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Abstract: To examine the role school boards play in decision making on technology, the authors analyzed board-meeting manuscripts (minutes) of an urban school district. Accompanying the manuscripts, which spanned 2 years, were a series of interviews with the instructional technology director of the district. It was found there were 2 types of decision making process: bottom-up and top-down and the school board played different roles in these 2 types. In the last stage of both types of decision making process --- school board meeting, the board played a weak role in decision making on technology. No evidence was found supporting the claim that school boards play a stronger role in decision making on other issues than on technology in this stage. 
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1. Introduction

One of the major changes in the landscape of public education in recent years has been the expansion and integration of technology into schools and classrooms. On the one hand, technology is a very powerful tool for education; but on the other hand, it is also a very expensive tool. Therefore, it is very important for schools to make good use of the powerful as well as expensive tool. Whether technology will be used appropriately and wisely largely depends on policies on technology, which are mainly made at the school board level. However, the crucial role that school boards play in setting the direction for educational technology development and use in their districts is often overlooked (Friedman & Schleich, 2000). There are even claims that school boards do not make decisions on technology given the fact that the majority of school board members don’t know much about technology. In the literature, many scholars have talked about the duties or responsibilities of school boards, what school boards should do and how school boards should govern schools (Castallo, 2003; Gilbaugh, 1957; Wilson, 1976). That is, they have been interested in how school boards should control schools in general. With regard to educational technology, most attention has been paid to arguing about the importance of technology in public education and making suggestions of how to formulate and plan educational technology policy (Hunt & Lockard, 1998). Yet, little attention is paid to what kind of role school boards really play in decision making on technology and empirical studies of decision making on technology at the school board level is scarce. This study attempts to examine this issue tentatively by studying the decision making of a middle-size urban school district.
2. Research Method
Due to time and financial constraints, a middle size urban school district was selected to conduct the case study. In order to collect the evidence, school board meeting minutes of 2 years (2000-2001 and 2001-2002) were reviewed and analyzed. School board meeting is the legally designed instrument through which the school board transacts its business (Goldhammer, 1964). Therefore, the minutes provide the complete records of the decisions and actions of the school board. In order to get more complete and valid information, the former district instructional technology director was interviewed 7 times. Notes were taken during the interview. The questions of each interview were based upon both previous interviews and the relevant information in the minutes. After an initial investigation of the minutes, a database was developed and data were coded into the database. To help understand the role the school board played in decision making on technology, decisions on technology and non-technology issues were compared. 
To find the role the school board played in decision making and how it played the role in school board meetings, we need to know whether decisions on technology are made as a result of deliberation of each member and discussion of the whole board and whether the deliberation and discussion are based upon discretion and knowledge. Thus, the result of each motion on the board minutes was first examined to see whether there were any differences in how many motions were vetoed or carried but with objections between technology and non-technology issues. Vetoes and carried with objections could be the evidence of deliberation. For motions approved by the board unanimously, further evidence was needed. In a board meeting, board members were given opportunities to discuss motions before decisions were made. As Reeves (1954) pointed out, “Often there should be differences of opinion among members.” Therefore, it is reasonable to think that if a board does not really make decisions as claimed, there should be no discussions by board members. Therefore, with regard to a motion, how many board members spoke could serve as the evidence of decision making. In some cases, however, board members spoke to express their appreciations and gratitude, which is not considered as the evidence of decision making in this study. Thus, what they said were also recorded and analyzed. 
3. Results
First, the process of decision making on technology in the studied school district is reported. The evidence for this part is mainly from interviewing the former district technology director. It was found there were two types of decision making process. One was bottom-up and the other was top-down. In the bottom-up category, first, administrators in the various branches of the school district proposed some issues. Then, the proposals were reviewed by the finance committee, which was one department of the cabinet of the superintendent. After that, the superintendent and the chairperson of the board worked together to decide what issues should be on the agenda. Finally, the whole board discussed all the motions on the agenda and made decisions. In this case, there were four stages to reach a final vote, which is illustrated below. And decisions were made at each of the four stages by different people. The whole board came into play only at the final stage, which is the school board meeting. 
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Figure 1. The Bottom-up Decision Making Process
For the top-down type, the decision making process was initiated by the board members. Sometimes, some school board members thought that a policy or a decision should be made on certain issues based upon the information they obtain. After reaching an agreement among themselves, the board conveyed the ideas to the superintendent and asked him/her to prepare relevant materials and arrange a time for the whole board to discuss the issue. Last, the school board voted on the issue in a school board meeting based on the materials the superintendent prepared. In this case, the school board played a role at the first stage and the last stage. 

Several barriers make the further investigation of each stage for both types of decision making impossible. First, no information is available about the proportion of decisions on technology for either type. Second, we don’t know what kind of technology issues were initiated by board members. Third, although it is clear that information presented to the school board was filtered by the finance committee, no future information about this stage is available because the meeting of the finance committee was not open to the public. In the results of school board minutes analysis, some clues of this filtering function of administrators could be seen, but it is not clear what effect it had on technology decisions finally made. 

For decisions made on non-technology issues, the general process is the same. Due to the same technical problem, those questions raised above for technology can not be answered too for non-technology issues. As a result, we could not compare how decision making on technology and decision making on non technology issues differ in these specifics. According to the former district technology director, the finance committee knew what was really going on and was more important in setting technology policy for the school district. But it is unknown whether this is also the case for decision making on non-technology issues. 

Next, the results of the role the board played in school board meetings are reported. The evidence for this part is mainly from analyzing the school district’s minutes. 
From 2000 to 2001, 573 decisions were made by the school board in 40 board meetings. Of these, 83 decisions were mainly about technology, making up 14.5% of total decisions. For technology motions, all were passed with only 1 motion having a single dissenting vote. For non-technology motions, 2 failed and 1 was postponed. In addition, 12 were carried with either 1 or more than 1 dissenting vote. In terms of percentage, however, there is not much difference (1.20% for technology and 2.45% for non-technology). 

Since most motions were passed with no dissenting votes, whether there were discussions before decisions on those motions were made was examined. The results are presented in Table 1.
Decisions with/without Discussions

	Decisions
	 
	With Discussions
	Without Discussion
	With discussion1 (%)

	Technology
	
	11
	72
	13.30%

	Non-technology
	
	63
	427
	12.90%

	Total
	 
	74
	499
	-


Note: 1. this is the percentage of decisions having discussions for two kinds of decisions. 

Table 1.
It can be seen that the proportion of decisions having discussions is also about the same for technology and non-technology issues,. Next, how many board members spoke in those discussions was examined. The results are presented in Table 2. 
How Many Board Members Spoke in Discussions?

	Number of Board Members
	 
	Number of Motions

	
	 
	Non-technology
	Technology

	1
	
	37
	58.73%
	7
	63.64%

	2
	
	14
	22.22%
	1
	9.09%

	3
	
	7
	11.11%
	2
	18.18%

	>=3
	
	5
	7.94%
	1
	9.09%

	Grand Total
	 
	63
	100.00%
	11
	100.00%


Table 2.

The results show in terms of percentage, there is not much difference between the two in how many people spoke during discussions. At the same time, it is noticeable that for both technology and non-technology motions, most of them had only one board member speaking in the discussions. 
How many board members spoke during the discussions is only a part of the whole picture. What is more important is what they said. It was found what the board members said were not all related to decision making. What the board members said were coded into the following categories and the results of each category is reported in table 3:
· Express Appreciation

· Express concerns

· Answer other board members’ questions

· Give Suggestions

· Request something from the administrators regarding this move

· Express Support

· Asking About Specifics

· Express Objection

· Make explanation and clarification to the board

What Board Members Said in Discussions?

	
	 
	Non Technology1
	Technology1

	Said What
	
	No.
	%
	No.
	%

	Express Appreciation
	
	10
	9.09%
	3
	14.29%

	Express concerns
	
	1
	0.91%
	
	

	Answer other board members’ questions
	
	4
	3.64%
	
	

	Give Suggestions
	
	9
	8.18%
	
	

	Request something regarding this move
	
	12
	10.91%
	4
	19.05%

	Express Support
	
	17
	15.45%
	4
	19.05%

	Asking About Specifics
	
	43
	39.09%
	9
	42.86%

	Express Objection
	
	12
	10.91%
	
	

	Explanation and Clarification
	
	2
	1.82%
	1
	4.76%

	Grand Total
	 
	110
	100.00%
	21
	100.00%


1. The number of times that board members said something in the discussions.
Table 3.

In total, there were 131 person-times
 in all discussions. For technology issues, what board members said in the discussions covered 5 categories. In contrast, for non-technology issues, what board members said in the discussions covered all categories. Among these categories, asking about specifics, requesting something regarding the motion and expressing objection could serve as the strongest evidence of decision making. Although the absolute quantity of these three categories for non-technology motions (67) is greater than that for technology motions (13), the percentage is still quite the same (60.91% for non-technology and 61.91% for technology).
In all, the results show that in the aspects analyzed above, the role the school board played and how it played the role in the final stage of decision making process are quite the same for both technology and non-technology issues. Those aspects mainly deal with whether decisions on technology are the results of deliberation of each member and discussion of the whole board. However, the data obtained from the board minutes could not reveal whether the deliberation and discussion are based upon discretion and knowledge.
4. Discussions


This study attempts to investigate the role school boards play in decision making on technology. To reach this goal, decision making of technology issues was compared with decision making of non-technology issues. The results reveal that the process of decision making of technology issues has two types. One is bottom-up and the other is top-down. The general decision making process is the same for both technology and non-technology issues. In the last stage of both types of decision making process, the role the school board played is similar for both technology and non-technology issues. That is, the claim that school boards do not make decisions on technology is not supported if we think the board made decisions on non-technology issues. At the same time, the results show that the school board seemed not exert much control in the last stage of decision making on technology as well as non-technology issues. The reasons for the weak control could be very complex. Few board members have the background to fully understand various kinds of issues that the school districts are faced with (Smoley, 1999) might be the reason. But other reasons might also account for it. For example, board members have misconceptions of their roles and functions (Kaplan, 1989). Or it could simply be that a particular school board did not do their best. The reasons for the weak control over technology issues might be different from the reasons for the weak control over non-technology issues. But one thing to note is that this result does not imply that a school board has a weak control on technology is bad or wrong. Most board members and administrators accept the axiom that the board sets policy and the superintendent implements policy (Lashway, 2002). But as Wilson (1976) pointed out, policy is perhaps the most misunderstood and misused term in school management. What issues are policy issues and what issues are administrative issues is never clearly defined. Further study should be conducted to compare the consequences of school districts with boards having different degrees of control on technology.
The conclusions of this study are fairly limited due to 3 reasons. First, school boards vary from each other greatly. In this study, the school board did not have anyone who either had a background in technology or just happened to be very good at technology. Suppose there was a board with one or even more than one such person, the whole dynamic would be very different. Second, this study could not answer whether the role the school board played in decision making on technology and non-technology issues differs from each other in specifics such as the proportion of each type of decision making process, how information presented to the board was filtered and so on. In addition, it is not clear whether the extent to which the deliberation and discussion are based up discretion and knowledge is different for technology and non-technology issues. Last, some evidence might be biased. In this study, only the former director of technology was interviewed multiple times. Since he is very knowledgeable in technology, there might be a strong bias in his interpretation of what had taken place.
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� Number of people who said something in the discussions. For an example, in all the discussions on non-technology issues, 10 people said something. Of which, some might be from the same board member and some others might be from different board members. 





