.  

Organizational Learning, Change, and Structure

The critical question is how are these anomalies discovered?  Daft and Lengel (1984) emphasize two critical concepts.  Information richness is a condition in which practitioners and administrators in schools have access to an increasing density and variety of information that has implications for their work.  Information richness can be handled in traditional ways, by sifting and reducing the amount of data to an amount that can be easily processed, or, alterative, schools can confront the need to design interpretive systems to increase the flow of information into and within the organization and to increase opportunities for social interpretation of information.  


Daft and Huber (1987) expand on these themes.  They define multiple forms of the organizational learning process.  There is the kind of incremental adaptation that is based on small-scale adjustments to changing conditions.  In this form, learning occurs through largely unanalyzed small changes--the typical process of adaptation within classrooms (Huberman, 1984).  There is also a more intellectual form of learning, in which the organization deliberately develops knowledge about the relationship between its actions and outcomes.  As Lundberg (1989) points out, this kind of learning is often related to efforts to significantly improve strategies for success without making fundamental shifts in the paradigm.  Another form, however, is assumption sharing, in which learning involves changing the pattern of shared assumptions.  In the context of our effort to related the organizational learning and paradigm literature, we might define this as an opportunity for the development of a consensus about the existence of an anomaly, and a construction of a new reality -- that is, a major shift.  


Daft and Huber also argue that it is necessary to get away from traditional structural approaches to thinking about learning and information (which often emphasize problems of distorted learning, such as "information overload") or the need to reduce uncertainty and use a more interpretive mode, which emphasizes the role of organizations as makers of meaning, and information as meaningless until it is interpreted.  The latter points are design suggestions that incorporate assumptions about "loose linkage" and "organizational anarchy" into strategies for change.


A third main point of their article is that organizations exist in environments that vary in terms of both their information-richness, and in the equivocality of the information that is available.  Where environments are relatively richer in information, and where information is more difficult to interpret and understand -- a situation that increasingly characterizes the U.S. school and school district -- the organization must adopt a learning style that they call self-designing.  This means that they will emphasize assumption sharing, interpretive approaches, and trial-and-error.  


In summary, environmental conditions dictate the optimal learning style -- which in turn defines certain characteristics of the organizational structure that will be most effective.  For organizations in high-moderate information richness/high information equivocality settings, there is a need to develop decentralized communication structures, dense interpersonal networks for sharing and discussing information, and many formal and semi-formal efforts to integrate knowledge across the informal groups (meetings, special integrative roles, etc.).  This contrasts markedly with the structure that we tend to find in U.S. school districts which, despite Weick's (1975) description of them as loosely linked, often emphasize tight boundary control over flow of information into the school or district, and in larger systems, an emphasis on hierarchical flows of information and routine, regulated data collection and sharing systems (Wahlstrom and Louis, forthcoming).

CONDITIONS FOR PARADIGM SHIFTS AND ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING

We have, parathetically, referred to a variety of conditions that may affect whether or not schools are able to learn (either adaptively or to discover and incorporate anomalies) and to being to shift paradigms.  Here we will summarize some of the most important points.

The Status of the Organizational Paradigm in Schools

It is important to assess the status of the paradigm governing the organizational activities and its impact on the ability of the organization to learn.  During the normalcy period, during which the paradigm enjoys a high profile status, "learning through puzzle solving" (Kuhn, 1970) or "single loop learning" is the norm (Argyris and Schon, 1974).  However, it is during the paradigm replacement period that the organization both learns and unlearns:  Second order learning occurs because the organization learns at a contextually higher level in a non-traditional way; unlearning occurs because the learned structures inherited from the old perception of reality are gradually abandoned.  Thus, organizational learning goes on continuously and successfully in those schools that have a clear sense of the paradigm identity shared by the members, and agreement on the perception of the anomalies and crises.  So, a second order learning and possible paradigm shifts will not occur in the absence of an internal sense that 'business as usual' cannot persist (Schon, 1979), and external pressures making the crisis apparent.


At this point educational organizations are becoming increasingly aware of the crisis, both through internal sense of failures in their ability to meet the needs and demands of changing student bodies, and external pressures from a wide variety of constituencies.  However, despite the many articles, editorials and books that have been published in the last decade, we have seen the emergence of only a few, rather rudimentary new paradigms that have not yet found broad acceptance among the professionals, administrators, politicians and professionals. For example, Sizer's Coalition of Essential Schools constitutes one alternative, but incomplete paradigm for secondary schools, while James Comer's work with elementary schools provides an alternative but also incomplete model for elementary schools; Handy (1990) proposes another that is based on his call for a paradigm shift in all organizations.

Decentralization

Most authors agree that both paradigm shifts (Bartunek and Louis, 1988) and organizational learning (Daft and Huber, 1987; Duncan and Weiss, 1979; Senge, 1990) require considerable decentralization:

"...decentralized structure feature such as collateral or parallel groups or matrix structures...are more likely than traditional ones to foster the development of alternative viewpoints in an organizations.  If new viewpoints and structures that support them are not present at the beginning or change or do not emerge, the organization is more likely to enter into decline than a renewing transformation" (Bartunek and Louis, 1988: 110).


Duncan and Weiss (1979) point out, however, that simple decentralization may increase opportunities for organizational learning, but may impede transformation because, although decentralized organizations tend to be highly innovative, their innovation tends to occur within existing programs/projects.  The authors emphasize that strong lateral relationships need to be overlaid on the decentralized organization that permit unified action when thecircumstances demand it.


In addition, although decentralization may be necessary in order to experiment with new paradigms in ways that minimize risk to the organization as a whole, or to families of organizations, during the period of final paradigm selection there is a demand for more central direction in the form of formal as well  as informal communication and influence, largely because the process is highly political and fraught with conflict.  Thus, during the period of a paradigm shift, there is a need to frequently adjust the degree of decentralization versus coordination and integration. 

Leadership

Most models of paradigm shifts emphasize the need for strong, effective leadership (Burns, 1978; Bartunek, 1984; Tushman and Romanelli, 1985).  The argument is similar in most cases:  That organizational leaders, or the "dominant elite" have the primary influence over both the opportunity to reframe the underlying metaphysical assumptions, and which alternative assumptions will be entertained.  As Bartunek (1984) points out, they may not initiate the new ideas in all cases, but they clearly determine the receptivity of the organization to alternative interpretations.


Thus, revolutionary change appears to demand a model of organization in which both leaders and subordinates exercise a great deal of influence.  The organizational learning literature explores this issue further, suggesting that decentralized designs demands integration through extensive informal communication systems (Daft and Huber, 1987; Senge, 1990).  Without these, it is difficult for leaders to exercise influence, or for the decentralized units of the organization to coordinate their activities (See Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967).


Handy (1990) argues that leadership in future organizations, including schools, will have to exhibit stronger conceptual skills that in the past, where knowledgeability, decisiveness and "good instincts" may have sufficed.  However, they will also have to internalize the fact that they are "post-heroic" in the sense that they neither have sufficient information to lead by themselves, nor will the people who work in "learning organizations" be the type who will function well under authoritative superiors.  Instead, "The job of the leader is a mixture of activities, including those of a teacher, a consultant, and a trouble-shooter (Handy, p 167; see also Senge, 1990, ch. 18).

The Problem of Change in Institutionalized Settings

One key issue for educational reform is the fact that schools are widely viewed as being "institutionalized" (Meyer and Rowen, 1977).  In paradigmatic terms, this means that they are defined, in part, because the theories, myths and exemplars are widely shared by the general population, which comes to expect that schools will share certain definable characteristics.  In a fully institutionalized setting, the external characteristics come to be more important than the objective information about effectiveness.  For example, it is very difficult to challenge the compartmentalized structure and organization of time in high schools even in the face of considerable evidence that high schools in the U.S. are performing rather badly in large part because the public expects that high schools will have math and social studies departments, and that instruction will take place in a set number of periods between approximately 8 in the morning and 3 in the afternoon.  


Bartunek and Louis's (1988) discussion is particularly relevant to education, since they discuss the question of how paradigm shifts may occur in "mature" or institutionalized organizations, which are, by definition, very difficult to change.  First, transformation often occurs as a consequence of crisis, which may include very poor performance, major shifts in management or the environment, or inadequate attention to the needs of increasingly powerful subgroups that may not have been part of the dominant coalition.  Mature organizations often do not respond to a crisis ("We've weathered this before---just wait and it will go away.") or engage in searches for information that will provide evidence that performance is actually o.k.  The essence of transformation is to break these unresponsive reactions to crisis to reshape or reframe members understanding of mission, identity and basic operations.  Like Kuhn, they emphasize that the process of transformation is conflictual, full of anxiety, ambiguity and political behavior, but that eventually "groups whose perspectives have been incorporated in the new understanding should experience a sense of comfort and "rightness..." (Bartunek and Louis, 1988).  

The Environment

It is quite typical for mature organizations to respond to environmental pressures by faddish behavior -- the adoption of quality circles (often very poorly implemented) is only one recent example in business.  Faddishness in education has often been noted, and some studies have concluded that this may result in the frequent adoption of poor quality innovations that do little to improve organizational performance or to enhance transformation/paradigm shifts (Nelson and Sieber, 1976).  Organizations that frequently switch into alternative realities do not promote an efficient learning process owing to the fact that a paradigm requires a certain level of stability in order to receive a proper test.  


Most learning theories suggest that the environment is the major source of information that leads to the internalized perception of anomalies.  Furthermore, in education, where the old paradigm is strongly reinforced by key constituencies, change cannot occur without the environment also accepting the existence of anomalies.  Despite the high environmental dependence of schools, changes in the environment are not, by themselves, sufficient to produce change in the paradigm.  Compliance with external constraints is rarely an effective road to an internal shift in interpretive perspective, whether this be at the level of incremental learning or paradigm shift because compliance frequently occurs without learning and the changed behaviors disappear as soon as the pressure subsides (Bartunek and Louis, 1988).


Another impact of the environment that is frequently noted is its degree of complexity.  The importance of complexity has been noted above with respect to the need for different "learning styles" for organizations (Daft and Huber, 1987).  Levitt and March (1988) note that organizational learning occurs largely through observations of the experience of other similar organizations.  This may, as noted above, lead to faddish behavior.  But where trial-and-error that is confined to the experience of a single organization is inefficient and usually of poor quality.  Where the organizations are situated in a competitive environment, the diffusion system will tend to operate efficiently, but where the organization is powerful or situated in a non-competitive environment (as is the case with most schools), they will tend to become less competent at coping with learning that is available from the population of organizations with which they must deal.  Thus, the organization should, to a certain extent, be buffered against the faddishness of the market to which it belongs.  This argument is consistent with the one stated above.


Finally, excessive regulation from the environment may repress the ability of organizations to respond to new information readily, and will inevitably increase centralization in order to protect the core functions of the agency/school from interference (Schon, 1979).  This issue is not a minor one when we consider the context of the U.S. school system, since the current climate favors increasing regulation at virtually all levels.

The Knowledge Base

March (1991), argues, based on Cohen and Levinthal (1990), that the tendency of the educational literature to blame the lack of change in education on the "culture" or resistance among educators is misplaced.  Rather, they are limited in their ability to look for new paradigms that might be effective by the absence of "an inventory of prior knowledge that would permit them to use radically new ideas intelligently" (p29).   The "absorptive capacity" of schools to take in and use new ideas to create alternatives is, according to this view, hindered by the low investment in research and development.  

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL RESTRUCTURING AND REFORM

We have suggested that current school reform efforts may be best viewed from the perspective of paradigm-based organizational change (Imershein, 1977b; Brown, 1978; Sheldon, 1980).  We know that there are challenges to the current paradigm -- or, at least, that there are many voices that point to anomalies.  The key question addressed by Kuhn is how paradigms are altered to create change in social systems.  In educational terms, we can ask how the basic assumptions and structures of current educational practice can be and are being challenged in ways that will lead to substantive change, as opposed to tinkering with the system.  In other words, the challenge is whether all of the calls for reform and restructuring will add up to a period of minor adaptations within the existing paradigm, or to a genuine consideration of the anomalies and the presentation of well formulated competing paradigms.  This is, of course, the essential question being asked in education today:  Can we achieve a "second order change" that involves altering the fundamental assumptions about how our educational system should work, and for whom it should work.  


Within this challenge we can turn to the issues outlined above to derive some significant implications for how we should both think about, enact and study restructuring in the United States and elsewhere.

Timing and the Development of Alternatives

The paradigm shift model suggests that we are in the very earliest stages of a major change, if one is to occur.  We know that there are challenges to the current paradigm--or, at least that there are many voices that point to anomalies.  The pressures for changing are increasing, perhaps to the point where even a highly institutionalized setting such as public school are able to free themselves from old concepts of "real school."  As a recent issue of Time pointed out, "The crisis of the common school...is that all too commonly it fails to educate.  By almost every measure, the nation's schools are mired in mediocrity--and most Americans know it." (p54.)  As this paragraph indicates, the current identification of anomalies is converging on the absence of quality in the current system:  A new paradigm will be forced to address this issue frontally.


We are beginning to see alternative paradigms emerging.  Choice, for example, has been adopted as an element of an alternative in varied forms in an increasing number of states in the U.S.  (Minnesota, Wisconsin, Massachusetts, New York and California), and is a new reality in Sweden, as well as an embedded tradition in the Netherlands, France, Germany and Denmark, among others.  Changes in governance, including School-Based Management, are also part of a commonly emerging alternative image of how schools should run, both in the U.S. and other countries, such as Sweden, Spain and the Netherlands.   However, these are not yet well formulated, nor have they received good "tests" that would permit larger coalitions to emerge.  Although the language of restructuring has plenty of political overtones, we are not yet at a stage where we are battling over clearly defined alternatives.  


It is important to emphasize that Kuhn's (1970) formulation of paradigm change involves a very long time line -- an assumption that is echoed by Levitt and March's (1988) discussion of organizational learning, in which they insist that real learning requires experiments of some duration.  As Louis (1986) has previously noted, educational policy making in the U.S., as compared to other countries, rarely presents an opportunity for the long time lines that are necessary for major changes in policy.  The fact that the debates over restructuring have occupied center stage of state and national policy for nearly a decade is evidence enough of the fact that this period is different from many that have come previously.  However, whether the policy makers and educators have the will to continue to work on the paradigm for the additional time it will take is still a question. 

Politics

Although the rhetoric of the need for restructuring already seems rather heated, it is likely to get much hotter.  The belief systems characterizing the old and the new one will live together for some time resulting in the simultaneous appearance of alternative practices within the same system.  This will lead to confusion, and resistance.  We can expect, for example, renewed challenged from proponents of the old paradigm.  The nastiness of the debate, when this occurs, should be anticipated, as we witness the internal controversy over changing paradigms within the field of humanities.  Educators are, for the most part, conflict avoiding as a group, and are ill-equipped with important political skills.  If unprepared, they may turn away from the challenges and embrace the old, not because they believe in it, but because they are afraid of the battle.  At worst, the performance of the system may actually deteriorate temporarily as a consequence of these struggles.  Given the volatile public reactions to education, such deterioration will cause the proponents of reform to be further vilified by the proponents of the old paradigm.


Ambiguous information about success, which is a condition of most reforming schools,

but is a particular problem when the very assumptions about what schools should teach and

what children should know are under question, may contribute to the negative politics of

paradigm change:

"Ambiguity sustains...efforts to promote..favorite frameworks, and the process by which interpretations are developed makes it relatively easy for conflicts of interest within an organization to spawn conflicting interpretations...As a result, disagreements over the meaning of history are possible, and different groups develop alternative stories that interpret the same experience quite differently" (Levitt and March, 1988, p. 324).


The environment for education is, at this point, highly likely to reinforce superstitious learning and the worst kinds of paradigm peddling.  If policy makers at the district and higher levels do not attend to the need for schools to break the futile cycle of continuous innovation-implementation-discontinuation of many small innovations, which reinforces the sense that "nothing will really change," the promise of the rhetoric of sweeping second order transformations of schools are unlikely to occur.  Part of this effort to give schools the break that is required to develop serious learning environments must come from efforts of the educational leadership, whether it be located in Washington or in school districts, to buffer schools.  

Structure and Learning

Few schools are currently structured to promote organizational learning, without which a paradigm shift cannot take place.  In particular, even when they are decentralized they lack the dense communication networks and the easy access to outside ideas that are required for learning.  Alternative paradigms may be located and developed, but unless schools can internalize anomalies for themselves, and learn about the new paradigms and adapt them for experimentation, restructuring will come to nothing.  This is not just a problem for existing schools that are trying to change, but also for experimental new schools that are bravely attempting to implement the emerging quasi-paradigms that are available.  For example, two much-touted new schools have provided teachers with no common planning time during the working day, and have made no special provisions for gaining access to new ideas from the field, or for information about their own performance (Louis and King, 1993).


Schools, at this point, exist in an environment of high information richness in two senses.  First, many ideas or rudimentary paradigms sprout within and outside schools, creating a rich source of new ideas and practices.  Second, the system becomes more receptive to the information in and around the school since, during the crisis, the organization becomes more open to both internal and external sources of information.


An image of schools as learning systems begins to emerge, and with it a better understanding of how learning may be related to restructuring and reform.  This images focuses on the ambiguity of practice and knowledge, on the need for lots of "doing" and "discussing" as the means to learning, on the importance of interpretation in the context of history, and on the importance of not "chunking" information or people up in ways that impede decentralized sharing.  It also leads to the conclusion that changing actions (experimentation) may create changes in paradigms, rather than vice-versa.  


The problem for schools is that this style of processing information is difficult to maintain because it assumes lots of opportunities for information sharing, interpretation and story-telling.  This is how universities are organized (to some extent), and most R&D labs/scientific research organizations -- as well as some industries (Kanter, 1983).  But not schools. 


Here we could argue that the restructuring of schools is an important precursor to real learning and paradigmatic change:  if we cannot design schools so that teachers' work can be shared on a regular basis, can we expect schools to become self-designing over the long run?  If schools are to become learning organizations they will require a profound change in the use of time so that teachers and administrators have the opportunity work together to begin the real restructuring that will affect the paradigms surrounding the central tasks of the school:  creating a system that will ensure a higher level of learning for all children.

Empowerment and Learning

At the same time, the organizational learning paradigm is highly consistent with the current emphasis on empowerment of teachers.  Keedy (1992) has argued that the most critical element of empowerment is intellectual empowerment, without which the chances of "moving behind the classroom door" are dim, although most efforts to empower teachers up to now have emphasized increasing their role in making school policy.  Studies of restructuring schools suggest that teachers value political empowerment less than the ability to exercize their talents, learn new skills, and work collaboratively (Louis, 1992; Wasley, 1991).  This suggests that the focus on organizational learning, perhaps incorporating an increased emphasis on action research (Kemmis and McTaggert, 1988, or school-based review (Hopkins, 1985) as vehicles for intellectual empowerment, may be consistent with a process of centralization of broad policy initiatives.  What is at stake is the ability of the school to embellish and work within the broad policy directions (and controls) that may emerge as part of a paradigm shift.  In other words, centralization and decentralization can co-exist if there there is a zoning of responsibility that ascribes the role of policy development to the center, and the role of designing strategies to achieve the goals to the professionals in schools. Intellectual empowerment requires that teachers be given time for relfection, and be taught what reflective practice means.  As Hargreaves (19XX) points out, in the absence of an effective knowledge base, and practice in acting on knowledge, high level conceptual knowledge sharing which results in changes in practice is unlikely to take place.

Leadership and Learning

The expectations that most teachers and principals have about the nature of leadership in schools is inconsistent with the image of leadership presented in the paradigm shift/organizational learning literature.  Principals and teachers both want the former to "be in charge" and to take responsibility for buffering teachers from the external world.  Most principals insulate themselves from the day-to-day world of the school, and spend their time managing crises to the exclusion of coaching and consulting (Rosenblum and Rossmiller, 1991).  Principals fear the decentralization that will bring more responsibilities for guiding and creating visions, which are important functions in the learning organization, as well as critical in managing the political process of selecting new paradigms (Alexander, 1991).  This suggests another arena in which restructuring could founder, without intervention to improve the abilities and confidence of sitting principals, who must be part of the solution if they are not to remain part of the problem.


The emerging paradigm will probably result in more centralization in the U.S. school system for three reasons.  First, if the anomalies focus on the problem of quality, there will be efforts to monitor quality more closely.  Even in decentralized industries that utilize new techniques such as "Total Quality Management" and Quality Circles, management is involved in helping to determine what quality means.  This function has not previously been performed by any group outside of the local community.


Second, once the system is tuned into a particular new paradigm, a lot of initial effort will be required to establish structures, rules and expectations during the emergence period.  This will certainly require more centralization than in the pervious period of "mopping up." 


Third, centralization will not be hotly resisted by professional groups.  This prediction is based on the support, up to now, of centralized efforts such as national teacher certification.  If implemented, these and other similar efforts will result in closer adherence to the new paradigm than to the existing one. 

Planning and Learning

Which brings us to the role of planning.  The dialogues around educational restructuring have frequently involved calls for more and better planning--particularly strategic planning. At a recent conference of eduational planners, a grat majority of papers deal with ithe  intersection between strategic planning and organizational problem-solving efforts in K-12 institutions.  Similarly, in the post-secondary sector, "while fewer than six articles appeared in the literature before 1978....since then 168 have dealt with strategic planning and management and higher edfucation, and 1,267 citations were found to strategy and higher education" (Keinath, 1985, p.2).


At the peak of such a popular interest in strategic planning in managing change, some have already started questioning the fit between the assumptions of strategic planning techniques and the nature of problems upon which they are applied.  The overall consensus is that strategic planning (which more sensitive to the environment than traditional planning models, but still a relatively linear and mechanical model of problems solving) is poorly equipped to deal with problems created by chaotic, turbulent and unpredictable environments (Louis and Miles, 1990).  Strategic planning techniques work best during the normalcy period, which is characterized by a largely orderly and consensual world view.  By the same token, ti becomse insufficient when it comes to charotic paradigmatic shifts in which the behavior of organizations is influence by many simultaneous and unpredictable couplings among a variety of internal and external variables Simsek, 1992b)  In these circumstances, educational leaders should be urged instead to:

(1) explore the socially constructed paradigm realities in their schools--those that really frame the behavior of teachers and students;

(2) alter the organizational structure to make it more flexible and open;

(3) protect developing "dissident views" which may be the sources of new paradigm  realities; and,

(4) adopt a positive attitude to crisis and conflict which constitute the real source of organizational energy in creation of alternative paradigm realities.
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